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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Despite long-standing, structural challenges 
facing its economy,1  The Gambia’s outlook has 
been improving prior to COVID-19 pandemic. Real 
GDP growth averaged 5% between 2015-2019, 
up from 3.6% during 2010-2015, driven largely 
by services and private consumption2.  Tourism 
performed strongly in 2019, despite the collapse 
of Thomas Cook in late September 2019. The 
political transition initiated in December 2016 
saw improved commitment to debt management 
and institutional reforms from within government. 
However, productivity upgrading in agriculture 
and economic diversification remains weak with 
agricultural output falling considerably in 2019. 
Climate change and environmental degradation 
pose threats to sustainable agricultural and 
fishing production. Much higher private and 
public investment rates are needed to address 
bottlenecks in supply and upgrade value-added in 
tourism and other industries.
 
Recent economic growth has not been diversified, 
vulnerable to external shocks, and elevated the 
debt burden. Despite weathering the 2008 global 
financial crisis relatively well, real GDP growth was 
very weak in 2011 (-0.4% average), as a persistent 
drought caused a sharp decline in crop harvest by 
more than 40% in that year. Economic growth 
recovered strongly between 2015-2019 (5% 
average). The latter period is in stark contrast to the 
low average real growth of 2.2% between 2002-
2011. Economic growth has been concentrated in 
the construction and services’ sectors, notably: 
wholesale and retail trade, transport and storage, 
and tourism (including accommodation and food 
services). These sub-sectors accounted for 54% 
of the GDP growth during 2015-2019, supported 
by foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows and 
diaspora’s remittance inflows3.  Agriculture 
output, predominantly comprised of groundnut 
and fisheries’ products, has underperformed its 

1 See: https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tpr_e/s365_e.pdf 
2 ‘Economic Context and Prospects’. AfDB research note for Africa Economic Outlook 2021.
3 According to The Gambia Integrated Household Survey 2015/16, diaspora remittances accounted for 11.5% of GDP
and are a source of income for an estimated 64.1% of the population (60% in rural areas and 66% of urban households).
4  World Bank. 2021. World Development Indicators.
5 See: https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/gambia/23698/new-gambia-new-migration_en

potential accounting for only 4.5% of total GDP 
growth, and is vulnerable to climate change and 
global commodity prices. Economic growth was 
also to an extent driven by government spending 
increasing by an average of 24% in real terms 
between 2015-20194,  leading to an increase in the 
overall fiscal deficit from 3.9% of GDP in 2014 to 
6.2% of GDP by 2018. Despite this, The Gambia’s 
recent debt trajectory has improved, in part due to 
strengthened oversight of state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs) and institutional reforms. The Gambia’s 
public debt  declined from 105.3% of GDP in 2015 
to 80.1% of GDP in 2019 and to 76.4% of GDP 
in 2020, also reflecting the restructuring of debt 
with certain bilateral and multilateral creditors and 
a rebasing of GDP. 

Government finances have improved in several 
important respects. Improved political stability 
since December 2016 has provided the opportunity 
to help stabilize the economy5,  as international 
donors, including the IMF, returned to provide 
budget support. The fiscal deficit has been reduced 
from 6.2% of GDP in 2018 to 2.6% of GDP in 
2019, supported by increased tax revenues and 
strong donor inflows. Growth has remained robust 
at 6.2% in 2019 despite the fiscal adjustment 
and external shocks. International reserves have 
been brought closer to safe levels at 4.5 months 
of imports’ coverage, while interest rates have 
declined from an average of 28% in 2014 to 21% 
in 2019, reflecting reduced public borrowing in 
the domestic markets, and more stable inflation. 
Following strong performance under the 2019 
IMF Staff Monitored Program (SMP), with a sharp 
reduction in the fiscal deficit, and debt relief from 
key plurilateral and bilateral creditors, The Gambia 
has been able to exit from being “in debt distress” 
in April 2019 to ‘high risk” in March 2020. This 
has paved the way for an Extended Credit Facility 
(ECF) approved by the IMF Board on March 23, 
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20206.  

Notwithstanding the recent progress made in debt 
management, more work is needed to ensure  fiscal 
adjustments do not lead to a reduction in spending 
on Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) targets 
– especially as COVID-19 has hit The Gambia 
hard. Out of locally funded expenditures, one-third 
of expenditures is still going to debt service (The 
Gambia’s 2020 State Budget). This substantially 
reduces room to expand expenditure on health, 
education, and essential infrastructure needed to 
meet the SDG targets.

The impacts of COVID-19 on a small and relatively 
undiversified economy like The Gambia, who is 
heavily reliant on tourism and agriculture, have 
been significant. GDP growth is projected to have 
contracted7  by 2.4% in 2020 from positive GDP 
growth of 6.2% in 2019, according to African 
Development Bank projections (AfDB’s African 
Economic Outlook, 2021). This COVID-19 induced 
contraction stems in part from a growing reliance 
on tourism (especially from Europe) for foreign 
exchange receipts and export revenue; but also, 
from global trade and supply chain disruptions 
and volatile commodity prices. Weak healthcare 
capacity and the absence of social safety nets 
greatly increase the urgency for government to 
provide a continued, sizable policy response. 
However, the impact has been cushioned by a 
marked increase in remittance volumes.

Assessing the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
a rapidly changing economic environment requires 
data at a higher frequency than annual or quarterly. 
The volatile economic environment brought on by 
COVID-19 has rendered traditional data sources 
unsuitable to providing an understanding of the 
real-time impacts from COVID-19 on trade, labour 
markets, and other areas of the economy. The use 
of high frequency data from several novel sources 
in this report allows for near real-time data to 
measure the effects of COVID-19 on The Gambia 
through several key transmission channels. The 
report identifies the following main impacts from 
COVID-19 on The Gambian economy:

• Export values from over 2020 decline sharply, 
contracting by 60% compared to 2019 values, 

6 See: https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gambia/overview
7 Central Bank of The Gambia indicate for a zero GDP growth rate in 2020.
8 The IMF estimates a reduction in exports of goods and services by 40.89% in 2020. IMF. 2020. World Economic Outlook Database, October 2020.
9 The Gambia Bureau of Statistics (GBoS, 2020): “COVID-19 in The Gambia: A rapid assessment of the impact of COVID-19 on Tourism and related sectors”.

a larger decrease than the IMF estimate of a 
40% reduction8.  The commodity net export 
terms of trade index shows great volatility 
reflecting substantially weaker global demand 
and reduced tourism service exports.

• Regional integration has been constrained 
during 2020 due to the closure of international 
borders. However, closer coordination in the 
Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS), and advances in the AfCFTA, 
provide opportunities to offset economic losses 
sustained in 2020 and orientate The Gambia 
towards a more dynamic and diversified 
recovery in 2021 and beyond.

• The Gambian tourism sector, the second 
largest sectoral earner of foreign exchange, 
is under severe pressure, with international 
tourism declining to zero for most of 2020 with 
little indication of a recovery in 2021. 

• Remittances is a vital source of income 
for many Gambian households. They have 
increased dramatically in 2020, potentially 
cushioning the harsh effects of the pandemic 
for many families. Employment and incomes 
remain under pressure though, with 92% 
of respondents of a recent survey9 reporting 
decreases in household income between mid-
March and August 2020. 

• Women and youth are facing disproportionate 
job losses due to their predominance in 
precarious occupation, including in the informal 
sector. 

• In the financial sector, the 3, 6, and 12-month 
T-bills had lower yields in September 2020 
compared to January 2020, reflecting the cost 
of government borrowing over these different 
maturities (time periods) declining during the 
initial course of COVID-19. This is a positive 
development and reflects global increases in 
liquidity combined with increases in domestic 
liquidity via a reduction in the monetary policy 
rate and reserve requirements.

• Measures taken by government in response to 
COVID-19 has have been assisted by financing 
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from international development partners and 
multilaterals.10  The Gambia is also seeking 
debt service deferral under the G20 debt 
service suspension initiative, which could 
provide US$ 2.19 million from the creditors that 
have already endorsed the initiative; and closer 
to US$ 6.68 million if The Gambia’s plurilateral 
and private creditors also endorse the initiative.

Going forward, how will COVID-19 impact The 
Gambia’s debt sustainability? The report finds 
that :

• The Gambia’s public debt, at approximately 
80% of GDP in 2019 and 76.4% of GDP in 
2020, is above the ECOWAS macroeconomic 
convergence target of 70% of GDP or less 
(the assumed heuristic for a target debt level 
in this report). 

• A high debt stock, in combination with weak 
domestic revenue mobilization and a small 
tax base, means that debt costs relative 
to government revenue show significant 
weakness and are at high risk. External public 
debt to revenues peaked in 2018 at over 21% 
before declining strongly as grants increased. A 
continued absence of tourism revenue in 2020 
and 2021 risks making debt repayments more 
difficult, especially if it reduces government 
tax revenue through knock-on, second round, 
effects on economic activity. If depressed 
tourism activity extends into 2021 and 2022 
current debt projections may, therefore, 
become overly optimistic.

• From 2013 The Gambia’s budget deficit (fiscal 
balance) continuously exceeded the ECOWAS 
convergence target of  -3% of GDP, falling 
below -6% of GDP in 2018, and recovering to 
-2.4% of GDP in 2019 before falling further 
to -3.7% of GDP in 2020. This highlights 
insufficient capacity in tax mobilization and 
expenditure planning.

• Using the World Bank-IMF debt sustainability 
analysis (DSA) model, the report builds two 
global scenarios to understand how different 
paces in the international recovery from 
COVID-19 might impact The Gambia’s (public 
and external) debt sustainability paths and the 
fiscal adjustments necessary to undertake in 

10 The World Bank is providing support through its $10 million COVID-19 Emergency Response Project, and the IMF through its US$21.2 million Rapid Credit Facility. Moreover, the 
IMF has approved the Catastrophe Containment and Relief Trust debt relief ($2.9 million). The European Union has disbursed a $9.7 million budget support grant, while the World 
Bank Social Safety Net Project has been front loaded with an additional $6 million. 

each. An optimistic ‘build back better’ (BBB) 
scenario, has higher real GDP growth and 
strong FDI inflows on the back of a rapid 
recovery in tourism exports in 2021. This sees 
public debt reach 60% of GDP by 2022, 
declining to 33% by 2030. Under an arguably 
more realistic ‘vaccine nationalism’ (VCN) 
scenario, tourism takes more than two years 
to recover and so exports and real GDP growth 
(along with FDI inflows) are much weaker. In 
this world it takes more than four additional 
years to achieve a 60% debt to GDP target 
(by 2025), declining to 45% by 2030. 

• The debt paths in either scenario, however, 
require almost persistent government primary 
balance surpluses until 2029, ranging from 
0.5 to 2.2% of GDP. In a lower global growth 
scenario (VCN), government’s primary balance 
bears a lot more of the burden of achieving 
public debt sustainability: such that 27% of 
the change in public debt between 2020-2030 
in a VCN scenario comes from government’s 
primary surplus. In a BBB world this is only 
17%. 

• In a low global growth scenario (VCN), 
government policies to reform the tourism 
sector, mitigate health risks, upgrade domestic 
value-added, as well as attract high quality 
FDI into sustainable activities (including in 
agriculture) become even more important, 
as government will be working to counteract 
the slowing effects of the external global 
environment.

• In a low global growth scenario, The Gambian 
government also has a much larger external 
financing requirement. This highlights the 
importance of having enhanced access 
to external financing through bilateral and 
multilateral channels, the importance of 
keeping external borrowing costs low (through 
a stable exchange rate and proper macro-
financial management), and the relevance of 
pursuing a sustainable current account through 
diversification of exports, enhanced regional 
integration, and greater trade facilitation on its 
border to reduce import costs. 

• Increased external concessional financing 
from multilaterals and (continued) suspension 
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of multilateral debt payments to the IMF, World 
Bank, and other bilateral lenders can help The 
Gambia prioritize health expenditures and 
reduce the risk that interest payments crowd 
out a strong domestic health response in 2021. 
A full-fledged public health response (including 
vaccinations) is vital if The Gambia is to revive 
its tourism sector in 2021. This also reduces 
the chance of new variants arising domestically 
and in turn greater travel restrictions being 
placed on The Gambia from abroad.

Balancing a sustainable budget and debt burden 
with increased investments in the SDGs is a central 
issue for a low-income country like The Gambia. 
As indicated in The Gambian Voluntary National 
Review (VNR) of 2020, there are major challenges 
to overcome in achieving nearly all of the SDG 
goals, which hinder the development of the 
country, degrade the quality of life and wellbeing 
of its population, and suppress sustainable 
economic growth. The report finds that:

• There has been notable progress towards 
achieving several of the SDG targets in The 
Gambia, reflected in increased access to 
education, water, and nutritional outcomes; 
increases in school enrolment and retention; 
improved water sources; reduced prevalence 
of underweight and stunting among children; 
and an increase in the proportion of women 
attended to by skilled health professional when 
giving birth.

• A focus on investing in serving rural areas is 
key to advancing the sustainable development 
agenda in The Gambia. A large disparity exists 
between the progress made in achieving the 
SDGs in urban versus rural areas, especially 
in terms of water, sanitation, hygiene service 
provision, and employment opportunities. The 
Gambia does have an advantage relative to 
other countries in achieving better results in 
rural areas due to its relatively greater access 
to outlying regions because of decent roads. 

• Expenditure per capita in health and education 
is lower than the low-income country average 
by some margin. Considering the country’s 
large share of youth in the population, this 
threatens to undo the gains made in these 

11 There is no standard method of estimation, but in general a benchmarking approach is used.
12 In this report the upper bound estimate is used

areas in recent years if population growth 
continues to outpace expenditure growth. 
These areas will require the largest efforts if 
they are to be achieved. 

• Annual expenditure requirements for The 
Gambia to achieve the SDGs in health; 
education; water, sanitation, and hygiene 
(WASH); electricity; roads; and agriculture 
amount to 23-43% of 2020 GDP, declining 
over time to 17-29% of GDP by 2030.

• Spending requirements differ substantially 
by SDG, and with a wide range of spending 
estimates evident within each SDGs depending 
on the exact aim and method11  of calculation 
used.12  Health requires expenditure equivalent 
to 3%-13.3% of annual GDP (declining 
over time) to meet its SDG targets. Annual 
expenditure on education and on electricity 
requires 8.4% and 8.1% of 2020 GDP, 
respectively; WASH requires 4.7% of GDP 
per year until 2030; agriculture and rural 
development requires 5.8% of 2020 GDP; 
and meeting infrastructure and road SDGs 
to expand access, quality, and increase road 
density requires 3% of 2020 GDP, decreasing 
to 1.6% of GDP by 2030.

• 
• If The Gambia is to achieve all the Goals 

by 2030 then enhanced monitoring and 
evaluation is required to ensure implementation 
and spending is undertaken as effectively 
as possible. This must be supported by 
international donor expertise and funding.

• Domestic financing alone is insufficient to 
achieve The Gambia’s SDG goals. Domestic 
savings and financial markets are limited, such 
that large regional efforts through ECOWAS 
and the international community are needed. 

• The shocks that COVID-19 has brought to 
The Gambian economy makes achieving the 
SDGs more difficult, with revenue collection 
and FDI inflows lower than in recent years. If 
official development assistance (ODA) can be 
mobilized to fill that gap moving forward, then 
this can counterbalance declines in the former 
areas of financing.
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1

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

Despite a very young population with a median 
age of 19.9 years,13  COVID-19 has cumulatively 
hit The Gambia’s population and economy 
relatively hard. Part of this impact likely reflects a 
relatively weak health care system and sanitation 
infrastructure. The country saw its first COVID-19 
case on March 17, 2020 as a Gambian returned 
from the United Kingdom.14 Although cases 
increased only gradually initially, the President 
declared a precautionary state of emergency 
starting from March 27 2020 which saw the 
closing of all non-essential businesses, airspace, 
and land borders. Prices of essential commodities 
were frozen. Gathering sizes were restricted and 
social distancing measures enacted. Despite such 
measures, community transmission involving 
healthcare workers and high-level government 
officials saw a surge in cases by mid-July 2020. 
A much milder and more gradual second wave 
occurred between January and May 2021. The 
Gambia has a case fatality rate (COVID-19 deaths 
per cases) of 2.95% as of May 16, 2021, above 
Ethiopia at 1.5% and very similar to Lesotho 
at 2.97%. Senegal has a case fatality ratio of 
2.75%.15  The Gambia has 2,457 COVID-19 cases 
per million, a bit above Ethiopia (2,316) and more 
favourable than Lesotho (5,036). Deaths per 
million are 72.4 below Lesotho (149) and above 
Ethiopia (34), also as of May 16, 2021.

The authorities have taken swift preventive 
measures to contain the spread of the pandemic, 
strengthen economic resilience, support 
private sector, and protect vulnerable groups. A 
supplementary appropriation was approved by 
the National Assembly in July 2020 and included 
GMD 2.3 billion in additional support measures 
(around 2.6% of 2019 GDP). 16 The supplementary 
‘budget’ included a GMD 737 million relief package 
to municipal councils, public firms, the tourism 
sector, and media, along with GMD 224.3 million 
13 The Gambian Bureau of Statistics (GBOS) 2013 census
14 See IMF Policy Tracker, accessed 17 May 2021: https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19 .
15 Our World in Data. Accessed May 16 2021.
16 The government reallocated GMD 500 million (0.6% of GDP) from the current budget to the Ministry of Health and other relevant public entities for containment measures 
to prevent and control the spread of the COVID-19 outbreak. The government also launched a student relief fund to support Gambian students abroad and a GMD 800 million 
(US$15.8 million) nation-wide food distribution program to benefit 84% of the households. In addition, 2,000 tons of fertilizer were distributed to support the needs of farmers.
17 The Gambia, 2020 approved budget.
18 This relief could be extended for up to 2 years, subject to the availability of resources under the CCRT.

in food assistance starting March 2021. The 
appropriation also provided for GMD 250 million in 
additional health spending and GMB 854.3 million 
for targeted public investment outlays to fill critical 
infrastructure gaps and support the economy 
through counter-cyclical spending. The 2021 
budget includes GMD 500 million for emergency 
COVID-19 spending contingencies.

Grant financing has played an important role in 
supporting the COVID-19 containment  efforts. 
Since 2017 The Gambia has had greater access 
to, and reliance on, inflows of foreign aid from 
multilaterals and the international development 
community, such that in 2019 grants (13,392,397 
– Dalasi ‘000s) exceeded government revenue 
(12,227,247).17 Since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, The Gambia has also benefited from 
an IMF Rapid Credit Facility (RCF) disbursement 
of US$ 21.3 million and is receiving debt service 
relief from the IMF under the Catastrophe 
Containment and Relief Trust (CCRT), expected 
to total US$10.96 million, of which around 
US$5.83 million has already been approved and 
US$4 million from the Debt Service Suspension 
Initiative (DSSI). The Gambia will receive relief 
from debt service falling due to the IMF in the next 
6 months but only on the CCRT (about US$2.9 
million).18  The COVID-19 financial assistance in 
2020 included budget support augmentation 
from the European Union (US$19.4 million), the 
African Development Bank (US$13 million) under 
its COVID-19 Response Facility, and additional or 
accelerated disbursements of grants for social 
projects by the World Bank amounting to US$21.6 
million, including the Health Fast-Track Facility 
(US$10 million), a frontloading of the Social Safety 
Net Project (US$8.1 million), and the Education 
Sector Response Project (US$3.5 million). The 
World Bank approved on April 19, 2021 an US$8 
million grant to help finance the COVID-19 vaccines 
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supply and rollout in the country, covering 40% of 
the population. 19

 
Despite increased budget allocations and 
expenditure for COVID-19, The Gambia’s debt path 
has held up relatively well during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Revenue performance yielded a much 
lower revenue loss than the 2.2% of GDP originally 
anticipated. The budget deficit was contained to 
3.7% of GDP in 2020 (AfDB, 2021), such that the 
debt to GDP ratio fell from 80.1% of GDP in 2019 to 
76.4% of GDP in 2020.20 Despite the precipitous 
drop in tourism inflows, foreign exchange reserves 
relative to potential imports strengthened to above 
5 months coverage by February 2021, partly on the 
back of strong remittance inflows and depressed 
imports.  Nevertheless, The Gambia’s high level 
of public debt to GDP poses significant risks over 
time unless it is brought down to 70% of GDP (or 
below). Internal borrowing (e.g. 33.6% of GDP, and 
44% of total public debt stock) remains high and 
limited both by high borrowing costs and low tax 
collection abilities, as well as a reliance on customs 
taxes for government revenue. Debt repayments 
as a percentage of government revenue (including 
grants) tends to around 20%. Risks related to 
exchange rate depreciation for The Gambia have 
declined over time somewhat owing to a large 
portion of debt and debt payments being held and 
owed domestically. 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has adversely 
changed the economic outlook in The Gambia. GDP 
is estimated to have contracted by 2.4% in 2020 
from a growth of 6.2% in 2019 (AfDB, African 
Economic Outlook, 2021) due to the negative 
impacts on tourism and its spillover effects on the 
whole economy which were brought about by the 
COVID-19 containment measures. On the supply 
side, the tourism and trade sectors were the most 
affected due to travel restrictions and disruptions 
in global supply chains. Recent evidence by the 
United Nations Development Programme21 on 
the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 shows 
that the pandemic has led to stagnation of 94% 
of tourism activity between March and October 
2020, affecting 2,358 entrepreneurs and 7,289 
employees and leading to $108.5 million in income 
losses in the economy. On the demand side, 
subdued domestic and external demand weighed 

19 
20 IMF virtual mission for Second Review of the Extended Credit Facility (ECF) for The Gambia.
21 UNDP (2020): “Socioeconomic impact of COVID-19 in The Gambia”.
22 Gambia Bureau of Statistics (GBoS), Integrated Household Survey, 2015-2016.
23 UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. 2019. SDG Costing & Financing for Low-Income Developing Countries.

on the economy, and export revenues of medium 
and large firms dropped by 10% and 22%, 
respectively, in 2020.

The COVID-19 pandemic also highlights a wider 
and urgent need to advance The Gambia’s 
progress towards achieving key SDGs. Uneven 
growth, inadequate capacity for public service 
delivery, and weak effectiveness of budgetary 
management and oversight mechanisms has seen 
uneven progress in key SDG metrics. Relatively 
high population growth averaging 3% per annum 
over the past decade and climate change risks 
have exacerbated The Gambia’s fragilities. As a 
result, poverty headcount ratios have remained 
roughly constant on the basis of the national 
poverty line22 of US$ 1.25 per person per day. 

COVID-19 has exposed significant gaps in The 
Gambian healthcare system, which suffers from 
under-investment. World Health Organisation 
(WHO) estimates of capital expenditure on health 
as a percentage of GDP show that The Gambia’s 
was below comparable countries at 0.15% in 2015, 
whereas the low-income country (LIC) average for 
2015 was 0.25%. The per capita cost for The 
Gambia to provide basic healthcare to citizens to 
achieve this SDG would be approximately US$86 
per year, a significant increase from the $22.2 it 
currently spends.23 This equates to approximately 
11.5% of Gambian GDP per capita in 2019. 

Given the country’s limited fiscal space, the report 
concludes by emphasizing structural reforms to 
enhance budgetary capacity for financing greater 
fixed capital investment projects to help achieve 
structural transformation and the SDGs. In the 
short run this can be achieved by continuing to 
enact stabilization policies to help The Gambia 
recover from the COVID-19 pandemic through 
combining healthcare, fiscal policies, employment 
and income support, export orientated growth, 
and regional integration measures. In the long-
run, debt sustainability and SDG attainment can 
best be achieved through advancing underlying 
sectoral reforms, driven by higher levels of gross 
fixed capital investments aimed at boosting 
domestic value-added – and in turn foreign 
exchange revenue and export growth – in key 
export earning sub-sectors such as groundnuts 
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and tourism.

The overall objective of this report is to update 
The Gambian government, development partners, 
the private sector, and civil society organizations 
on: (1) the economic impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic; (2) its implications for The Gambia’s 
debt sustainability; and (3) spending needs for 
achieving the SDG agenda. This report describes 
and forecasts the potential impacts of COVID-19 
on exports, employment, regional integration and 
trade, remittances, and in turn debt accumulation 
in the Gambian economy. The report also aims to 
contribute to the country dialogue by assisting 
the authorities in identifying sectoral policies 
likely to yield good outcomes, and those areas 
in which structural reforms are needed to enable 
the country to “build back better” in the post-
COVID-19 world.

The report builds on recent analytical work24  
and evidence from assessments undertaken on 
The Gambia by the AfDB and other multilaterals. 
This report’s emphasis is unique though with a 
focus on the macroeconomic and social impacts 
of COVID-19. The report uses high frequency 
and other data from the IMF, Central Bank of 
The Gambia, The Gambia Bureau of Statistics 
(GBoS), the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), and the World Bank to help understand the 
approximate real-time impacts of COVID-19 on: 
The Gambia’s commodity net export price index, 
its tourism industry, employment of women and 
youth, remittance volumes, total employment and 
income reductions, trade and regional integration, 
cost of borrowing, and monetary policy responses. 
The impact on the Gambia’s debt path is assessed 
in a stand-alone chapter.

The Gambia’s debt sustainability profile in light of 
COVID-19 is assessed in three ways: (i) Application 
of several measures of debt sustainability to 
assess if The Gambia breaches key debt levels; 
(ii) Use of Bayesian vector autoregression (VAR) 
to provide an intuitive understanding of the inter-
relationships between GDP, government spending, 
public debt, and the current account; and (iii) Debt 
path projections using the World Bank-IMF debt 
sustainability analysis (DSA) model under two 
distinct global scenarios: a “build back better” 

24 Note that this analysis does not aim to be comprehensive, given space and time limitations, and instead focuses on the most salient trends and features of The Gambia’s 
economy.
25 Due to data availability, the methodology changes between that of UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. 2019. SDG Costing & Financing for Low-Income Developing 
Countries., International Monetary Fund. 2020. Vietnam Development Success Story and the Unfinished SDG Agenda., and Gaspar et al. 2019. Fiscal Policy and Development: 
Human, Social, and Physical Investment for the SDGs. IMF staff discussion note SDN/19/03.
26 For more information on The High 5s, visit: www.afdb.org/en/high5s 

(BBB) scenario which is optimistic about the pace 
of the global recovery (including for tourism); and 
a “vaccine nationalism” (VCN) scenario closer to 
the current situation in which global travel remains 
severely depressed amidst limited vaccinations 
in poorer countries. These scenarios are used to 
assess the impacts of the external environment on 
The Gambia’s debt sustainability and the extent of 
fiscal adjustments required to maintain any target 
debt to GDP ratio. 

The debt sustainability analysis (DSA) are based on 
projections on the level and time paths of domestic 
and foreign inflation, interest rates, exchange 
rates, current account balance and exports, 
foreign borrowing, and very importantly domestic 
growth. The two model scenarios consider two 
different external global environments. The more 
realistic of the two, arguably, is the VCN scenario 
which assumes that The Gambia’s tourism 
exports are unlikely to recover in 2021 and 2022, 
due to a slower global economic recovery and 
limited availability of COVID-19 vaccines for less 
developed countries. Given this, the loss of foreign 
exchange in the coming years may be sizable, 
even if groundnut price increases are sustained. 
In such an environment increasing external debt 
(via bilateral creditors), unless in grant form, may 
not be prudent if it places a greater burden on 
the primary fiscal balance. Improved domestic 
revenue collection and expenditure methods 
have an important role to play in improved debt 
sustainability. But persistent balance of payments 
problems are likely to remain unless sectoral 
strategies for exports can help diversify output 
and increase domestic value addition, especially 
for tourism, basic foodstuffs, and other primary 
commodity exports.
 
Finally, the report uses a benchmarking approach25  
to estimate the financial expenditures necessary 
to meet the Gambia’s SDG targets on health, 
education, water, electricity, roads, and agriculture. 
These investment needs are linked to the debt 
sustainability analysis by estimating optimal 
financing needs in critical sectors. Addressing 
these needs are in line with the goals set out in 
The Gambia’s National Development Plan 2018-
2021 as well as the African Development Bank’s 
High 5 goals.26  Benchmarking estimates make 
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use of a 2030 GDP estimate of US$4.239 billion, 
a population estimate of 3.17 million, and average 
inflation of 5% per year for all calculations unless 
otherwise stated. All necessary inputs for cost 
estimate calculations are provided.

The rest of the paper is as follows: Chapter 2 
provide an overview of historical trends in The 
Gambia’s economy; Chapter 3 addresses the 
impact of the COVID-19 on The Gambia using 
a combination of national accounts data and 
high frequency data. The Gambia has been hit 
particularly hard due to the role of tourism as a 
large employer and foreign exchange earner. 
However, a strong financing response from the 
international community, coupled with increased 
remittance inflows, provided important buffers to 
the COVID-19 shock. Chapter 4 looks at trends 
in the sustainability of The Gambia’s public debt 

(both internal and external). First, it provides 
commonly used fiscal and debt sustainability 
indicators of The Gambia’s debt up till 2020. 
Next, it provides modelled projections of public 
and external debt until 2030, along with other 
key measures, on the basis of different scenarios, 
underpinned by large differences in GDP 
growth rates owing to very different external 
environments. This stems from differences in how 
the COVID-19 pandemic impacts The Gambia’s 
export growth and international travel. Chapter 5 
details trends in The Gambia’s attainment of its 
SDG goals, following a recent voluntary review 
of this by The Gambian government itself, and 
estimates expenditure needs to meet these SDGs 
under different assumptions and targets. Chapter 
6 provides policy recommendations on the basis 
of the above analysis. 
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CHAPTER 2 - OVERVIEW OF
THE GAMBIA’S ECONOMY
AND KEY SDGS
2.1. GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT TRENDS
The Gambia is one of the most densely populated 
countries on earth (Table 1). Population density 
increases the challenge of raising agricultural 
yields while reducing the impact of climate change 

Some progress has been made in reducing 
inflationary pressures owing to stable exchange 
rate and relatively lower food and energy prices, 
though this often relies on lower growth and 
subdued aggregate demand, like in the period prior 
to 2011. Higher rates of investment in the economy 
have accompanied rising share of industry  in GDP, 
mostly through a boom in the construction sector, 
though historically this has been highly volatile 
(Table 2 below).

27 United Nations Development Programme. 2020. The Impact of the COVID-19 Outbreak on Employment in The Gambia.

The Gambian labour market is characterised by 
high levels of informality with some two thirds 
of those employed being in the informal sector.  
27The Gambia also experiences high levels of 
unemployment when all workers are considered 
(including informal), with the rate being as high 
as 35.2% in 2018 up from 29.8% in 2010, with 
women and youth disproportionately unemployed 
with rates of 57.1% and 41.5% respectively. 
Unemployment is estimated to have increased to 

TABLE 1 Population and Growth.

Population 1990 2000 2010 2018 2019
Population, total (millions) 0.96 1.32 1.79 2.28 2.3

Population growth (annual %) 4.3 3.1 3.0 2.9 2.9

Surface area (sq. km thousands) 11.3 11.3 11.3 11.3 11.3

Population density (people per sq. km of land 
area) 94.4 130.2 177.2 225.3 225

Urban population growth (annual %) 7.1 5.0 4.3 4.0 4.0

Net migration (thousands) 3 2 -15 -15 -15.4

Growth and Living Standards 1990 2000 2010 2018 2019
GDP (current US$, billions) 0.32 0.78 1.54 1.62 1.8

GDP growth (annual %) 3.6 5.5 5.9 6.5 6.2

GNI (Atlas method, current US$ billions) 0.29 0.82 1.59 1.61 1.7

GNI per capita (Atlas method, current US$) 310 620 890 710 750

GNI (current international $, billions) 1.40 2.39 4.28 4.91 5.4

GNI per capita (PPP, current international $) 1,47 1,81 2,39 2,16 2.3

  Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators and AfDB.

and unsustainable resource usage. Net migration 
has reduced population pressures but at the cost 
of creating ‘brain drain’. These trends are reversing 
under the present, and more stable,  government.
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TABLE 2 Key Economic Indicators.

Economic & Industrial Indicators 1990 2000 2010 2018 2019 2020
Unemployment (Labour Force Surveys) … … 29.8 35.2 … 40a

Inflation (GDP deflator, annual %) 12.0 2.2 5.6 6.5 7.1 6.0

Industry (Value added % of GDP) 11 15 10 16 15.5 15.0

Gross capital formation (% of GDP) 22 5 14 17.5 19.7 18.5

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators and AfDB. Unemployment rate (%) from ILO.
Note: Industry includes construction. Blue indicates not a precise date. a AEO, 2021 projection. 

40% in 2020 as an estimated 20,000 jobs have 
been lost due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
GDP growth is volatile in The Gambia, such than 
average rates can be misleading. The Gambia’s 
recent growth comes from few activities from 
the services sector but with relative volatility 
28 According to The Gambia Integrated Household Survey 2015/16, diaspora remittances account for 11.5% of GDP and are a source of income for an estimated 64.1% of the 
population (60% in rural areas and 66% of urban households).

(e.g. construction, and wholesale and retail 
trade). Together, they accounted for 54% of the 
GDP growth over 2015-2019, supported by FDI 
inflows and diaspora’s remittances28. Agriculture 
which employs half of the country’s poor has 
underperformed its potential and only accounted 

for 4.5% of the GDP growth.

Compared to a list of similar countries, as 
measured by total GDP, and including its most 
immediate neighbour Senegal, GDP growth in 
The Gambia was generally lower pre-2008. It’s 
economic contraction in 2011 was also far worse 

and subsequent growth has been weaker. Climate 
change and environmental degradation, and the 
collapse in global commodity prices which cut 
yields by more than 50% in 2016 have contributed 
to high volatility of agricultural output. From 
2016 GDP growth accelerates notably though, 
continuing in more recent years (Figure 1). 

FIGURE 1 GDP Growth Rate (%), 1980-2018.

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators, accessed via Google Data Explorer.
Note: Becoming more volatile -  negative in 2002, 2005, 2011, and 2014 reflecting protracted drought. 1985-
2001 GDP growth rate is cyclical but fairly stable in its yearly changes.
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2.2. STRUCTURAL TRANSFORMATION

The pace of structural change has been slow in 
The Gambia. The country has a historic reliance 
on groundnuts for its export-orientated production 
structure. This has made it heavily impacted by the 
groundnut commodity price cycle. For a period, re-
exports played a central role as a service export 
and source of government revenue.29 There has 
been limited diversification into rough wood, and 
fish. Imports remain reliant on fuel and food, as 
well as light manufacturing.30 Efforts have been 
made to expand into cotton and yarn.31 The main 
notable success has been diversification into 
tourism, which is now the second largest earner 
of foreign exchange32 and accounts for roughly 
20% of GDP33. Despite historical groundnut 
prices being high, productivity and yields are 
down consistently due to poor land management 
and climate change. The country has 558,000 
hectares of very good quality arable land, of which 
only 200,000 hectares are currently under rain 
fed agricultural production.34

Food and agricultural production and productivity 
remains low, with the exception being fisheries 
which has been subject to a large influx of foreign 
(often Chinese) capital, farming on sustainable 
terms.35 As agriculture has shrunk as a per cent 
of GDP, services have grown especially (Table 3 
below). Despite this, according to the Ministry of 
Agriculture, about 80% of the 2 million Gambians 
are still depending on agriculture for its food and 
cash income.36 Climate change and sustainable 
usage remains key issues for the sector.

29 The latter initially was due to The Gambia offering regionally competitive trade taxes facilitating a re-export industry through its ports. This created a high dependence of 
government revenue dependence on these trade taxes. AfDB shows that revenue from trade taxes peak in 2006 at $1.4 billion, more than doubling its 2002 value before declining 
consistently. This is supported by WTO (https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tpr_e/s233_sum_e.pdf ) who note: “trade-related taxes fell from 40% of Government revenue in 
2003 to 24% in 2009, as other indirect taxes, such as sales tax, assumed greater importance.”
30 See OEC MIT.
31 https://www.fibre2fashion.com/news/textile-news/gambia-reviving-cotton-sector-in-upper-river-region-254930-newsdetails.htm and discussion here http://www.xinhuanet.
com/english/2019-08/01/c_138273501.htm
32 https://www.accessgambia.com/information/tourism-statistics.html
33 https://unctad.org/news/gambia-targets-african-tourists-more-sustainable-growth
34 http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-08/01/c_138273501.htm
35 See: https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/03/08/fish-farming-is-feeding-the-globe-whats-the-cost-for-locals
36 http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-08/01/c_138273501.htm

Agriculture sectoral shares in GDP value added 
(from 28% to 22%) and total employment (from 
33% to 29%) have declined while the services’ 
share in GDP value added (57% to 62%) and 
total employment (50% to 55%) increased 
between 2000 and 2019, as illustrated in Figure 
2. In addition, labour tends to move from low 
productivity agriculture and directly to services 
and driven by the productivity differentials as 
services’ sector productivity is twice as high 
as that in agriculture. However, by bypassing 
the high productivity industry sector which has 
great potential for creation of value addition and 
sustainable jobs, this pattern of structural change 
has not been growth-promoting. The contribution 
of industry on GDP stood at 15.2% during 2011-
2019 compared to 14.2% in 2001-2010, but the 
manufacturing’s share on GDP declined from 
8.7% in 2001-2010 to 5.5% over 2011-2019, 
suggesting a process of de-industrialization.

A breakdown of GDP by expenditure highlights 
some positive trends which bode well for the future 
of The Gambian economy. Investment has played 
a growing role in final expenditure expenditure’s 
contribution to GDP growth over 2015-2017, 
as incomes have shifted in relative terms away 
from consumption (Figure 3 below). Investment 
is the key determinant of long-run growth for an 
economy: it expands both demand and supply, 
while being the channel through which new 
technologies enter production and productivity 
is raised. Net exports contribution to growth has 
been negative due to high dependence on imports 
of food, fuel, and capital goods as against primary 
commodity exports with low value-addition.

TABLE 3 Share of value-added (GDP) by sector.

Agriculture Industry Services
1991 - 2000 26,37 12,22 61,40
2001 - 2010 28,56 14,24 57,20
2011 - 2019 22,04 15,22 62,75

Source: AfDB.
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2.3. FINANCE AND FINANCING

The Gambia’s financing has recently shifted 
from tax revenue (through a dominant re-export 
trade) to remittances and ODA (Table 4 below). 

Though tax revenue has improved in recent years 
(Figure 5 below). FDI net inflows, mostly from 
the United Kingdom, Spain, and Germany play 

FIGURE 2 Sectoral Value Added and Employment.
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FIGURE 3 Aggregate demand contribution to GDP growth (annual percent average).

Note: AfDB Statistics Department.
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a relevant role in financing investments in real 
estate, construction, tourism, and financial sector 
but remains volatile. In 2018, remittances were 
only slightly less than total ODA. Remittances 
help diversify against domestic specific risks. It 
is important to note that despite government net 

lending declining, it remains negative, such that its 
borrowing has increased. As a result, external debt 
stock has continued to grow. Total debt service is 
high in relative terms, especially relative to export 
revenues.
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TABLE 4 Financing for The Gambia.

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators. Net Lending for 2019 from official budget overview in 
2020. Revenue for 2018 is from World Bank IMF DSA model. n.a – not available. 

FIGURE 4 Trade Balance (% of GDP), 2000 -  Q3 2020.

Source: Central Bank of The Gambia
Note: Deficit has increased reflecting 
higher oil prices. Groundnut exports have 
been volatile and low, decline in tourism 
(and remittances) have impacted current 
account. Capital and financial accounts 
were helped by an Highly Indebted Poor 
Countries (HIPC) debt write-off in 2007. 
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Trade reflects a vital source of foreign exchange 
earnings, but as the table above and Figure 4 below 
show, a persistent reliance on imports has seen 
a large gap opening up in net foreign exchange 
receipts. This is a major source of risk for The 
Gambia. This reflects a large propensity to import 

as a small country. Improved terms of trade have 
not helped The Gambia’s trade balance much, 
reflecting limited (and even declining) productivity 
growth in agriculture and the decline in the share 
of high-tech exports in manufactured exports 
from 50.9% in 1990 to 31% in 2019 (UNIDO, 

Financing and Financial Flows 1990 2000 2010 2018 2019 2020
Revenue, excluding grants (% of GDP) 19..4 5.5 10.1 15.1 21.0 22.5

Gov. Net lending (+) / net borrowing (-) (% of GDP) 2.1 -6.8 -2.9 -6.1 -2.5 -1.7

External debt stocks (DOD, current US$ millions) 369 490 548 756.6 798.1 813.8

Total debt service (% of exports of goods, services, and primary 
income) 22.2 14.8 8.6 26.2 14.2 29.3

Personal remittances, inward (current US$ millions) … 54 116 150.8 202.7 274.2

Foreign direct investment (FDI), net inflows (current US$ millions) 14 44 37 90.8 93.9 77.9

Net official development assistance (ODA) inward (current US$ 
millions) 97.3 49.6 121.1 234.1 194.0 n.a

Trade 1990 2000 2010 2018 2019 2020
Merchandise trade (% of GDP) 69 26 23 48.7 41.2 n.a

Net barter terms of trade index (2000 = 100) 100 100 104 104 102.2 n.a

Exports of goods and services (% of GDP) 60 26 15 22 20.6 n.a

Imports of goods and services (% of GDP) 72 31 26 42 34.9 n.a
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2020). Tax collection ability has improved over the 
years owing to the enforcement of tax audits as 
part of application of the recommendations of the 
IMF’s Tax Administration Diagnostic Assessment 
Tool (TADAT). This is reflected in a growing tax 
to GDP ratio (Figure 5) – even though it remains 
below its peers in the West Africa by up to 6 
percentage points (Figure 6). Relative to other 

countries in Africa, its tax collection shows room 
for improvement. This may reflect its historic 
practice of concession of tax and duty exemptions 
which cost an estimated 3% of GDP in forgone 
revenue in 2019. The adoption of an ECOWAS 
common external tariff since 2007, has minimize 
trade tax collection.

FIGURE 5 Tax to GDP, 2004-2020.

Source: Central Bank of the Gambia.
Note: 2020 GDP based on World Bank forecast. Tax intake forecast for 2020 
simply assumes same % decline in tax revenue from Q4 as between Q3 to 
Q2, which is 4.1%.

FIGURE 6 Tax revenue to GDP, 2019 (%).

Source: AfDB Statistics Department, 2020.
Note: The Gambia showing 11.3% in 2019.
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The Gambia’s FDI financial inflows have 
underperformed its peers since 2014, after 
showing strong growth prior to then (Figure 7). 
Historically, net ODA accounted for the majority of 
central government revenues (World Development 

Indicators). On a per capita basis, its net ODA 
receipts stood at $102.3 in 2018 and in-line with 
countries of similar GDP (Cabo Verde, Lesotho, 
Guinea-Bissau), and historically even below 
Senegal (World Development Indicators).

FIGURE 7 Net FDI Financial Flows (% of GDP), 1990-2018.

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators, accessed via Google Data Explorer.

2.4. POVERTY, INEQUALITY, AND SOCIAL 
 INFRASTRUCTURE PERFORMANCE

Uneven growth, weak political environment, and 
inadequate capacity for public service delivery, 
and weak effectiveness of budgetary management 
and oversight mechanisms, has seen uneven 
progress in key SDG metrics (Table 5). Relatively 
high population growth averaging 3% per annum 
over the past decade and climate change risks 
have exacerbated these fragilities. As a result, 
poverty headcount ratios have remained roughly 
constant on the basis of the national poverty line. 
Based on the national poverty line of $1.25 per 
person a day, poverty headcount has declined 
considerably though since 2000. This is confirmed 
by the income share held by the poorest 20% of 

the population gradually improving since then too. 
However, inadequate formal social safety nets for 
the vulnerable population and decreased labour 
incomes due to the COVID-19 are estimated to 
have deteriorated poverty levels beyond 48.6% 
in 2020, reversing the gains made in previous 
years. Life expectancy has increased in step, 
from 52 years in 1990 to 62 years in 2018, or an 
improvement of 10 years in life expectancy over 
a 28 year period. Fertility rates have declined 
for the most recent cohort though, also as child 
health outcomes at birth have increased. Lastly, 
increasing rates of HIV/AIDS post a growing 
challenge and requires public health interventions.
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TABLE 5 Poverty, Inequality and Life Expectancy.

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators. 
Note: Blue indicates not a precise date.

Poverty, Inequality, and Life Expectancy 1990 2000 2010 2018
Poverty headcount ratio (national poverty line % of population) … 58 48.1 48.6

Income share held by lowest 20% … 4.3 5.7 7.4

Life expectancy at birth 52 56 60 62

Fertility rate 6.1 5.9 5.6 5.2

Adolescent fertility rate (births per 1,000 women ages 15-19) 163 124 96 76

Mortality rate (under 5 per 1,000 live births) 167 113 73 54

Prevalence of underweight (% of children under 5) … 15.4 17.4 10.3

Immunization measles (% of children ages 12-23 months) 86 89 92 91

Prevalence of HIV (% of population ages 15-49) 0.1 1.4 1.8 1.9

TABLE 6 Education, ICT, and the Environment.

Education 1990 2000 2010 2018
Primary completion rate, total (% of relevant age group) 44 66 67 79

School enrolment, primary (% gross) 58.6 80.2 79.8 98.0

School enrolment, secondary (% gross) 17 … 50 …

ICT Infrastructure 1990 2000 2010 2018

Mobile cellular subscriptions (per 100 people) 0.0 0.4 82.4 139.5

Individuals using the Internet (% of population) 0.0 0.9 9.2 19.8

Environment 1990 2000 2010 2018

Forest area (sq. km) (thousands) 4.4 4.6 4.8 4.9

CO2 emissions (metric tons per capita) 0.21 0.21 0.24 0.25

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators. 

Educational outcomes and other social 
infrastructure (Table 6) have been improving 
over time. Primary completion rates are up 
along with enrollment rates, though educational 
quality remains highly uneven and generally low. 
Adoption and usage of key modern technologies 
has improved (Table 6). This increases access 
to information and communication, an essential 
human right and SDG. It also has the ability to 

enhance accumulation of human capital and 
learning. Environmental outcomes remain roughly 
steady on the face of things; however, climate 
change risks have increased and risk destroying 
livelihoods and productivity unless an effective 
and comprehensive adaptation strategy to 
advance sustainability in fishing and agriculture is 
not introduced.
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2.5. GOVERNANCE   AND INSTITUTIONS

Underlying governance issues before the 2016 
political transition had led to generally low scores 
on most of the standard governance measures 
across the board. In the 2016 edition of the Mo 
Ibrahim Governance Index (IIAG) accounting for 
the situation in 2015, The Gambia was ranked 
35th out of 54 countries with a score of 46.9/100. 
In the 2020 edition of the Mo Ibrahim Governance 
Index (IIAG) accounting for the 2019 situation, The 
Gambia ranks 16th place and up from the 21st 
place in 2018. The country registered the largest 
improvement in the IIAG index in Africa (9.2 
points) over the period 2010-2019. The Gambia 
also improved in the Transparency International 
Corruption Perception Index from 145th/198 in 
2016 to 102nd/180 countries in 2020, though 
the enforcement of anti-corruption laws remains 
a challenge. Furthermore, the Report of the 2018 
High-Level Panel on Illicit Financial Flows (IFFs) from 
Africa indicates that IFFs in The Gambia account 
for 14% of GDP. An analysis undertaken on IFFs 
and their impact on the Millennium Development 
Goal (MDGs) suggested that The Gambia could 
have reached the MDG 4 (on Child Mortality) in 
10 years if IFFs were eliminated, as compared 
to 32 years under current rates of progress. 
The country ranks 43rd out of 54 countries 
in the AfDB’s Country Policy and Institutional 
Assessment (CPIA) with a score of 3.03 in 2018 up 
from 2.97 in 2016. Key improvements were made 
on CPIA ratings for structural reforms on financial 

sector development and trade policy and regional 
integration. However, performance on economic 
management, social inclusion and equity, and 
governance remained weak.

Looking at indicators in the Mo Ibrahim Index 
which saw large movements for The Gambia since 
2014 it can be observed that:  37

• Greatest gains were obtained in the 
Participation and Human Rights, and Safety 
and the Rule of Law categories (Table 7). 
Notably, the transparency and accountability 
sub-rating also greatly improved, from 24.4 
to 43.8/100 over the same period. 

• The Gambia saw the largest improvements 
out of countries in the list in the IIAG 
Education indicators since 2014. The 
country also made the second most progress 
between 2014 and 2019 in the African 
average score for Gender Parity in Primary 
and Lower Secondary School. In regard 
to the independence of the Judiciary, The 
Gambia saw significant gains since 2014 with 
the score increasing by 39.4 points between 
2014 and 2019 due to large gains in access to 
public and legislative information, absence of 
corruption in government branches, absence 
of favouritism, accountability of government 
and public employees. 

37 See:https://mo.ibrahim.foundation/sites/default/files/2020-02/African_
Governance_Report_2019.pdf

TABLE 7 The Gambia: Mo Ibrahim Index scores Pre/Post Transition (2015-2019)

Source: Mo Ibrahim Index, 2015-2019

Pre/post transition 
score difference

Pre/post transition 
% gains in scores

 Safety And Rule Of Law + 13.1 points 28%

 Participation And 
Human Rights + 15.2 points 46%

 Sustainable Economic 
Opportunity + 1.9 points 4%

 Human Development + 2 points 3%
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Recent Public Financial Management (PFM) 
reforms have the potential to yield considerable 
results with ongoing evaluation of these 
reforms vital. Notes the AfDB (2020)38: “The 
implementation of the PFM Strategy 2016-
2020 (published in May 2016) is just starting to 
yield results, ranging from the full roll-out of the 

38 AfDB. 2020. The Gambia Country Diagnostic Note.

Integrated Financial Management Information 
system; the Program-Based Budgeting; the 
establishment of the Financial Integrity Unit in 
2016 with Bank’s support from its Governance 
Trust Fund; the introduction of TSA in 2018, and 
the comprehensive performance audits of major 
SOEs and strategic reform action plan.”
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CHAPTER 3 - MACROECONOMIC 
IMPACTS OF COVID-19 USING 
HIGH FREQUENCY DATA

The Gambia’s GDP is estimated to have contracted 
by 2.4% in 2020, from a positive growth rate 
of 6.2% in 2019 (AEO 2021 estimates). 39The 
economic growth contraction stems from the 
negative impacts on tourism and its spillover 
effects on the whole economy. On the supply 
side, the closure of airports and land borders saw 
tourism and trade contract dramatically. According 
to figures from the Gambian Tourism Board, the 
tourism industry has lost $108 million in 2020. On 
the demand side, subdued domestic and external 
demand saw export revenues of medium and 
large firms drop by 10% and 22%, respectively, 
in 2020.

Transmission channels. COVID-19 has several 
direct and indirect effects on an economy. This 
report has attempted to cover several of these 
channels, subjected to available data. For a 
small highly open economy many of the impacts 
arise from regional and global channels, and in 
particular the flow of finance, limitation in people/
labour movement due to lockdowns, and exports 
regionally and globally. This reflects combinations 
of supply-side limitations, as value chains collapse 
but also demand-side contractions, as people lose 
jobs and incomes and adopt a higher level of pre-
cautionary savings. The six transmission channels 
which were explored in this report are:

1. Global exports: volumes and terms of trade. 
Internationally, the lack of demand and reduced 
trade that comes with disrupted regional 
and international supply chains, can reduce 
export revenue (unless not offset by improved 
terms of trade or commodity demand). Lower 
export revenues place downward pressure 
on government finances and scarce foreign 
exchange, constricting the fiscal space 
necessary for stimulus measures that support 

39 This paragraph is based on a recent 20210 AfDB The Gambia country note.
40 UNDP. 03 April 2020. The tourism sector in the context of COVID-19 outbreak in The Gambia. Brief #02.

employment, development, and a strong 
economic recovery when global demand 
recovers.

2. Tourism and international travel. Tourism 
accounts for 20.8% of The Gambia’s GDP,  
supporting over 42,000 direct jobs and another 
40,000 jobs indirectly. It generates about 
US$ 85 million in foreign exchange earnings 
making it possibly the largest earner of foreign 
exchange for the country and attracted over 
US$ 45 million in FDI between 2015-2019. It has 
high linkages to transport too, thereby assisting 
in shellfish, horticulture, and other international 
business activities.40

3. International financial flows: financing flows, 
cost of borrowing, remittances. Even though 
The Gambia relies considerably on ODA, 
private flows play a major role in financing 
public expenditure and providing it with access 
to foreign reserves. Remittances in particular 
are a vital source of net financial inflows.

4. Domestic demand: contraction in domestic 
employment and incomes. These impacts 
are often the result of a second-round effect 
as foreign demand contracts. Domestically, 
decreases in domestic demand aggravate the 
difficulties businesses experience in surviving 
due to lower revenues and profit margins. 

5. Differential impacts: youth and women. The 
impact of COVID-19 on vulnerable sections of the 
population have often been disproportionate. 
Specifically, women and youth have seen large 
decreases in their employment rates due to 
their relatively higher precarity in the workforce. 
As such, we may expect those populations, who 
generally occupy more precarious occupations 
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and work in more vulnerable sectors, to be 
harder hit in terms of job losses and income 
reductions.

6. Regional impacts: trade and regional 
integration. Regional impacts are considerable 
for The Gambia given its reliance on Senegal 
and other regional partners for inputs, end-
markets, sources of capital, and tourism. 
Enhanced regional integration also offers an 
opportunity to increase growth rates and offset 
potential declines and shifts in global demand. 

Method. The report uses high frequency and other 
data from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
Central Bank of The Gambia, The Gambia Bureau 
of Statistics (GBoS), the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), and the World Bank to help 
understand the approximate real-time impacts of 
COVID-19 on Gambia’s commodity net export price 
index, tourism industry, employment of women 
and youth, remittance volumes, employment and 
income reductions, effects on trade and regional 
integration, the cost of borrowing, and monetary 
policy responses. 

Overall, it is found that the impacts on The Gambia 
are severe across all metrics analysed here: 

• Export volumes are well below 2020 levels, 
with negative ramifications on revenue 
collection and foreign exchange reserves. This 
is exacerbated by negative terms of trade over 
the latter part of 2020, breaking the positive 
trend since 2011.

• The Gambian tourism sector has seen major 
decreases in activity over 2020, with air-
chartered arrivals stalling since March 2020. 
Tourism firms have mostly resorted to reducing 
staff, with some reducing pay and disposing 
of stock as well. There is little indication of 
recovery in the short term, and risk of long-
term capacity loss in the sector is severe. 

• Inward remittance volumes soared to all-time 
highs over 2020, providing families with crucial 
financial support, however it is not clear what 
the net benefit of the increased remittance 
volumes is due to the unavailability of unofficial 
channels that were previously heavily used. 
These volumes are likely to decrease in the 
short term as borders open and incomes from 
abroad become increasingly tight. Decreased 
local and international demand will see heavy 
income and employment reductions, with 
92% of survey respondents (GBoS, 2020) 
reporting decreases in income. 

• Export volume decreases indicate these 
losses will be felt in primary and secondary 
sectors, whilst mobility and trade restrictions 
affect tertiary sectors, especially in retail and 
tourism.

• Those most at risk are seen to be women and 
youth due to their underlying propensities 
towards more at-risk occupations and 
subsequent lower shock resilience. 

• Major opportunities exist for greater regional 
and continental integration through ECOWAS 
and AfCFTA, which should be advanced by 
Gambian authorities in order to cushion the 
impact of the pandemic. Preparation requires 
considerable efforts on trade facilitation 
through identifying key blockages and working 
with external and regional partners to invest in 
fixing them. 

• Short-term financing options are viable, with 
yields lower than in January 2020, though a 
more active role of the Central Bank may be 
required. The Monetary Policy Committee 
(MPC) rate, though lowered, still remains 
relatively high and has room to be lowered 
further to push liquidity into The Gambian 
economy given the projected low inflation 
(5.8% over 2021-2022) and the estimated 
negative output gap of 4% due to COVID-19.
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The figure below shows that COVID-19 has greatly 
reduced foreign exchange earnings through trade 
with total export values dropping to GMD261 
million, a 60% contraction from 2019. However, 
given high levels of historical volatility in trade this 
remains above 2018 levels (Figure 8).

3.1 EXPORTS The Gambia's trade is at greater risk of disruption 
from COVID-19 impacts due to a reliance on four 
products export for the vast majority of the export 
value of goods. Impacts have been particularly 
felt in the export of “wood and articles of wood; 
wood charcoal”, and “animal or vegetable fats and 
oils and their cleavage products; prepared edible 
fats; animal or vegetable waxes”. These export line 

FIGURE 8 Gambian Export Values by Product Profile, 2012 to 2020.

Source: Central Bank of The Gambia.
Note: Measured in thousands of Gambian Dalasi. “Component: Top 4” refers to the top four export 
products by value in the year of interest. “Component: Other” refers to the value of other exports 
which are outside of the top four products.

items traditionally drive goods export revenues.41 

Partially offsetting initial COVID-19 impacts for The 
Gambia (as well as other developing countries) 
has been improved terms of trade, however these 
effects have waned strongly as global supply 
and energy prices have recovered. As a result, 
terms of trade fell back from end of 2020 to 

41 The IMF estimates a reduction in exports of goods and services by 40.89% in 2020. IMF. 2020. World Economic Outlook Database, October 2020.
42 African Development Bank. 2020. Potential Impact of the Coronavirus on the Gambia’s economy.

lower levels and eventually to a half decade low 
by 2021 (Figure 9) .This also reflects a changing 
composition in export and import baskets. The 
Gambia predominantly exports to Asia42,  which 
showed a more rapid return of demand for exports 
as the region recovered from the pandemic 
sooner. This bodes well for The Gambia’s future 
economic recovery.
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FIGURE 9 Commodity Net Export Terms of Trade, January 2015 to January 2021.
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Note: Index base (100) is at June 2012 (not shown). Reference line indicates January 2020.

FIGURE 10 Commodity Net Export Terms of Trade, January 2000 to January 2021.
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In a broader context (Figure 10), the recent 
downswing is concerning as it interrupts the 
upswing since 2011 in The Gambia’s terms of 
trade, with demand for exports improving and oil 
prices falling. Greater regional integration has also 

assisted in this positive historical upward trend, 
and this should be leveraged by The Gambia in its 
recovery, such that import prices of food and other 
items can decline with lower tariffs and reduced 
trade costs.
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3.2 TOURISM
According to the calculations in this report, The 
Gambia has foregone around 150,000 tourists 
during COVID-19 in 2020 alone. At $1,000 
expenditure per tourist roughly, this amounts to 
lost revenue of approximately $150 million, roughly 
half of which would go to final output produced 

FIGURE 11 Monthly Air Chartered Tourist Arrivals, January 2015 to December 2020.
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by The Gambia. Figure 11 shows that no tourists 
arrived into The Gambia by air in April 2020, and 
with extremely reduced volumes from May to 
December 2020. If historical trends had instead 
continued, The Gambia would instead have 
had approximately 150,000 to 160,000 arrivals 
between April to December 2020, as compared to 

the 16,000 arrivals that did occur. 43

In a rapid assessment survey conducted by The 
Gambia Bureau of Statistics between April and 
June 2020,44  the formal tourism sector expected 
GMD6.8 billion in lost revenue due to the decrease 
in tourist activity, with hotels comprising 95% of 
those losses. The Gambian Tourism Board has 
reported an approximate US$108 million over the 
course of 2020,45 a massive loss for the sector 
and the wider economy.
43 Corresponding tourist inflows in 2019 over the period was approximately 153 000. We estimate between 150 000 to 160 000 arrivals total in a ‘normal’ circumstance over the 
period April to December 2020.
44 The Gambia Bureau of Statistics. 2020. A Rapid Assessment of the Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism and Related Sectors.
45 Anadolu Agency. 2020. Gambian tourism struggles with virus’ impact. Available: https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/gambian-tourism-struggles-with-virus-impact/2058853
46 Irem Onder. 2020. Forecasting Tourism Demand with Google Trends: Accuracy Comparison of Countries vs. Cities.

Google Trend search data on The Gambia’s tourism 
(Figure 12)46 highlights the sudden drop in tourism 
search to The Gambia over the course of 2020, 
to the lowest levels since 2017. There has been a 
gradual increase in interest since April 2020, but 
it remains low and highly volatile. Moreover, it is 
reliant on international travel returning and The 
Gambia’s restrictions on international tourism 
relaxing to levels which travellers find acceptable.
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FIGURE 12 Google Tourism Searches for The Gambia, June 2017 - December 2020.
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FIGURE 13 Mitigation strategies in the formal tourism sector.

Source: The Gambia Bureau 
of Statistics. 2020. A Rapid 
Assessment of the Impact 
of COVID-19 on Tourism and 
Related Sectors.
Note: Sample size of 266 
enterprises.

Looking at the cost mitigation strategies for the 
tourism sector (Figure 13), reducing staff was 
by far the most common measure in the tourist 
industry in The Gambia. Out of a total of 266 
establishments surveyed in the formal sector, 
167 reported reductions in staff, compared to 
65 establishments reducing staff wages, and 28 

reporting the disposal of stock. Re-orientating 
some tourist supply capacity to other purposes 
over the next 18 months might be considered. But 
contraction in supply threatens harming the ability 
of the sector to recover to pre-pandemic levels 
quickly.
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3.3 REMITTANCES
Overseas remittances from some 90,000 
Gambians living abroad (mainly in the US, UK, 
Spain, Nigeria, and Senegal) amount to as much 
as 20% of  The Gambia’s GDP.47  These funds are 
crucial in supporting the livelihoods of remittance 
recipients including households with on average 
7 – 10.2 people (depending on if women or male 
headed, respectively). With retrenchments and 
income reductions acutely impacting migrant 
workers, the potential decrease in the frequency 
and value of remittances has been an often-
overlooked indirect effect of the pandemic. The 
World Bank’s most recent estimates of remittance 
reductions indicate an 8.8% decline for Sub-
Saharan Africa in 2020, and a further 5.8% 
reduction in 2021.48  Considering the region’s cost 

47 UN International Organization for Migration. The Gambia: Overview. Available: https://www.iom.int/countries/gambia
48 World Bank & KNOWMAD. 2020. Phase II: COVID-19 Crisis through a Migration Lens. Migration and Development Brief 33: October 2020. Available: https://www.knomad.org/
sites/default/files/2020-11/Migration%20%26%20Development_Brief%2033.pdf
49 United Nations. 2020. Socioeconomic Impact of COVID-19 in The Gambia: A rapid assessment.

of remittance, this posed severe risks for those 
receiving remittances. However, the remittances 
sent to The Gambia during the pandemic months 
have defied these expectations, as seen in Figure 
14, increasing dramatically. This has occurred 
across developing economies and appears to be 
persisting. Remittances have increased to double 
the previous peak, and were at an all-time high in 
July, declining slightly in subsequent months but 
remaining elevated. The average remittance value 
received per month from April to December 2020 
has been approximately $55 million (compared 
to $28 million in 2019 over the same period) and 
may be due to reductions in remittances through 
unofficial sources.49

FIGURE 14 Monthly Air Chartered Tourist Arrivals, January 2015 to December 2020.

Source: Central Bank of The 
Gambia.
Note: Reference line indicates 
January 2020.

3.4 DOMESTIC EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME
Initial 2020 estimates from the Ministry of Trade, 
Industry, Regional Integration and Employment 
showed that 53,000 jobs were expected to be shed by 

those informally employed in 2020, predominantly 
through the services sector of the economy. A 
nationally representative High Frequency Survey 



23

FIGURE 15 Decline in household income between mid-March - August 2020.

Source: World Bank and The Gambia Bureau 
of Statistics. 2020. COVID-19: Impact on 
household’s well-being monitoring. 
Note: Most commonly reported decreases 
in household income have been from 
agricultural, livestock and fishing activity 
(92% reporting decreases, likely due to 
inaccessibility of agricultural inputs and 
mobility restrictions), non-farm business 
income (98% reporting decreases), and 
property income, investments and savings 
(95% reporting decreases).

FIGURE 16 Per cent of workforce in at-risk occupations by 
gender, 2000 to 2020.

Source: ILOstat.
Note: “At-risk” occupations are those deemed less resilient to job loss 
and income reduction. These include clerical support workers, service 
and sales workers, craft and related trade workers, plant and machine 
operators, and assemblers, and workers in elementary occupations and 
skilled agriculture, forestry, and fisheries. Occupations deemed more 
resilient are managers, professionals, and technicians and associate 
professionals. 

3.5 AT-RISK POPULATIONS:  WOMEN AND YOUTH

Figure 16 plots the share of ‘at-risk’ occupations 
from COVID-19 and that most jobs which women 
occupy are at risk jobs (around 96%) compared 
with men at 92%. Youth unemployment and high 
informality (60.6%) represent a potential source 
for socio-economic crisis in The Gambia. The 
COVID-19 has affected most women who are in 
vulnerable employment, with a rate of 83.2% of 
total population compared to men 64.2%.

Young workers (those aged 15 to 24) also tend to 
face a relatively higher risk of employment loss 
and income reduction compared to their older 
counterparts. This is predominantly due to the 
occupations they hold, but also due to their lower 
savings and lower adaptive capacity in the face 
of labour market shocks due to more limited work 
experience and networks. Only 3.3% of youth 
hold occupations that are deemed more resilient 
to labour market shocks, with the remaining 
96.7% of the employed youth in occupations that 
face high-risk of employment loss and income 
reduction (Figure 17). Youth hold a higher share 
of at-risk occupations as a proportion of total 
youth employment than their older counterparts. 
This would lead us to expect employment shocks 
to youth being relatively more severe than the 
economy-wide average.

showed that 92% of respondents reported 
declines in household income between mid-March 
and August of 2020, with the poor being hit the 
hardest (Figure 15). Only 7.8% of households 
have been able to maintain their income level, with 
0.4% of households experiencing an increase. A 

larger portion of poorer households have reported 
household income decreases, with 95% of those 
in the poorest 20% of households reporting 
decreases, compared to 83% of the richest 20% 
of households reporting decreases.
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FIGURE 17 Share of youth in at-risk occupations.
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Note: 2012 data is used. Youth is defined as those aged 15 to 24. “At-
risk” occupations are those deemed less resilient to job loss and income 
reduction. These include clerical support workers, service and sales 
workers, skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers, craft and related 
trades workers, plant and machine operators, and assemblers, those in 
elementary occupations, and those not elsewhere classified. Occupations 
deemed more resilient are managers, professionals, technicians and 
associate professionals, and armed forces.

FIGURE 18 Regional Integration Index measures of The Gambia vs ECOWAS average.

Source: AFRICA Regional Integration Index, online: https://www.integrate-africa.org/rankings/countries/gambia/

3.6 TRADE AND REGIONAL INTEGRATION

Given its small size and low levels of financial 
development, The Gambia is largely reliant on 
trade to meet its essential needs and to supply it 
with foreign exchange. COVID-19 in many ways 
has been a ‘globalization shock’, especially for 
developing economies, leading to dramatic falls 
in global supply chains, including for The Gambia. 
This reverses progress made during 2019 when 
its trade recovered strongly from the fall during 
2018.50 However, its less complex production 
chains also help guard The Gambia against the 
worst global impacts on goods production.51

Limited productive integration (Figure 18) means 
that The Gambia has more limited involvement in 
regional value chains.52 While its limited industrial 
base sees unable to take advantage of regional 
end-markets as a source of demand. Despite 
weakly diversified export markets, The Gambia 
remains reliant increasingly on Asian demand 
for its goods exports and European demand for 

50 UNDP. 2020. The impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on trade in The Gambia. These 
impacts on The Gambia are somewhat mitigated due to relatively depressed oil prices, 
which The Gambia imports from Cote d’Ivoire. Observatory of Economic Complexity. 
2020. Gambia. Available: https://oec.world/en/profile/country/gmb
51 UNDP. 2020. The impact of the OCVID-19 outbreak on trade in The Gambia.
52 The low productive integration metric is informed by the lower share of intermediate 
exports and imports to and from other member states, as well as a relatively larger 
trade deficit with the region. AFRICA Regional Integration Index. 2021. Productive 
Integration. Available: https://www.integrate-africa.org/rankings/dimensions/
productive-integration/
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Source: Central Bank 
of The Gambia.
Note: Average monthly yield of 
treasury bills. “3tbill”, “6tbill”, and 
“12tbill” denotes 3, 6, and 12-month 
maturities. Treasury bills “securities 
issued at a discount, redeemed 
at their face value at maturity and 
have maturities of not more than 
one year. They are direct obligations 
of the Government of The Gambia. 
They are issued under the laws 
of The Gambia and are subject to 
these Conditions and the applicable 
Notice.” 55

55 See: https://www.cbg.gm/treasury-bills-sukuk-al-
salaam-redemption

FIGURE 19 Average yield for 3, 6, 12-month maturity Treasury bills, January 2016 to September 2020.
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3.7 FINANCING
3.7.1 Cost of borrowing

Figure 19 illustrates the monthly average yields 
of short-term debt instruments used by The 
Central Bank of The Gambia. This is a proxy for 
the changing demand and supply of government 
demand, along with global risk and liquidity 
conditions during the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, 
it is observed a large reduction in yields from 2016 
to late 2018, with a period of relative stability of 
short-term yields until late 2019. The latter portion 
of 2019 saw decreasing yields across all three 
of the short-term maturities, with increases in 

borrowing costs over the first half of 2020. Yields 
have recovered in the last few months, with yields 
on 3, 6, and 12-month T-bills now lower than 2018 
and 2019 averages. This translates to cheaper 
short-term debt financing, which due to their 
issuance in local currency given The Gambia’s 
greater flexibility in its financing options. But at 
the same time the ability of domestic savings to 
absorb this debt issuance has shrunk, unless the 
debt is monetized and purchased by the Central 
Bank, at least temporarily.

its tourism service exports and exports very little 
regionally despite its membership in the ECOWAS. 
Instead it remains reliant regionally for its imports: 
In Q2 2019, nearly 31% of The Gambia’s imports 

53 Gambia Bureau of Statistics. 2019. International Merchandise Trade Statistics for Second Quarter 2019.
54 IOM – UN Migration. 2020. Bustling Border Towns in the Time of COVID-19. Available: https://bit.ly/3o4zc0L

were from ECOWAS member states.53 In this 
regard, the closure of the Senegalese border on 
cross-border movement of people and essential 
goods cannot be underestimated.54
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FIGURE 20 Monetary Policy Rate, August 2004 to September 2020.
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Source: Central Bank of The Gambia.
Note: The Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) rate is the key lending rate of the central bank. Measured in 
percent. MPC rate at 28 November 2019 was 12.5%, at 27 February 2020 was lowered to 12.0%, and 28 May 
2020 lowered further to 10.0% and has remained at that level.

Additionally, the Central Bank of The Gambia 
reduced the reserve requirements of local banks 
by two percentage points, from 15% to 13%. This 
aided in releasing further liquidity into the banking 
sector, to the tune of approximately GMD700 
million (0.7% of GDP, or USD14 million).56 The 

56 International Monetary Fund. 2020. Policy Responses to COVID-19: The Gambia. Available: https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19

effects above help show what effect the COVID-19 
pandemic has had on The Gambian economy. 
Where traditional methods of analyses are no 
longer as useful in assessing how The Gambia has 
been impacted, high frequency data and analysis 
allows for responsive and dynamic policymaking.

3.7.2 Monetary Policy Response

Monetary policy is one of the tools able to boost 
local liquidity and stimulate demand.  In response 
to the pandemic, The Gambia’s Monetary Policy 
Committee (MPC) lowered the monetary policy 

rate by 2 percentage points from 12.0% to 10.0% 
in May 2020 (Figure 20). This followed shortly 
after a 0.5% decrease in the first quarter of 2020. 
Cumulatively, the monetary policy rate has been 
cut by 2.5% since the end of 2019.
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CHAPTER 4 - DEBT 
SUSTAINABILITY ANALYSIS

4.1 OVERVIEW
This chapter provides a medium-term debt outlook 
and describes the risks the country faces and 
alternative scenarios to overcome the upcoming 
challenges. More specifically, the following issues 
are discussed: How has The Gambian government 
been financing its deficits? Why has its level of 
debt been growing, peaking at 87% of GDP in 
2017? Moreover, The Gambia, like many other 
Low-income countries (LICs) faces significant 
challenges in meeting their development 
objectives, including the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), while at the same time ensuring 
that their external debt remains sustainable.

In the 2000’s The Gambia’s government’s deficit 
was financed through domestic borrowing and 
monetization of debt,57 along with external debt 

57 In accordance with the Central Bank Act, the Government was entitled to borrow 10% of a preceding year's tax revenues from the Central Bank. The Central Bank does this by 
converting government overdrafts to short-term treasury bills (charging market interest rates). https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tpr_e/s365_e.pdf. In 2018, The IMF noted that 
debt monetization was “now eliminated”, see: IMF Completes Second Review of Staff Monitored Program with The Gambia (2018). 
58 The Gambia, 2020 approved budget.

write-offs. External finances, however, played a 
limited role then due to persistent macroeconomic 
slippages under the previous regime which led to 
budget support suspension from 2013 to 2016. 
This changed in 2017 with the introduction of a 
new government and the inflows of foreign aid from 
multilaterals and the international development 
community, such that in 2019 grants (13,392,397 
– Dalasi ‘000s) exceeded government revenue 
(12,227,247).58 The majority of these external 
flows (at 52%) was in the form of capital grants 
from international organizations. An estimated 
21.8% of grants came from foreign governments 
(as opposed to international organizations). In 
contrast to grant revenue,  government revenue 
shows a continued reliance on taxes from customs 
and other import duties, accounting for 22% of 

 ʯ Gambia’s high level of public debt to GDP poses significant risks over time unless it is brought down eventually to at least 70% 
of GDP.

 ʯ  Internal borrowing is high: limited both by high borrowing costs and by low tax collection abilities, as well as a reliance on 
customs taxes for revenue. This leads to a high risk as debt repayments as a percentage of government revenue (including 
grants) tend to be around 20%.

 ʯ Risks related to exchange rate depreciation for The Gambia have declined over time somewhat owing to a large portion of debt 
and debt payments being held and owed domestically.

 ʯ High borrowing costs pose particular risks to The Gambia, in part due to the large portion of domestically held debt.
 ʯ Given the relative absence of borrowing from external private markets, and limited domestic pools of savings, a key driver 

of debt sustainability going forward is willingness of official creditors and donors to continue providing positive net transfers 
through concessional loans and grants.

 ʯ Given The Gambia’s high debt ratios solvency (debts are greater than assets) is, in theory, more of a concern than liquidity. But 
given commonly used debt criteria revolve around comparing stock of debt to a flow of GDP (rather than the states assets), a 
lack of assets is usually not the sticking point. 

 ʯ Considerable liquidity risks remain. Maturing debt needs to be analysed to ensure that it can be refinanced amidst a possible 

Box 1: The Gambia’s Debt Risk ProfileBOX 1:
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higher inflation and higher interest rate in the domestic environment.
 ʯ  Immigration out of The Gambia serves to reduce the long-term sustainability of public and private debt by reducing domestic 

human capital formation and productivity growth. But in the short-term immigrations leads to a fairly consistent inflow of 
remittances through the balance of payments.  

 ʯ  It is unlikely that The Gambia’s tourism exports will recover in 2021 and even 2022, due to uncertainties in global economic 
recovery and availability of COVID-19 vaccines. Given this, the loss of foreign exchange in 2020, 2021, and 2022 will be sizable, 
even groundnut price increases are sustained. As a result, increasing external debt (via bilateral creditors), unless in grant form, 
is not prudent and places a greater burden on the primary fiscal balance, global multilaterals, and improved domestic revenue 
collection and expenditure methods. 

 ʯ Persistent balance of payments problems will remain though until sectoral strategies, including for tourism, can help diversify 
exports and increase domestic value addition on its exports of basic foodstuffs and other primary commodities.

Source: Author.

total government revenue in 2019, just more than 
the total tax revenue received from profits and 
wages for corporates and individuals. Drawing 
on loans was the other major budgetary item 
amounting to 5,798,385 Dalasi, equivalent to 
47% of government’s revenue from taxes. About 
21% of new loans in 2019 were from domestic 
borrowing through short-term bills (‘t-bills’), 
while the remaining 79% was from external 
concessional loans from multilaterals.
In the case of The Gambia, as is typical for LICs, 
sustainable government financing is a function 
not only of proper budgetary management of 
expenditures and revenue, but of structural 

59 For overview of trade see WTO report (2017): https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tpr_e/s365_e.pdf

challenges, relating to a lack of economic 
diversification. In this regard, debt problems for 
low-income countries can additionally be usefully 
characterized through their unsustainable current 
account position. This is appropriate since lower 
income countries are usually forced to borrow 
mostly in  a foreign currency, making the net 
earnings of foreign exchange essential to the 
repayment of debt, of which external debt is often 
the predominant type given undeveloped domestic 
financial markets and limited domestic savings. 
The Gambia’s financing problems are most 
acutely reflected, and driven by, its balance of 
payments constraints,59 with a historic reliance on 

FIGURE 21 Trade Balance (% of GDP), 2000 - Q3 2020
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groundnuts (and in turn the commodity price cycle 
of groundnuts) for government finance.  Partly due 
to poor agricultural productivity and falling yields, 
along with a reliance on imports for essentials, 
The Gambia has run a persistent and deteriorating 
trade balance since at least 2000 (Figure 21 
below). This stabilizes at around negative 14% 
of GDP between 2004 - 2012 (when growth was 
slower and more volatile), before deteriorating 
further. In March 2020 its trade balance deficit 
was US$126 million.

To finance this considerable trade deficit The 
Gambia would, in an ideal world, be able to 
access net inflows of private financial capital 
through its financial account (reflecting its ability 
to adequately draw on savings from abroad). 
Instead, inflows through its financial account are 
highly volatile, often negative, and too small in 
size to materially finance its current account. In 
March 2020, the financial account balance was 
-$US3.9 million, while net FDI financial inflows 
was US$11.4 million, an emerging bright spot of 
financing despite being volatile. The Gambia’s net 
investment income account balance, a component 
of the current account along with the trade 
balance, is also negative but improving (-US$4.9 
million March 2020), reflecting net outflows to 
the non-resident owners of financial assets in The 
Gambia 

This then leaves two primary adjustment 
mechanisms through the balance of payments for 
The Gambia’s financing: (i) drawing down on foreign 
exchange reserves, which was US$230.4 million 
on March 2020; and (ii) the main mechanism, 
which was inflows of current transfers of US$73.2 
million in March 2020 (a component of the current 
account). This is the main consistent source of 
financing for the trade deficit through the balance 
of payments. These are almost entirely non-
government flows driven by remittances, but 
inclusive of grants and debt forgiveness.  But even 
with remittances the current account deficit was 
9.5% of GDP in 2018 and projected to be 5.7% 
in 2020 (World Bank-IMF DSA model).

The budgeted government deficit (after accounting 
for grants) in 2019 was 2.4% of GDP. This was 
entirely financed through borrowing, largely 
externally but also domestically. The sustainability 
of this depends in part on the pace at which 
debt service costs grow relative to GDP growth. 
About 22% of government revenue in 2019 was 
budgeted for debt interest costs but almost 85% 
of this was for domestic debt payments.

Total external debt (public and publicly guaranteed) 
of The Gambia’s is below its peers who have 
similar levels of GDP (Figure 22), highlighting the 
policy potential to attract more foreign inflows and 
borrowing, if undertaken on favourable terms.

FIGURE 22: Trade Balance (% of GDP), 2000 - Q3 2020

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators, accessed via Google Data Explorer. 
Note: Public and public guaranteed debt.
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4.2 DEBT SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS
Is The Gambia’s public debt sustainable? A major 
difficulty in assessing sustainability is that it tends 
to rely on future projections of variables, including 
their inter-relationship. Proper inclusion of all debts 
is another major issue. A preliminary analysis of 

60 Note that in such considerations the two most important debt metrics are: External debt: Debt usually denominated in an external currency and so requires earning of foreign 
exchange to meet debt payments. This in turn makes the exchange rate an important metric, along with the trade and income balances in the balance of payments. External debt 
is usually plotted against exports in almost all debt sustainability analyses. This follows on from the commonly used debt measures during the HIPC initiative. To some extent this 
is outdated as low-income economies have received more investment income or transfers. In this case of The Gambia remittances should be included in future debt sustainability 
measures and related reports. Its relative stability and size make it a key variable when deciding the sustainability of The Gambia’s debt. Total public debt: Public debt forms the 
basis of private debt. Public debt sustainably also allows for the continuation of public services and employment. Total debt: is of less interest since this includes private sector debt 
owed domestically. It is not looked at here.

debt sustainability can involve comparing public 
debts and fiscal deficits to that which is deemed 
a sustainable and safe level. We define these 
sustainable levels below when we present the data 
on trends in debt.60

The European Commission defines public finance sustainability as the ability of a government to sustain its current spending, tax, 
and other policies in the long run without threatening the government’s solvency or without defaulting on some of the government's 
liabilities or promised expenditures.61

A dominant approach to public debt sustainability is to look at the stock of debt and define a level or trend in the debt stock as 
being sustainable or not sustainable. This approach focuses on the drivers of the growth in the stock of public debt.62 This can be 
decomposed into the following three components,63 where   dt dt denotes the change in the public debt-to-GDP ratio:

Equation 1:  Public debt sustainability decomposition.

 

i. Interest rate-growth differential: The real interest rate, r, relative to the growth in real output (GDP), g. If r > g then debt will grow 
(left hand side of equation), all else held equal on the right-hand side of the equation.

ii. Stock-flow adjustments (as a share of nominal GDP): sft is defined as measures undertaken to meet government’s changing 
financing given the other variables. This is generally though to mean primary the issuance/redemption of debt or the acquisition/sale 
of financial assets. But, importantly, this assumes taxes cannot be used as a financing mechanism. 64

iii. Primary balance (government spending adjustments): pbt is the primary balance as a share of nominal GDP. This is the government 
net borrowing (or net lending) requirement before interest payments and reflects the need to borrow additional money (or raise 
taxes), or the surplus available to pay off interest and principal on current debt if in surplus.

61 https://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/pages/publication15998_en.pdf
62 Other approaches include focusing on cyclical vs. trend drivers of debt stock growth, as well as a closer focus on borrowing costs (income flows) rather than stock accumulation (of debt).
63 Cheng, H. W. J., & Pitterle, I. (2018). Towards a more comprehensive assessment of fiscal space. UNDESA. Online: https://www.un.org/esa/desa/papers/2018/wp153_2018.pdf
64 See for example the Troika’s approach to Greece’s sovereign debt crisis post-2008 global financial crisis. Taxes were not permitted to be raised, forcing stock flow adjustments through major asset 
sales often at depressed prices.

Defining Debt SustainabilityBOX 2:

Source: Based on Cheng, H. W. J., & Pitterle, I. (2018). Towards a more comprehensive assessment of 
fiscal space. UNDESA.
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4.2.1 Debt Stocks
• Debt stocks for the public sector and external 

debt increase till 2017, declining thereafter. 
Much public sector debt is financed 
domestically (as noted previously), hence the 
gap. Public debt to GDP increases until 2017 
peaking at 87% before declining to 80.1% 
by 2019. External debt peaks at 48% of GDP 
in 2017 and 2018 declining to 44% by 2019 
(Figure 23).

65 IMF 2003, “Sustainability Assessments—Review of Application and Methodological Refinements,” SM/03/206. Online: http://www.imf.org/external/np/pdr/sustain/2003/061003.
pdf 

• ECOWAS convergence is for public debt to be 
70% or less. The Gambia overshoots this after 
2015 with public debt of around 80% in 2019.

• For the IMF, a debt stock above 40-60% of 
GDP leads to sharply higher crisis probabilities 
for LICs such as The Gambia.65

• Severe indebtedness is often considered to be a 

FIGURE 23 Debt Stock as a percentage of GDP, 2010-2021.

Source: World Bank-IMF 2020 Q4 Draft DSA Model. AfDB database does not have on these variables.
Note: 2020 and 2021 are model projections.
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debt stock of 80% for LICs such as The Gambia. 
66

• The IMF’s theoretical approach in its DSA 
model is that the debt path is sustainable, 
as a process (rather than a point estimate), 
so long as the debt-to-GDP ratio declines. 
This is because the model is based on an 
intertemporal budget constraint.67

• Compared to the median among low-income 
countries The Gambia has considerably higher 
levels of public debt. Debt relief under the 
Heavily Indebted Poor Countries initiative and 
the Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative helped 
to reduce public debt among low-income 

66 IMF DSA Training. ‘Chapter 8: What is debt sustainability’. online: https://courses.edx.org/asset-v1:IMFx+DSAx+2015_T3+type@asset+block/IMF_DSA_Background_
Information.pdf
67 IMF DSA Training. ‘Chapter 8: What is debt sustainability’. online: https://courses.edx.org/asset-v1:IMFx+DSAx+2015_T3+type@asset+block/IMF_DSA_Background_
Information.pdf
68 See: https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/debt-low-income-countries-rising-vulnerability
69 See: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31453/WPS8794.pdf?sequence=6

countries from a median debt-to-GDP ratio of 
close to 100% in the early 2000s to a median 
of just over 30% by 2013. The Gambia’s public 
debt levels were already double the median 
value for low-income countries.68 The median 
debt ratio rose to above 50% by 2017, in 
comparison The Gambia held public debt of 
87% that year.

• The growth in The Gambia’s debt stock has 
in many ways been unique. Between 2007-
2017, the country’s annual growth in its public 
debt was among the largest out of all low-
income countries. Between 2014-2017 only 
Mozambique has seen higher growth.69 
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4.2.2 Debt Payments
• One way to assess if the debt stock is 

sustainable is to see what percentage of 
government revenue or total income goes to 
debt payments. For example, many advanced 
economies now have seen large increases in 
debt stock during the COVID-19 pandemic but 
because total interest costs as a percentage 
of GDP are lower these are perhaps more 
sustainable.

• By this metric The Gambia’s debt shows mixed 
levels of riskiness. This can be seen, first and 
foremost, by noting that The Gambia’s debt 
costs have consistently been 40% or above as 
a percent of its government revenue, declining 
from 2019. This is dominated by internal debt 
payments as Figure 24 makes clear (the gap 
between the two lines). In some ways this might 
be thought to reduce the nature of the risk (e.g. 

FIGURE 24 Public Debt costs  as a percentage of Government Revenue, 2010-2021.

Source: External debt service data and 
projections (2020 and 2021) from World 
Bank-IMF DSA 2020 Q4 draft model. 
Total public debt service (interest and 
amortizations) from AfDB. Government 
revenue (including grants) is from AfDB.
Note: 2020 and 2021 are model projections.

the implications of default) but this also makes 
the debt potentially less stable as the interest 
cost of debt rises due to increased reliance on 
private domestic creditors.

• Declining debt costs (Figure 25) is associated 
with lower domestic debt payments amidst 
a lower borrowing requirement, along with 
external debt write-offs, and renewed grants.

Traditional measures of debt service sustainability, 
including those used by the IMF and the World 
Bank, are more hopeful and point to an export-
orientated economy with significant potential 

to generate foreign exchange. In The Gambia’s 
present position these metrics are perhaps less 
relevant given that the major debt payments 
are denominated in domestic debt (making 
government revenue and GDP just as relevant as 
metrics).

• External payments made on public sector debt 
decline from 2018 in relative terms. 

• External debt payments on public sector 
debt relative to government revenue show 

• The causes of debt growth have themselves 
been systematic and unsustainable rather than 
incidental and once-off. Undisciplined fiscal 
policy, large bailouts of weakly performing 
state-owned enterprises, and widespread 
mismanagement of government finances by the 

70 See: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31453/WPS8794.pdf?sequence=6

previous government.70 Improvements since 
then speak to a greater ability to ensure public 
debt levels are sustainable. However, only if 
they continue to decline over time, including 
through proper management of SOEs.
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FIGURE 25 Cost of Debt, 2010-2021.

Source: AfDB.
Note: Total debt service costs 
(interest and amortization) over 
total debt stock (defined as total 
debt outstanding at year end).

FIGURE 26 Public sector external debt services costs, 2010-2021.
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Source: World Bank-IMF 2020 Q4 Draft DSA Model for public debt tock data. AfDB for exports and government 
revenue. Remittances from World Bank. We assume 15% growth in remittances for 2020 and 2021.
Note: 2020 and 2021 are model projections. Debt service is interest plus amortization payments due by the 
public sector. Government revenue includes grant.

significant weakness and risk, peaking in 
2018 at 21.7%, before declining strongly as 
grants increase. This poses significant risks 
for The Gambia and reflects a combination of 
a relatively high debt stock and weak domestic 
revenue mobilization capabilities.

• Debt service payments amounted to above 
16% of exports at its peak and 10% of 
exports plus remittances. We can see from 
the Figure 26 the importance of including 
remittances, especially as the gap between the 
two lines is growing for a large portion of the 
period, indicating the growing importance of 
remittances to the country’s access to foreign 
exchange. 

• HIPC criteria in the past were for debt service 
costs to exports to be no more than 20%.  
World Bank-IMF DSA categories define for 
low-income countries external debt servicing 
costs of 21% of exports and 23% of 
government revenue as strong. Below this debt 
sustainability weakens. On these measures 
The Gambia’s public sector debt service costs 
are sustainable, but significant risks remain 
due to a lack of government revenue, and if 
export values fall. In particular a continued 
absence of tourism revenue in 2020 and 2021 
could be a major shock and are likely to make 
current debt projections overly optimistic as 
they reduce government tax revenue further.
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4.2.3 Fiscal policy sustainability
• Primary balance has deteriorated since 2014 

and turned negative from 2016, recovering 
during 2019. This shows that a primary surplus 
is possible for The Gambia even if historically it 
has been fairly infrequent.

• The wider definition of the primary balance, 
which removes amortization payments as well 
as interest payments from the fiscal balance, 
is consistently positive, indicating the role of 
debt payments in reducing The Gambia’s fiscal 
sustainability.

• ECOWAS convergence is for the ‘budget 
deficit’ (e.g. the fiscal balance) to be no more 
than 3% of GDP. From 2013 The Gambia 
continuously exceeds this target being below 
-6% of GDP in 2018 before converging to 
-2.4% of GDP in 2019 (Figure 27). The AEO, 
2021 estimates that the fiscal deficit stood 
at -3.7% of GDP in 2020 and is projected 
to average -3.2% of GDP in 2021 caused by 
increased spending amid shortfall in revenue 
collections. This is a major concern as it shows 
a lack of sustainability in the budget, in part 
due to external interest payments on debt.

FIGURE 27 Fiscal policy sustainability, 2010-2021.

Source: AfDB database.
Note: 2020 and 2021 are model projections. Expansive primary balance includes 
amortization payments made on debt
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Fiscal policy sustainability is usually defined as the 
ability of a government to service its debt without 
unrealistic fiscal adjustment. As a result, it cannot 
be disconnected from debt sustainability. The debt 
stabilizing primary balance is pb*:

pb*  =  (R-G )/(1+G) dt-1

This equation indicates the primary balance 
(surplus or deficit) needed to stabilize the debt for 
a single year at its current level. 71

• dt-1 is the sustainable debt to GDP ratio
• The long-run real interest rate and long-run 

real growth rate are R and G.

71 This assumes no seignorage.
72 IMF DSA Training. ‘Chapter 8: What is debt sustainability’. online: https://courses.edx.org/asset-v1:IMFx+DSAx+2015_T3+type@asset+block/IMF_DSA_Background_
Information.pdf

For example, with dt-1 at 70%, if R is 5% and G 
is 7% then the primary balance can be in primary 
deficit -1.3% as a share of GDP which will keep 
debt at this level. If we swop around the R and G 
values, then now it is required a primary surplus 
of 1.3% of GDP to maintain a debt to GDP ratio 
of 70%. The key intuition is this: that if the real 
interest rate on government debt exceeds real 
GDP growth, debt becomes explosive, unless 
primary surpluses occur to offset the automatic 
debt dynamics.72

In practise to attain a d* value defined as a target 
debt to GDP level e.g. reduce their stock of debt 
relative to GDP, rather than just stabilize it, a 
primary surplus in excess of the debt-stabilizing 
level is needed. 
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4.3 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GDP, GOVERNMENT 
SPENDING, DEBT, AND THE CURRENT ACCOUNT.

 A BAYESIAN VAR APPROACH

This section uses Vector Autoregressive (VAR) 
models to analyse the relationships between 
GDP, government spending, debt, and the current 
account. VAR models are popular in economics 
because they can model inter-relationships 
between closely connected economic variables. 
Bayesian VARs are especially useful in their ability 
to deal with many variables and limited lengths 
of time-series through the careful use of priors.73 
The analysis use annual data from 1981-2020. 
Unfortunately, the primary balance variable was 
not available and so instead the government 
spending as a percentage of GDP or the fiscal 
balance are used, instead. The variables are:

• Real GDP growth (%)
• Total debt to GDP (%)
• Public debt to GDP (%)
• Current account to GDP (%)
• Fiscal balance to GDP (%)
• Government spending to GDP74 (%)

The findings highlight the importance of GDP 
growth to improving The Gambia’s debt levels 
historically, even though this has also tended to 
increase current account deficits given the country’s 
high propensity for imports and weak export 
diversification, thereby making the economy’s debt 
not sustainable ultimately. As a result, GDP growth 
by itself, without structural reforms, is unlikely to 
reduce government debt levels.

73 Our Bayesian VAR model consists of the following variables taken from the African Development Bank’s Database, with lag selection 1 chosen by information criterion, and 
lambda = 0.5. For a brief introduction and application of the model we use: https://www.r-bloggers.com/2019/01/structural-analisys-of-bayesian-vars-with-an-example-using-the-
brazilian-development-bank/. For further details on the model see: Bańbura, M., Giannone, D., & Reichlin, L. (2010). Large Bayesian vector auto regressions. Journal of applied 
Econometrics, 25(1), 71-92.; and application:  de Menezes Barboza, R., & Vasconcelos, G. F. (2019). Measuring the aggregate effects of the Brazilian Development Bank on 
investment. The North American Journal of Economics and Finance, 47, 223-236.
74 Variable name is “Central government, total expenditure, and net lending (% of GDP)”
75 Since it is measured as a percentage of GDP it may also indicate that it replaces less effective expenditure from households or firms. It may also reflect current account dynamics 
(which when negative subtract from GDP).

Although government spending (as a percentage 
of GDP) seems to have strongly positive effects 
(fiscal multipliers) on real GDP growth, higher fiscal 
deficits do not except in the initial year, after which 
their impact is negative, indicating their negative 
spill-over effects onto the current account and 
other factors may be much larger in effect size. 

Figure 28 below shows that real GDP growth 
significantly reduces public debt levels (to GDP) – 
though model uncertainty is fairly high. After initial 
improvement in the current account we also see 
the tendency for higher GDP growth to reduce the 
current account (pushing it into deficit eventually). 

Government expenditure is shown to improve real 
GDP growth in the short and medium term, with 
fairly high certainty, indicating strong multipliers.75  
It’s impact declines only gradually. This also 
highlights the cuts to government spending 
are likely to have large short-term impacts. 
Government spending clearly increases (worsens) 
the current account deficit significantly, though 
with some improvement over time (perhaps as 
domestic supply adjusts).  While over time we see 
government expenditure increasing public debt 
levels (perhaps due historically to it not leading to 
a large increase in tax and other revenues relative 
to spending growth). Results are similar when 
looking at total debt as the dependant variable 
(instead of just public debt) – not shown.
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FIGURE 28 Impulse Responses: showing how shocks to real GDP growth and Government Spending impact key metrics.

Source: Authors. Bayesian VAR model. 
Note: Red and green lines showing 95% and 90% credible interval lines. All variables % of GDP. Dependant variable is public debt to 
GDP (top row) and real GDP growth (bottom row). Showing impact of a one standard deviation shock to real GDP growth (top row); and 
a one standard deviation shock to government expenditure % of GDP.

A similar exercise is undertaken but swoping out 
variables in the model: using shocks to the fiscal 
deficit instead of government spending (Figure 29 
below). Similar results can be seen in the top row.  
It can be observed that the GDP growth leads to an 
initially strong improvement in the fiscal balance 
before returning fairly quickly back down to similar 
(though still improved levels).  

On the bottom row it is observed that increases 
to the fiscal balance only has very short-term 
benefits to GDP growth before decreasing and 
making it negative. While more persistently 

negative impacts on current account balance can 
be seen over time (after a small initial bump up), 
from increases in the fiscal balance.

The analysis involve considerable uncertainty 
for many of the impacts, especially for the fiscal 
balance’s impact on GDP growth and public debt 
in the first several years. This, perhaps, reflects 
the fact that fiscal deficits can be temporary or 
permanent, or focused on activities with high or 
low fiscal multipliers, as well as on consumption or 
investment spending.
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FIGURE 29 Impulse Responses: showing how shocks to real GDP growth and Fiscal Deficit impact key metrics.
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Source: Authors. Bayesian VAR model. 
Note: Red and green lines showing 95% and 90% credible interval lines. All variables % of GDP. Dependant variable is public debt to 
GDP (top row) and real GDP growth (bottom row). Showing impact of a one standard deviation shock to real GDP growth (top row); and 
a one standard deviation shock to fiscal deficit % of GDP. 



38

4.4 MODELLING DEBT SUSTAINABILITY: TWO SCENARIOS

In the previous section, quantitative analysis 
were undertaken and provided an intuitive 
understanding of the relationships between 
between GDP, government spending, debt, and 
the current account. In this section, two distinct 
scenarios are explored to calculate pb* or d* 
and based on specific assumptions on key 
variables including, but not limited to the future 
path of economic growth. In these scenarios R is 
calculated (along with some assumptions about 
its future path). Several assumptions must be on 
the level and time paths of domestic and foreign 
inflation, interest rates, exchange rates, current 
account balance and exports, foreign borrowing, 
and very importantly domestic growth projections. 

Economy-wide Data Inputs & Assumptions for 
2020 (Table 8). Much of the impacts from 2020 
reflect reduced tourism and exports for The 
Gambia. Prospects for a recovery are placed 
on tourism by many,76 especially given the poor 
performance of agricultural output in 2019. This 
report draws on a draft Q4 2020 IMF-World 
Bank DSA model and upgrade its assumptions as 
follows:

• GDP is estimated to have contracted by -2.4% 
in 2020 in scenario 2, against 0% growth in 
scenario 1.

• Real fiscal deficit of 8% of GDP in 2019 and 
2020 (total government expenditure over total 
government revenue and grants relative to 
real GDP). The government looked to minimize 
the socio-economic impact of the pandemic 
through some expansionary fiscal policy: 
health spending and food assistance spending 
was 0.5% and 0.7% of GDP, respectively.  
Although government revenue contracts in 

76 See: https://www.fitchsolutions.com/country-risk-sovereigns/economics/tourism-drive-gambias-2021-economic-rebound-10-12-2020 
77 Shortfalls in import duties and other tax revenues which led to an estimated 20% revenue loss.
78 We model this as: (1) an addition in external financing from the IMF (BS) of $25.8 million per year for 5 years between 2020-2024, and a  corresponding decline in external debt 
needs; (2) We suspend IMF debt servicing payments for 2020 and 2021; (3) Reduced domestic debt issuance for 2020-2024 by $25.8 million in each year (1323 local currency 
millions annually approximately).

2020 we model total government revenue and 
grants increasing by 18% in 2020 due to a 
large increase in grants received for budgetary 
support.77

• The decline in remittances and tourism 
receipts and amid additional official imports 
of emergence health equipment and essential 
food supplies contributed to widen the current 
account deficit to -8.6% of GDP in 2020 from 
-5.3% in 2019. 

• The large current account deficit has led to a 
drawdown of foreign exchange reserves by a 
$115 million in 2020 we assume, almost double 
the 2019 drawdown. 

• The Gambia received debt relief amounting to 
2% of GDP in 2020 from the IMF’s Catastrophe 
Containment and Relief and financial support 
from other international partners. And a 5-year 
debt service relief from its key plurilateral and 
bilateral creditors, mounting to US$129 million 
or 7% of 2019 GDP between 2020 and 2024, 
or an average of $25.8 million per year. 78

Lastly, it is assumed that the performance of 
government’s public finance management remains 
the same in all the scenarios (primary expenditure 
gross amounts). Moreover, it is assumed that 
government revenue (inclusive of grants) remains 
the same in all the scenarios despite differences 
in growth rates. This can be rationalized on the 
basis that the TSA is implemented in scenario 
2 owing to greater pressure on government 
finances. A persistent problem in all the scenarios 
is that government expenditure (fiscal balance) to 
GDP grows over time due to insufficient growth in 
private sector investment spending.
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TABLE 8 Selected macroeconomic assumptions

Source: African Development Bank Statistics Department, African Economic Outlook, 2021, World Bank-IMF 2020 Q4 Draft DSA Model 
for public debt tock data, World Development Indicators. 

Key variables 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2030

Scenario 1: Building Back Better – Optimistic Scenario

Real GDP growth (%) 6.2 0.0 6.0 6.5 7.0 6.5 5.8 5.5

GDP deflator in US dollar (%) 7.1 4.9 4.6 4.7 4.6 4.6 4.8 4.6

Primary balance (% of GDP) 3.7 2.1 1.6 1.5 2.3 2.0 1.4 1.1

Effective interest rate (%) 1.6 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.3 1.4 1.4 1.5

Current account (% of GDP) -5.3 -8.7 -9.9 -9.6 -9.0 -9.1 -8.8 -8.5

Growth of exports of goods and services (%) 17.8 -56.0 100.0 32.0 16.0 13.0 9.0 9.5

Growth of imports of goods and services (%) 13.7 -1.6 5.8 6.5 7.6 7.0 5.8 8.1

Public Investment (% of GDP) 20.8 20.5 20.5 20.0 20.0 19.4 18.7 18.4

Scenario 1: ‘Vaccine Nationalism’ – Current Global Scenario

Real GDP growth (%) 6.2 -2.4 3.2 5.1 6.0 5.5 5.3 5.1

GDP deflator in US dollar (%) 3.1 4.8 2.4 2.2 2.0 2.0 2.6 1.9

Primary balance (% of GDP) 0.6 1.1 -1.6 0.4 1.0 1.3 1.8 0.8

Effective interest rate (%) 1.6 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.3 1.4 1.4 1.5

Current account (% of GDP) -5.3 -8.6 -10.4 -12.5 -10.9 -9.9 -8.4 -8.1

Growth of exports of goods and services (%) 17.8 -56.0 65.0 25.0 15.0 15.0 10.0 8.0

Growth of imports of goods and services (%) 13.8 -1.7 23.3 17.6 6.5 6.2 3.3 5.1

Public Investment (% of GDP) 19.7 18.5 18.5 21.8 21.6 20.6 19.8 19.9

Scenario 1 –  ‘Building Back Better’ 
(BBB) [OPTIMISTIC SCENARIO]

Global vaccine cooperation leads to a much 
quicker recovery than expected in international 
mobility and trade, with any production and 
shipping bottle necks overcome. This leads to a 
bounce-back in final output with previous losses 
recovered quickly. Strong recovery in real GDP 
growth and export growth helped by declining 
inflation & falling domestic real borrowing costs; a 
moderating current account deficit as commodity 
prices for groundnuts remain elevated along with 
large investments in revitalizing the tourist sector.

• Sector reforms are implemented to sustain 
and grow tourism and expand the domestic 
groundnut value chain. This is supported by 

79 In this world vaccine producers, including those making vaccines more appropriate for low-income economies, are able to rapidly adapt and manufacture vaccines adjusted for 
mutations, when necessary.

foreign capital and know-how.

• Vaccination levels reach targets in developing 
and low-income economies by end of 2021 due 
to strong international cooperation, helping 
stop the spread of mutations and opening 
up the world for greater global travel and 
increasing foreign demand.79

• Real GDP growth bounces back strongly after 
2021: Real GDP growth hovers between 6-7% 
until 2024 after which it declines to an average 
of 5.5% or so. This relies on the projection of 
average real GDP growth being 86% higher 
than the past average. Given assumptions on 
inflation this implies consistent nominal GDP 
growth in excess of 11%.
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• Improving external environment: current 
account deficit is persistent still, staying 
at -8 to -9% between 2020-2024, before 
falling (increasing again from 2033). Strong 
export growth between 2021-2025: after a 
contraction of 56% in 2020, exports grow 
by 100% in 2021 due to a return to normal 
in tourism in 2021, and then export growth of 
32% in 2022, 16% (2023), 13% (2024), and 
9% (2025).

• Assumes strong growth in inward net FDI 
financial flows from 2021 growing by 8% a 
year. This substantially increases access to 
foreign exchange and helps drive up growth 
rates.80

• GDP deflator (inflation) falls from around 7% 
between 2018-2020, to around 4-5% in the 
subsequent decade. The projected inflation is 
below the historical average by 1.3 percentage 
points.

• Assume nominal foreign borrowing costs 
remain in-line with historical averages, and 
domestic real borrowing costs fall below 
historical averages by 1.7 percentage points.81

• Debt relief: an addition in external financing 
from the IMF (BS) of $25.8 million per year 
for 5 years between 2020-2024, and a 
corresponding decline in the external debt 
borrowing requirement; (2) Suspended IMF 
debt servicing payments for 2020 and 2021; 
(3) Reduced domestic debt issuance for 2020-
2024 by $25.8 million in each year (1,323 local 
currency millions annually approximately).

Permanent output losses. A much deeper, more 
delayed, and slower economic recovery in real 
GDP and exports owing to limited access to 

80 This reduces domestic debt issuance requirements.
81 We maintain this assumption for all the scenarios.   
82 Based on personal discussions with Airfinity.

vaccines and abundant viral mutations limiting 
international mobility.82 Tourism only returns to 
normal in 2024, regional trade and movement 
of persons is restricted for several years. This 
is particularly important given that tourism 
accounts for around 20% of GDP, is the largest 
foreign exchange earner, and is a major source 
of employment. No significant reforms to tourism 
sector are implemented. Inflation and borrowing 
costs are as above.

• Real GDP growth following initial AfDB 
projections showing contraction of -2.4% in 
2020 (as above), but then followed by weaker 
recovery of 3.2% in 2021 and 5.1% in 2022. 
Real GDP growth increases slowly to 2% until 
2025, 3% until 2030, and 4% from 2031.

• Debt relief as above.

• A weak and only gradually improving external 
environment: 

a. Following initial AfDB projections, current 
account balance as a % of GDP falls to 
-11% and -16% in 2021 and 2022. This 
deteriorates further, falling to -13% of GDP 
between 2023-2025 – as tourism continues 
to suffer even as groundnut prices remain 
elevated – before declining.

b. Weaker export growth (which less front-
loaded): 65% in 2021 (instead of 100%) 
and 25% in 2022, 15% in 2023, 15% in 
2024. It then fluctuates around 8-10% 
export growth, declining to 5% from 2033. 
Exports are 28% smaller by 2028 in 
scenario 2 than in scenario 1. 

c. FDI inflows remain far more subdued than 
under scenario 1, increasing by 5% a 
year from 2025 and with little growth prior 
to then. This reduces access to foreign 
exchange and productivity growth, keeping 
growth rates subdued. 

Scenario 2 – ‘Vaccine nationalism’
(VCN) [CURRENT GLOBAL 
SCENARIO]
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4.4.1 Scenario results

In this section, the report provides the results 
of the two distinct scenarios. The projections 
are run using the World Bank-IMF DSA model 
which is based on assumptions about changes in 
government policy as well as underlying economic 
variables. For further information on how the model 
works see background material from the training 
course.83 The debt projection process begins by 
focusing on public debt before shifting to external 
debt, though strong overlaps exist and are noted. 
All variables are plotted and discussed as a 
percentage of GDP unless stated otherwise. The 
analysis end off with a review of the implications 
of the main findings.

Public sector debt evolves very different in the 
build back better (BBB) scenario compared to 
a world with vaccine nationalism (VCN) – Figure 
30. This is largely due to very different real GDP 
growth rates, reflecting different levels of tourism 
inflows, FDI inflows, and productivity growth.In a 
BBB scenario, public debt falls back down to 60% 
of GDP or below by 2023. While in a VCN scenario 
this takes till 2025 to reach a comparable debt 
level.

Given the limited dynamics in the model this higher 
GDP growth in a BBB scenario does not cause 
total government revenue and grants to be higher 
in a BBB scenario than in a VCN scenario. As a 
result, government revenue is higher in relative 
terms in a VCN scenario. On the expenditure 
side non-interest government expenditure is also 
elevated in a VCN scenario in relative terms. This 
is because GDP growth is slower making both 
government revenue (and especially expenditure) 

83 International Monetary Fund. IMF Debt Sustainability Analysis Background: “chapter eight: what is debt sustainability analysis?” in  edX IMFx: DSAx Debt Sustainability Analysis

higher relative to GDP in a VCN scenario. It is 
worth noting that the model does not necessarily 
rely on low interest rates for its results in any of 
the worlds. 

Given stronger real GDP growth in a BBB scenario, 
the necessary policy adjustments required to meet 
the evolution of public debt plotted above are less 
onerous, though still very challenging (Figure 31). 
A primary surplus is run in 2020 even, reflecting 
the assumption of strong receipt of grants to 
support government revenue. The government 
primary balance springs to deficit in 2021 before 
turning again to a gradually stronger primary 
surplus (negative numbers) from 2022 up until 
2029.

4.4.2 Public debt

FIGURE 30 Evolution of Public Sector Debt (as a % of GDP), 
2014-2030.

Source: World Bank-IMF Model results from scenarios.
Note: Projections from 2020 onwards.
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FIGURE 31 Evolution of the Primary Deficit (+) /Surplus(-) (as a % of GDP), 
2017-2030.

Source: World Bank-IMF Model results from scenarios.
Note: Projections from 2020 onwards. Negative (-) values means a primary surplus such 
that VCN requires greater deficit reduction.
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In total, in a VCN scenario government must work 
much harder in its fiscal consolidation to generate 
larger primary balance surplus targets and for 
much fewer results (measured by the trajectory in 
the public debt ratio).

It is important to note that the results are plotted 
in a form of a longer time series for the primary 
deficit in order to highlight the extraordinary effort 
this would require even in ‘normal times’: since it 
requires a complete deviation from the historical 
behaviour of the primary balance deficit. It remains 
a possibility though, especially given the new 
government’s commitment to enforcement of tax 
reforms and fiscal consolidation. More encouraging 
is the fact that in 2019 a primary balance surplus 
was run for the first time since 2009, indicating 
behavioural and structural changes.

Most of the deficit reduction is ‘back-loaded’ 
such that 2024-2028 is where it mostly happens. 
Though again compared to a VCN scenario, the 
BBB scenario has less ‘hard work’ in terms of fiscal 
adjustment path since GDP growth is stronger, 
making its surplus targets about two-thirds of that 

required by government in a VCN scenario, during 
peak budget surpluses. 
The analysis were then sharpened to identify the 
individual contribution of key variables on the debt 
changes in public debt. One issue of interest is the 
proportion of the change (reduction) in public debt 
in a given year that is due to the primary balance. 
The projections indicate that in a lower growth 
scenario (VCN) the primary balance bears a lot 
more of the burden of achieving the public debt 
path plotted above (though this eases from 2029). 
It is estimated that 27.6% of the change in public 
debt between 2020-2030 in a VCN scenario 
comes from government’s primary balance 
surplus. While in a BBB scenario this is only 17% - 
approaching two thirds of that in the VCN context. 

Another interesting result that is related to the 
assessment of the sustainability of public debt 
path is the need to find out the level of the primary 
balance surplus/deficit which would stabilize the 
debt to GDP ratio for a given year. This is plotted in 
Figure 32 below. Greater debt reduction invariably 
involves a larger debt stabilizing primary surplus 
(see Figure note below).
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FIGURE 32 Debt Stabilizing Primary Surplus (+) (as a % of GDP), 2009-2030.

Source: World Bank-IMF Model results from scenarios.
Note: Projections from 2020 onwards.  This is equal to - (change in public debt  
+ fiscal deficit).

FIGURE 33 Evolution of External Debt (as a % of GDP), 2014-2030.

Source: World Bank-IMF Model results from scenarios.
Note: Projections from 2020 onwards. Vast majority of this debt is publicly held. This is why 
we do not plot external public primary sector debt separately.
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4.4.3 External debt
For The Gambia external debt is almost entirely 
(99.9%) owed by the public sector. According to 
the assumptions in the model used in this report, 
the external debt stocks decline considerably 

more in a BBB scenario (Figure 33). This is owing, 
in part, to much quicker export growth and strong 
inflows of FDI.
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External debt only falls in a VCN scenario after 
2024, prior to then it increases to meet financing 
needs amidst a slow recovery in growth. While in a 
BBB scenario it begins straight after 2022 and at 
a much steeper pace.

The decline in public debt in a BBB scenario 
reflects a decline in externally held public debt, 
with domestic borrowing absorbing the residual 
financing needs in the VCN scenario in our model. 
This highlights the difference in the external 
environment as important driver of differences in 
the evolution of public debt for The Gambia – a 
theme that is further discussed in the sections 
below.

The much larger current account deficit in 
absolute terms and as a percentage of GDP in a 
VCN scenario leads to considerably more relative 
external debt accumulation, while there is also 
less FDI flows (through the financial account) to 
offset the outflows through the current account. 

84 Due to the assumption of borrowing costs being invariant across scenarios this is entirely due to differences in real GDP growth.

In addition, the so called ‘endogenous debt 
dynamics’ by the IMF and World Bank also play 
a considerable role in the much-reduced relative 
external debt obligations held by the public sector 
in the BBB scenario. These dynamics relate to 
difference in the rate of growth and the cost of 
debt (after adjusting for the US$ value of the 
domestic rate of inflation). For example, between 
2021-2023, endogenous debt dynamics reduce 
external debt in a BBB scenario by 7.7 percentage 
points (of GDP). Whereas in a VCN scenario this is 
only 2.9 percentage points.84

As a result, much larger current account surpluses 
would be needed (exogenous dynamics), if they 
were to be the sole mechanism to force stability 
in the external debt to GDP ratio. Figure 34 shows 
that current account surpluses to stabilize the 
debt ratio at the level that it is from 2021 are 
much lower in a BBB scenario, even though much 
larger external debt reductions take place. This is 
because the current account deficit is much lower 

FIGURE 34 Debt Ratio Stabilizing CA Surplus (as a % of GDP), 2017-2030.

Source: World Bank-IMF Model results from scenarios.
Note: Projections from 2020 onwards. This is equal to the change in external debt 
minus the non-interest current account deficit.

in a BBB scenario due to the expected rebound in 
tourism exports by end-2021. 
Higher growth and a more favourable external 
environment in a BBB scenario reduces the 

external financing needs of The Gambia 
considerably. In a VCN scenario gross external 
financing needs are almost double that of a BBB 
scenario. This highlights the importance of having 
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FIGURE 35 Gross External Financing Required (millions US$), 
2017-2030.

Source: World Bank-IMF Model results from scenarios.
Note: Projections from 2020 onwards. Gross external financing needs = 
current account deficit plus short-term external debt.
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4.4.4 Summary implications of the 
 results 

The two scenarios assessed in this report show 
that putting The Gambia’s debt on a sustainable 
path is likely to be difficult in the coming years 
owing to a weak external environment with delays 
in a recovery to global tourism expected. This 
outlook is reflected in our vaccination nationalism 
(VCN) global forecast scenario. In contrast, in a 
‘build back better’ (BBB), high growth scenario, 
public debt falls back down to 60% of GDP by 
2023 as strong tourism and FDI inflows help 
propel export and GDP growth.

• In a VCN scenario, the more likely of the two 
scenarios, public debt can still reach 60% of 
GDP though now by 2025, but only through 
considerable reform efforts by government, 
which is required to run larger primary 
surpluses from 2022-2029. In this lower 
growth scenario, about 27% of the reduction 
in public debt levels comes from primary 
balance adjustments, compared to just 17% in 
a higher growth BBB scenario. 

• Assuming stable borrowing costs and inflation, 
changes in GDP growth, exports, and FDI inflows 
have considerable differences for the path of 
The Gambia’s debt, and the necessary reforms 
which it must undertake. In a low growth world, 
government policies to reform the tourism 
sector to mitigate health risks and upgrade 
domestic value-added, as well as attract high 
quality FDI into sustainable activities (including 
in agriculture) becomes even more important. 
As government will effectively be working to 
counteract the slowing effects of the external 
environment.

• In a low growth scenario (VCN), The Gambian 

government has a much larger external 
financing requirement. This highlights the 
importance of having enhanced access 
to external financing through bilateral and 
multilateral channels, the importance of 
keeping external borrowing costs low (through 
a stable exchange rate and proper macro-
financial management), and the relevance of 
pursuing a sustainable current account through 
diversification of exports, enhanced regional 
integration, and greater trade facilitation on its 
borders to reduce import costs. 

• Increased external concessional financing 
from multilaterals and (continued) suspension 
of debt service payments by multilateral and 
bilateral lenders can help The Gambia prioritize 
health expenditures and reduce the real risk 
that interest payments crowd out a strong 
domestic health response in 2021. This is vital 
if The Gambia is to revive its tourism sector in 
2021, as a high level of domestic COVID-19 
vaccination can help secure a quicker and 
more broad-based recovery in tourist inflows 
from across the world.

enhanced access to external financing through 
bilateral and multilateral channels, the importance 
of keeping external borrowing costs low (through 
a stable exchange rate and proper macro-financial 
management), and the importance of having 
a more sustainable current account through 
diversification of the export basket.
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CHAPTER 5 - THE GAMBIA 
SDG EXPENDITURE 
REQUIREMENTS
The previous section on debt sustainability 
modelling has stressed the importance of creating 
sufficient fiscal space through sustainable fiscal 
adjustment to be better able to recover from the 
COVID-19 shock. Despite limited fiscal space 
and implementation capacity, The Gambia has 
more recently made progress towards achieving 
its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as 
outlined in its Voluntary National Review (VNR) of 
its progress made: 

The VNR has indicated progress on some of 
the SDGs, challenges in others and revealed 
the need to accelerate implementation to attain 
the SDGs. Focussing on SDG accelerators, 
goals that have multiplier effects across other 
SDGs, has been the priority of the Government 
and development partners as outlined in the 
joint SDG implementation Roadmap developed 
through mainstreaming, acceleration, and 

85 Due to the assumption of borrowing costs being invariant across scenarios this is entirely due to differences in real GDP growth.

policy support. In the social services sector 
significant progress has been recorded with 
respect to access to education, water, and 
nutrition outcomes. Gains were registered with 
respect to school enrolment and retention; 
proportion of the population with access 
to improved water sources; prevalence of 
underweight children under-five; prevalence 
of stunting among children; and prevalence 
of wasting among children under-five. 
Undernourishment has also improved, and the 
proportion of women attended by skilled health 
personnel during delivery has also increased. 

However, while poverty levels have stagnated 
at around 48% between 2010 and 2015/16 
nationally, the poverty levels have increased 
in the rural areas. Unemployment, especially 
among the youth aged 15-35 years continues 
to be another development challenge.85

FIGURE 36 Progress and Trends Towards SDGs of The Gambia.

Source: World Bank-IMF Model results from scenarios.
Note: Projections from 2020 onwards. Gross external financing needs = current account deficit plus short-term external debt.
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A “decade of action”, as outlined in the VNR is 
absolutely necessary should The Gambia be able 
to meet the SDGs. The streamlining of the goals 
into National, Sectoral, and Sub-national levels 
of policy and strategy is an encouraging sign. 
However, there is the question of the level of 
expenditure necessary to meet the goals.

The expenditure required by The Gambia to 
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) by 2030 is enormous. This report provides 
ranges of expenditure required per goal due to 
the use of multiple quantitative methods. The 
report finds in what follows that, to meet per 
capita expenditure requirements, health requires 
an annual expenditure of 3.18% – 13.3% of 
GDP in 2020, decreasing to 1.36 – 10.47% by 
2030, depending on the ambition and method of 
estimation. Education requires annual expenditure 
of 8% – 8.4% of GDP per year, and 6.8% - 7.8% 
of GDP by 2030. These two goals alone constitute 
nearly the full expenditure budget of The Gambia 
in the first few years. Providing water, sanitation, 
and hygiene coverage is estimated to require 
an annual expenditure of 4.74% of GDP, with 
electrification coverage costing between 2.8% - 
8.1% of GDP per year in 2020, decreasing to 1.4% 
– 3.5% in 2030. Sufficient rural access to road 
infrastructure is more difficult to estimate, though 
The Gambia is relatively well positioned compared 
to its peers. Costs to increase road density in The 
Gambia amounts to 3% of GDP in 2020, and 

86 Due to data availability, the methodology changes between that of UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. 2019. SDG Costing & Financing for Low-Income Developing 
Countries., International Monetary Fund. 2020. Vietnam Development Success Story and the Unfinished SDG Agenda., and Gaspar et al. 2019. Fiscal Policy and Development: 
Human, Social, and Physical Investment for the SDGs. IMF staff discussion note SDN/19/03.
87 For more information on The High 5s, visit www.afdb.org/en/high5s

1.6% of GDP by 2030. Agricultural expenditure 
requirements are also more difficult to ascertain, 
with other sources providing wide estimates per 
capita. Using these, investments in agriculture 
amount to between 1.3% – 5.8% of 2020 GDP, 
and 1.1% – 5.4% of GDP in 2030. Service 
provision disparities between urban and rural 
areas are evident, and government should take 
advantage of fairly small requirements in terms 
of road infrastructure, given the country’s small 
size, to provide service to its rural populations, 
whilst ramping up urban infrastructure in line with 
urbanisation and population growth rates.

Below, the report uses a benchmarking 
approach86  to estimate the financial expenditures 
necessary to meet the SDGs on health, education, 
water, electricity, roads, and agriculture. These 
investment needs are linked to Chapter 4’s 
analysis by estimating optimal financing needs in 
critical sectors. Addressing these needs are in line 
with the goals set out in The Gambia’s National 
Development Plan, 2018-2021 as well as the 
African Development Bank’s High 5 goals.87

Benchmarking estimates make use of a 2030 GDP 
estimate of US$4.239 billion, as used in Chapter 4, 
a population estimate of 3.17 million, and average 
inflation of 5% per year for all calculations unless 
otherwise stated. All necessary inputs for cost 
estimate calculations are provided.

5.1 HEALTH
The COVID-19 has exposed significant gaps in The 
Gambian healthcare system. It is fortunate that 
relatively few cases exist to date, largely thanks to 
necessary national lockdowns. The Gambia has a 
lower ratio of doctors to other care workers than 
in its neighbours: with 1.02 medical doctors per 10 
000 population, as opposed to the lower income 
country (LIC) average of 2.39. 88Conversely, The 
Gambia registers 5.19 other medical staff per 
10 000 population compared to the LIC average 
of 3.11 per 10 000.89 WHO estimates of capital 
expenditure on health as a percentage of GDP 
show that The Gambia’s was below comparable 

88 Based on World Bank data. Average is driven higher by Tajikistan and Syria, who boast 21.03 and 12.87 doctors per 10 000 population respectively. Without these countries, the 
average for LICs is 1.2252 per 10 000 population.
89 Based on World Bank data. Average is driven higher by Tajikistan and Syria, who boast 21.03 and 12.87 doctors per 10 000 population respectively. Without these countries, the 
average for LICs is 1.2252 per 10 000 population.
90 UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. 2019. SDG Costing & Financing for Low-Income Developing Countries.

countries at 0.15% in 2015, whereas the LIC 
average for 2015 was 0.25%.

A simple costing approach shows that the per 
capita cost to provide basic healthcare to citizens 
in low income developing countries in line with 
the SDGs would be at approximately US$86 per 
year.90 This equates to approximately 11.5% of 
Gambian GDP per capita in 2019. The Gambia’s 
health expenditure per capita, at US$22.2 (Figure 
37), is far below the US$86 necessary to achieve 
the goal. Per capita health expenditures need to 
increase four-fold to meet this target.
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FIGURE 37 Health Expenditure per Capita (US$).

Source: World Health Organisation.
Note: Based on 28 of the 29 LICs 
due to data availability. “LICs” denote 
the average health expenditure per 
capita in US$ for 28 low income 
countries. 

FIGURE 38 Current Health Expenditure (% GDP).

Source: World health Organisation.
Note: Based on 28 of the 29 LICs due to data availability. “LICs” denote the average 
current health expenditure as a percentage of GDP for 28 low income countries.

By this measurement, an increase of US$63 per 
person would be necessary to meet the goal. This 
would nearly quadruple current expenditure per 
capita, with a total annual cost of US$201 902 716, 
or 11.45% of GDP.91 However, this figure will need 
to be adjusted upwards as inflation and population 

91 Calculated using 2019 target cost per person, 2019 population data, and 2019 GDP in current US$.

growth continue. With capital expenditure needing 
to increase by at least 0.13% to keep pace with 
LIC peers, the report estimates a total annual 
cost of at least 11.58% of GDP annually in order 
to ‘immediately’ achieve the SDG in health and 
wellbeing.

Figure 38 highlights the large gap that the 
Gambia needs to fill in terms of their expenditure 
on health as a share of GDP. The LIC average is 
more than double that of The Gambia. In 2030, 

92 As per World Bank Population Estimates and Projections data.

The Gambian population is estimated to be 3.17 
million,92 an increase of approximately 31% from 
2020. The Gambian GDP in 2030 is estimated by 
the IMF to be US$4.239 billion, 240% its current 
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TABLE 9 Expenditure on Health Comparison for The Gambia and LICs.

Source: See footnotes.

The Gambia (latest year) LICs 

GDP per capita (US$ cur)94 778 810

Doctors per 1000 population 0.102 0.239

Other health staff per 1000 1.545 0.816

Doctor salary (US$) 8 53895 6 31896 

Salary to GDP per capita ratio 11 7.897 

Capital spending (% of total health spending)98 2.1 4.0

Total health spending to GDP (%)99 3.26 7.4

Spending per capita (USD)100 23 35

Public Spending (% total) 101 30.6 20.6

Public Spending (% GDP)102 0.95 1.11

94 WHO data.
95 37 000 GMD per month salary converted to USD at a rate of 52:1, annualised. Data from:
http://www.salaryexplorer.com/salary-survey.php?loc=79&loctype=1&job=2&jobtype=1
96 LIC average GDP per capita for 2019 (World Bank) multiplied by 7.8.
97 With other health care staff’s average salary to GDP per capita ratio being 3.7, as per Serje, Bertram, Brindley, and Lauer. 2018. Global health worker salary estimates: 
an econometric analysis of global earnings data. Available: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5845154/
98 World Health Organisation. 2020. Global Health Expenditure Database.
99 Current health expenditure + capital health expenditure.
100 World Bank. 2020. World Development Indicators.
101 Ibid
102 Ibid.

size. Assuming unchanging cost of providing basic 
healthcare to the full population,93 and an inflation 
rate of 5% per year, the report estimates would 
expect the total cost of providing healthcare to 
all citizens in 2030 to be in the region of US$443 
800 000 per year (10.47% of GDP). The lower 
ratio of provision to GDP is helped by the fact 
that GDP growth will be larger than inflation and 
population growth. In this case, it is recommended 
for the Central Bank of The Gambia to make use 
of monetary policy directives that balance GDP 
growth and price increases in the interests of 
lowering health expenditure.

A second method of estimating the required 
expenditure necessary for The Gambia to meet 
its SDG in healthcare is to calculate total health 
expenditure HE with the below equation, where 
93 This cost will likely decrease over time as capacity and medical technology and productivity improve, but the extent to which this will decrease the cost is unclear.

DAWAGE is estimated doctors wages, DPR is the 
density of doctors, α is the ratio of other staff-
wage-to-doctor wage, ρ is the ratio of doctors to 
other health staff, pop2030 is population in 2030, and 
x and y are non-compensatory current spending 
and capital expenditure as fractions of HE. Hats 
denote reference values of the comparator group, 
LICs.

This allows for total health expenditure to be 
based on a set of more specific metrics, helping 
narrow the cost estimate made above.  The 
results of the above equation are summarized 
for The Gambia and other LICs in Table 9 below. 

Equation 2:
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5.2 EDUCATION
The COVID-19 pandemic poses significant risks to 
the aims of SDG 4, which are to ensure inclusive 
and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all. This is 
largely due to the closing of schools and other 
educational institutions in line with COVID-19 

106 Republic of The Gambia. 2020. Voluntary National Review, June 2020. A report on the progress of implementation of SDGs.

spread prevention measures implemented by The 
Gambian government. 

Economic growth in The Gambia is constrained by 
low skill levels.106 Greater educational attainment 
and diversity, especially in STEM fields, is crucial 
in order for the country to diversify its economic 
structure. By doing this, not only does The Gambia 
enhance economic growth, increase quality of life 
of its citizens, and boost developmental outcomes 
associated with higher levels of education, but also 
makes itself more resilient to future global shocks 
by lowering exposure to remittance volumes and 
rainfall-dependant agricultural output.

Developing a larger proportion of the population 
with higher skill levels is in part dependant on 
tertiary education attendance. Figure 39 below 
shows the gross attendance rate for a range of 
LICs, with the average LIC gross attendance rate 
shaded red, and The Gambia shaded in yellow. 
For those countries in which data is available, 
The Gambian gross attendance ratio for tertiary 
education is slightly below the LIC average (7.3% 
vs 7.7%). However, for those countries for which 
data is not available it is likely that those countries 
have lower gross attendance rates, with Gambia 
above the median.

In order to further build the human capital 
necessary to diversify The Gambian economy, 
capacity in tertiary education needs to be 
increased so that more of the large youth 

FIGURE 39 Gross Attendance ratio for tertiary education (%).

Source: UNESCO.
Note: Latest measurement used. Data unavailable for many LICs. The 
gross attendance ratio is defined as the number of students attending a 
given level of education at any time during the reference academic year, 
regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the official school-age 
population corresponding to the same level of education. For the tertiary 
level, the population used is the 5-year age group starting from the official 
secondary school graduation age.

As in Table 9 above, The Gambia lags other 
low-income countries in terms of its healthcare 
expenditure. The main areas of concern are the 
lower number of doctors per 1000 population, 
the lower share of capital spending, much lower 
total health expenditure share to GDP, lower 
expenditure per capita, and higher share of public 
spending.

From Equation 2, substituting average LIC wages 
with current Gambian wages (which are higher 

103 3.18% of GDP in 2020.
104 13.3% of 2020 GDP.
105 Prady & Sy. 2019. The Spending Challenge for Reaching the SDGs in Sub-Saharan Africa: Lessons Learned from Benin and Rwanda. IMF Working Paper WP/19/270.

than the LIC average), we find expenditure 
to come to US$57 998 675 per year in 2030 
(1.36% of 2030 GDP)103 should The Gambia be 
an average performing LIC. However, should 
The Gambia be more ambitious in improving its 
healthcare system, a target DPR of 1 per 1000 
could be set, which would equate to US$242 672 
283 per year (5.7% of 2030 GDP)104. This target 
and level of expenditure would be in line with other 
benchmarks estimates for African LICs. 105
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FIGURE 40 Government Expenditure on Education (% of GDP).

Source: UNESCO.
Note: Latest measurement used. Data available for 20 of the 29 low income countries.

population can access it. Expanding capacity in 
education (including tertiary education) requires 
government expenditure in the sector. Figure 40 
below illustrates the disproportionately low level 
of government expenditure as a share of GDP in 
education. The Gambia lags behind its LIC peers 
in this instance, with only 2.4% of GDP being 
spent on education. Further, The Gambia lags 
behind its West African peers (4.3%) as well as all 

107 African Development Bank. Comparative Socio-economic Indicators.
108 African Development Bank. Socio Economic Database, 1960-2021.
109 African Development Bank. Comparative Socio-economic Indicators.

African peers (4.7%).107 This is in a context of low 
literacy rates in the adult population (50.8%),108 
and a large portion of the population being 
under the age of 15 (44.1%).109 The capacity of 
The Gambian education system is not sufficient 
in serving its population, and major challenges 
stand in the way of achieving the SDG Agenda, 
notwithstanding the various improvements made 
in recent years.

The school age population of those from pre-
primary to tertiary education in The Gambia 
is approximately 1.16 million people.110 With 
government expenditure on education as a 
share of GDP being 2.42%, this equates to 
approximately US$36.8 spend per person in 
the school age population. The United Nations 
Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
(SDSN) estimates a cost per student necessary 
to achieve SDGs associated with education to 
be US$122, a far cry from The Gambia’s current 
expenditure per student. In order for The Gambia 
to ‘immediately’ reach their targets, an increase of 
US$85.2 is needed. This would equate to a total 

110 UNESCO. Gambia: Education and Literacy. Available: http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/gm?theme=education-and-literacy
111 As per World Bank Population Estimates and Projections data. Existing SAP (3 to 23 years of age) figures was compared to population totals of those aged 0 to 24 years of age. 
This ratio was then applied to 2030 projections of those aged 0 to 24 years of age.

cost of US$141 520 000 per year, or 8% of GDP 
per year.

By 2030, the school age population is estimated 
to be approximately 1.46 million.111 Assuming a 
5% inflation rate and a constant cost of providing 
education per student, the total cost in 2030 will 
be in the region of US$290 540 000 for the year. 
This equates to 6.8% of 2030 GDP. A greater 
investigation of necessary increases to capital 
expenditure is required in order to properly outfit 
a greater capacity schooling system is required, 
with data limitations hindering this part of the 
calculation. However, one can expect it to slightly 
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TABLE 12 Education Expenditure Comparison for The Gambia and LICs.

Median Statistics The Gambia latest LICs Target 2030112 

GDP per capita 778 810 -

Student age population (% of total pop) 48.0 56.9 -

Average enrolment rate (pre-primary to tertiary) 57.4 - 73

Student-teacher ratio113 30.7 30 20

Average teacher salary (US$) 114 3,000 2,268 2,807

Salary to GDP per capita ratio115 3.8 2.8 2.1

Other current and capital cost (% total 
spending)116 49.58 37.73 55

Total Education Spending (% of GDP) 2.4 - 7.8

Expenditure Per Student (US$) 37.8 - 226.5

112 As per good performing countries in Prady & Sy. 2019. The Spending Challenge for Reaching the SDGs in Sub-Saharan Africa: Lessons Learned from Benin and 
Rwanda. IMF Working Paper WP/19/270.
113 This is adjusted upwards from 15 to 20 as is more realistic.
114 13 000 GMD per month salary converted to USD at a rate of 52:1, annualised. Data from:
http://www.salaryexplorer.com/salary-survey.php?loc=79&loctype=1&job=5843&jobtype=3
115 Evans, Yuan & Filmer. 2020. Are Teachers in Africa Poorly Paid? Evidence from 15 Countries. Available: https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/feiyuan/files/are-teachers-
in-africa-poorly-paid-evidence-from-15-countries.pdf
116 UNESCO UIS National Monitoring data.

Source & Notes: See footnotes in Table.

Equation 3 highlights the large expenditure 
requirements necessary to improve educational 
outcomes towards the SDG Agenda. Should 
2030 benchmarks be implemented in 2020, 
total expenditure required would be in the 
region of US$153.7m per year (8.4% of 2020 
GDP). Adjusting for population, SAP, and GDP 

growth, the 2030 expenditure requirements are 
approximately US$332.4m (7.8% of 2030 GDP). 

The above estimates for required increases 
in expenditure on health and education are 
large. The estimations are made in order to 
“immediately” achieve the associated SDGs in 

increase the required expenditure on education 
(as was the case in the health estimate), and thus 
the expenditure figures above should be seen as 
absolute minimums required to reach SDG targets 
for The Gambia.

An alternative method in calculating the 
expenditure necessary in education to meet the 
SDG requires a more rigorous set of data inputs. 
The equation below summarizes the method 
of calculating necessary expenditure. Public 
education expenditure EE can be expressed as the 
product of average wage (AWAGE), the teacher-
student ratio (TSR), the enrolment ratio (ER) and 
the student age population (SAP), over (1-x-y-z), 

where x, y, and z are the  fractions of non-teaching 
staff compensation, other current spending, 
and capital expenditure of EE, respectively. The 
equation is as below: 

The equation above allows for a more refined cost 
estimate required in order to meet the SGD in 
education, as summarized in Table 12.

Equation 3:

Source: International Monetary Fund. 2020. Vietnam 
Development Success Story and the Unfinished SDG 
Agenda.
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5.3 WATER
The Gambia has somewhat mixed results in 
terms of the provision of water, sanitation, and 
hygiene. Although there have been improvements 
in the provision of water, sanitation, and hygiene 
in absolute terms, the pace at which people are 
being served is not adequately keeping up with 
population growth or, in some cases, urbanisation. 
Further, provision of sufficient WASH services 
coverage in rural areas hinders progress 
towards achieving the goal. Below are some 
key comparative indicators in metrics pertaining 
to SDG 6, in order to gauge how The Gambia 
compares with its peers. The Gambia faces lower 
mortality rates as a consequence of unsafe WASH 
services (29.7 per 100 000 population) compared 
to its low-income country peers (39.7), as well as 
the Sub-Saharan African region (47.2). However, 
even The Gambia’s good performance in this 
indicator is more than double the rate of the 
global average (11.8). Efforts to provide sufficient 
coverage and quality of WASH services to rural 
and lower income areas of the country would do 
well to mitigate this issue.

One of the primary measures of assessing the 
progress towards SDG 6 is that of the proportion 
of those with at least basic drinking water 
services. In the Appendix we see that The Gambia 
is well above its LIC peers by this metric, as well as 
above the Sub-Saharan African average. However, 
coverage of total population has stagnated over 
the last decade, with narrow increases in total 
and urban coverage of drinking water services. 
Notably, the coverage of drinking water services 
in rural areas has gradually decreased in The 
Gambia, whereas in LICs, Sub-Saharan Africa, and 

117 UNICEF. 2020. WASH SDG Costing Tool. Online: https://www.sanitationandwaterforall.org/tools-portal/tool/sdg-costing-tool#:~:text=The%20WASH%20SDG%20
Costing%20Tool,available%20for%20download%20in%20PDF.

globally, the trend has been positive. Considering 
the rapid urbanisation and population growth 
of The Gambia, this points to a bias against the 
service provision of drinking water in rural areas, 
which also tend to be lower-income areas. 

We also look at the per cent of the population 
using basic sanitation services. The Gambia’s 
performance here over time has been poor, even 
if again its total coverage (at around 44% in 2010 
and declining) is above the LIC and Sub-Saharan 
Average (SSA) average by far. This decrease has 
been driven by an approximately 25% decrease in 
coverage in rural areas, with urban area coverage 
stagnant and in line with the LIC average. The 
lack of coverage in this area is concerning and will 
drive up the expenditure estimates necessary for 
The Gambia to meet its SDG target over the next 
decade as a result of stagnant progress over the 
2010-2017 period.

The WASH SDG Costing Tool117 is used to estimate 
the annual and total costs to increase the 
coverage of basic water to 50%, safely managed 
WASH to 100%, basic sanitation to 100%, safely 
managed sanitation to 100%, and basic hygiene 
to 100%. These indicators reflect the Targets 
6.1 and 6.2 of SDG 6. Target 6.1 being “By 2030, 
achieve universal and equitable access to safe 
and affordable drinking water”, and Target 6.2 
being “By 2030, achieve access to adequate and 
equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end 
open defecation, paying special attention to the 
needs of women and girls and those in vulnerable 
situations.” The results of the cost estimation are 
summarized in Table 11 below.

health and education, which may not be possible 
or economically viable in the short term. However, 
a graduated approach can be taken in practice 
which decreases the financial strain associated 
with “immediate” achievement of the goals. The 
2030 estimates of expenditure per sector should 
be seen as targets over the course of the next 
decade. Further, the estimates above do not 
account for positive spill-over effects of other 
developmental improvements. For example, the 

positive health outcomes and lower healthcare 
system burden that is associated with a more 
educated population. A graduated approach 
to expenditure in these sectors is most suitable 
for The Gambia. It is advised that outcomes and 
progress in these sectors are closely monitored, 
and expenditure policies are evaluated at least 
annually in order to create an informed, dynamic, 
and responsive policymaking environment 
necessary to achieve these goals. 
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5.4 ELECTRICITY

As above, the WASH SDG Costing Tool estimates 
an annual outlay of 4.74% of GDP per year in order 
for The Gambia to achieve DSG 6. The costs include 
annual costs of incrementally covering the yet 
unreached population with basic water, sanitation, 
and hygiene, whilst maintaining coverage for 
those already covered.118 The majority of the 
annual costs lie in providing safely managed water 
and sanitation in the same way, with the highest 
cost being to maintain and expand coverage to 
the full population with sanitation (US$35 million 
per year). This is largely unsurprising, as the 

118  See Appendix for more detailed cost breakdowns.

coverage of sanitation is much lower than that of 
water. The cost to end open defecation is much 
lower than other countries due to The Gambia’s 
low open defection rates (see Appendix). This low 
rate has largely been attributed to The Gambia’s 
education system including the health risks of 
open defecation in its early education syllabuses. 
A similar approach may prove useful in terms of 
maximising sanitation and hygiene knowledge in 
children, which would work to further decrease 
unsafe WASH services related deaths.

Access to reliable and secure electricity is a 
driver of economic growth and human capital 
development. It aids educational outcomes and 
improves the standard of living for those who are 
able to access it. Sustainable Development Goal 
7 aims to “ensure access to affordable, reliable, 

119 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Development. The 17 Goals. Available: https://sdgs.un.org/goals

sustainable, and modern energy for all”.119 For 
the purposes of this paper, target 7.1 “By 2030, 
ensure universal access to affordable, reliable and 
modern energy services” is the main focus, as that 
can be more accurately costed, and is the primary 
Target of the Goal.

TABLE 11 Total and Annual Costs of Providing Necessary Coverage for WASH.

Ending 
OD

Basic Safely Managed
Total

Water Sanitation Hygiene Water Sanitation

Total Cost 
(US$ million) 30 40 110 40 210 350 840

Annual Cost 
(US$ million) 3 4 11 4 21 35 84

Total Cost 
(% GDP) 1.6 2.7 6.1 2.5 12.0 19.7 47.4

Annual Cost 
(% GDP) 0.16 0.27 0.61 0.25 1.2 1.97 4.74

Source: WASH SDG Costing Tool.
Note: “OD” denotes open defecation. Figures are totals of cost of reaching unserved population from 2020 to 
2030 and costs of maintaining services for those reached in 2020. “Total Cost” and “Total Cost (% GDP)” reflect 
the total cost over the period 2020 to 2030.
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FIGURE 41 Gross Attendance ratio for tertiary education (%).

Source: World Bank. Sustainable Development Goals Database.
Note: “LICs” denotes low-income country average, “SSA” denotes Sub-Saharan average. 

Figure 41 illustrates the large gap between access 
to electricity between urban and rural areas. In 
2018, The Gambia has access to electricity in 
rural areas roughly on par with the LIC average, 
and more than that of the Sub-Saharan African 
average. It is still far below the global average 
however, by total, urban, and rural disaggregation. 
The Gambia has seen increasing trends in terms 
of the population share with access to electricity 
in both rural and urban areas, with the total 
proportion of those with access to electricity well 
above the LIC and SSA averages. This is driven by 
the larger portion of The Gambian population that 
resides in urban areas relative to other LICs and 
Sub-Saharan African countries, with urban areas 
having much higher rates of access to electricity. 
This does, however, point to a large contrast 
between those with access to electricity in urban 
and rural areas, with those in rural areas being 
somewhat left behind. 

The UN SDSN estimates the cost per capita for 
LICs to achieve SDG 7 by 2030 to be US$30.4 per 
year.120 However, given the relatively better position 
of The Gambia in terms of electricity coverage 
than that of its LIC peers, we may estimate a 
lower cost per capita. In 2018, total electricity 
coverage in The Gambia was 60.3%, compared 
to the LIC average of 41.9%. The Gambia also has 
higher urban (76% vs 70%) and rural (35.5% vs 
33.5%) electricity coverage than that of its LIC 
peers. Using the total coverage of The Gambia 
as a ratio of total coverage of LICs, we may prove 

120 UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. 2019. SDG Costing & Financing for Low-Income Developing Countries.

to have a slightly better cost estimate per person. 
Using the LIC average total coverage gap (58.1%) 
and The Gambian total coverage gap (39.7%), we 
estimate a per capita cost for The Gambia to be 
US$20.8 per year. This amounts to a total annual 
cost of US$50 273 600 (2.8% of GDP) in order to 
meet the Goal by 2030.

Alternatively, the cost of electricity supply 
expansion can be calculated in a two-step exercise: 

• Firstly, how much it would cost to expand 
electricity expansion to cover the full 
population, considering population growth 
and maintaining the initial level of electricity 
consumption per user (A);

• Secondly, how much would it cost to increase 
the level of electricity consumption per user to 
some higher level (B).

The equations can be expressed below as:

Equation 4:

Source: International Monetary Fund. 2020. Vietnam 
Development Success Story and the Unfinished SDG 
Agenda.
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TABLE 12 Spending Needs for Universal Electricity until 2030.

Sources: See footnotes in table.
Notes: Ranges are calculated as minimum and 
maximum costs based on population growth and 
cost per kW generation. Lower bound assumes 
3% population growth rate and US$1070 unit 
cost of generation. Upper bound assumes 5.4% 
population growth rate and US$2250 unit cost of 
generation.

Electricity access in 2020 (%)121 60.3

Annualized population growth (%) 122 3 - 5.64

Electricity consumption per 
used in 2020 (kwh)123 132

Unit cost incl. generation and 
transmission (US$ per kwh)124 125 1,070 – 2,250

(A)

Annual cost to reach universal access 
with constant consumption (US$) 25,293,187 – 78,175,364

As a % of GDP in 2020 1.39 – 4.28
(B)

Expected GDP growth per capita (%) 72

Expected consumption per user based 
on GDP growth per capita (kwh) 227

Additional annual cost to reach 
target consumption (US$) 33,018,419 – 69,431,255

As a % of GDP in 2020 1.8 – 3.8
(C) = (A) + (B)

Annual cost to reach universal access 
and target consumption (US$) 58,311,606 – 147,606,619

As a % of GDP in 2020 3.19 – 8.08
As a % of GDP in 2030 1.37 – 3.48

121 World Bank. 2020. World Development Indicators.
122 3% is average population growth between 2010 and 2020, with 5.4% is average expected population growth between 
2020 and 2030. World Bank. 2020. Population estimates and projections.
123 Our World in Data. 2020. BP Statistical Review of World Energy. Online: https://ourworldindata.org/energy/country/
gambia?country=~GMB
124 Trimble et al. 2016. Financial Viability of Electricity Sectors in Sub-Saharan Africa. Online: https://openknowledge.
worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/24869/WPS7788.pdf?sequence=4
125 Assumed as such, as in World Bank. 2013. Capital for the Future: Saving and Investment in an Interdependent World.

As in Table 12, the population growth rate and the 
unit cost of electricity generation alter the cost 
significantly. Those options that are cheapest and 
most sustainable should be carefully considered 
in terms of electricity generation. Here, smaller 
scale electrification and the improvement of 

126 Sustainable Energy for ALL. 2015. The Gambia SE4ALL: Action Agenda.
127 World Bank. 2016. IDA Project Appraisal Document: Report No: PAD1375. Available: http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ar/847081468197378280/pdf/PAD1375-PAD-
P152659-IDA-R2016-0067-1-OUO-9.pdf

transmission-loss126 127 may prove useful in 
dampening the cost of increasing electricity 
supply. 

The Gambia should look to leverage its natural 
endowments in considering the implementation of 

Where a represents the proportion of the 
population with access to electricity, P is the 
current population level, g is the population growth 
rate, T is the number of years to reach the SDG 
goal, w is the level of consumption per user, w ̂ is 
the benchmark level of consumption per user, and 
C is the cost to generate electricity.

The results of the above equation are summarized 
in Table 12, with the annual cost to reach universal 
access and target consumption is US$ 58.3m – 
147.6m, or 3.2 – 8.1% of GDP in 2020, depending 
on the input parameters.
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5.5 ROADS

Road infrastructure is crucial in fostering trade and 
development. Access to transport and safe travel 
surfaces enable those in low-income and rural 
areas to access employment markets, educational 
institutions, receipt of social services, household 
welfare, and more effective service provision of 
other infrastructure development.130 As evidence 
in Ethiopia has shown, access to roads increased 
household consumption by 16% and reduced 
poverty by 7%. 131

The Gambia scores relatively well on road SDG 
metrics, making further improvements expensive, 
especially given that improving rural road access 
is subject to decreasing returns to investment.

The Rural Access Index (RAI) is one way of 
measuring rural accessibility and integration 
(Figure 42). RAI is defined as “the number of rural 
people who live within two kilometres (typically 
equivalent to a walk of 20-25 minutes) of an all-
season road as a proportion of the total rural 
population”.132 The RAI is generally not measured 
by governments, including The Gambia, although 
the World Bank have run a study on RAI on 166 
countries using available data.

130 Mikou et al. 2019. Assessing Rural Accessibility and Rural Roads Investment Needs Using Open Source Data. World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 8746. Available: 
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/759461550242864626/pdf/WPS8746.pdf
131 Dercon et al. 2008. The impact of agricultural extension and roads on poverty and consumption growth in fifteen Ethiopian villages.
132 Mikou et al. 2019. Assessing Rural Accessibility and Rural Roads Investment Needs Using Open Source Data. World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 8746. Available: 
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/759461550242864626/pdf/WPS8746.pdf

FIGURE 42 Rural Access Index (RAI) for primary and secondary 
roads, low-income countries.

Source: Mikou et al. 2019.
Notes: Primary and secondary roads are deemed most likely to be all-
season roads and is the dominant RAI measure used. See source 
document Annex 1 for more detailed definitions of primary and secondary 
roads.

electrification, especially in rural areas. With a hot 
and sunny climate, the use of off-grid solar energy 
production may prove to be a worthwhile avenue to 
explore. In 2019, The Gambia’s renewable energy 
share in total final energy consumption was 2%,  
128 and in 2018, only 2.6% of the population relied 

128 Republic of The Gambia. 2020. Voluntary National Review, June 2020. A report on the progress of implementation of SDGs.
129 Ibid.

on clean fuels and technology129. Clearly, there is 
room for a more dynamic energy mix that would 
decrease the reliance on international energy 
and energy production imports, increasing the 
economic resilience of The Gambia. 
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Figure 43 above also illustrates The Gambia’s high 
RAI score compared to its West African peers, 
with only Cabo Verde with a larger proportion of its 
rural population within close proximity to decent 
roads. 

The World Bank estimates that for Sub-Saharan 
Africa, an annual expenditure equal to 1% of 
GDP on new rural roads per year until 2030 
would yield an average of an 18% increase in 
country RAIs. However, diminishing returns has 
been shown for such investments by Mikou et al. 
(2019). This would apply to The Gambia due to its 
existing high index score.  As noted in Mikou et 
al. (2019), the cumulative cost of increasing RAI 
depends on various factors, including what type of 
road is installed. The type of road installed should 
consider the needs of the people the road serves, 
the commercial potential the road carries, as well 
as the probable maintenance costs involved. With 
The Gambia’s existing high RAI score, government 

should target extremely underserviced rural areas 
first and set a realistic target RAI score by 2030, 
keeping in mind the benefits that roads carry on 
people’s welfare. 
In order to estimate the annual cost of increasing 
road density in The Gambia, the following equation 
is used:

Where RR is the annual road expenditure required, 
r ̂ is the desired total length of roads required by 
2030 to meet the density target, r is the current 
total road length, p is the proportion of paved 
roads to be built, cp is the estimated cost per km 
of a paved road, and cu is the estimated cost per 
km of unpaved road.

FIGURE 43 Rural Access Index (RAI) for primary and secondary roads, West African countries.

Source: Mikou et al. 2019.
Notes: Primary and secondary 
roads are deemed most likely to 
be all-season roads and is the 
dominant RAI measure used. See 
source document Annex 1 for more 
detailed definitions of primary and 
secondary roads.

Figure 43 shows the relatively high RAI index for The Gambia relative to LIC peers in 2019, with a value 
of 48.8% of the rural population within a 2-kilometre, 20-25-minute walk from a primary or secondary 
(all season) road.133 
133 The completeness of data used to map roads has varying levels of completeness. The Gambia has approximately 61% completeness, see OSM database (See Appendix). This 
potentially underestimate the RAI scores of countries with low data coverage.

Equation 5:

Source: Authors.
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TABLE 13 Road density and expansion cost estimations.

Source: Authors based on above analysis.

Gambia Latest 2030 Target

Road density (km per km2)135 0.1747 0.25

Population density (pop per km2) 225 313

% Roads paved 52.8 55%

Unit cost paved (US$ per km) 933,000 -

Unit cost unpaved (US$ per km) 23,000 -

Spend per year (US$) 34,316,670 34,316,670

Spend per year (% GDP) 1.9 0.8

Spend per year to maintain and improve136 20,300,000 34,450,000

Total Spend Required per year (US$) 54,616,670 68,766,670

Total Spend Required per year (% GDP) 3.0 1.6

135 Calculated via total road length of 1768km from GBoS. 2019. Transport Statistics Summary Report. and the land area of The Gambia of 10 120km2 from AfDB. 
2020. AFDB Socio Economic Database, 1960-2021.
136 Based on maintenance and improvement costs of existing road networks as per AfDB. N.d. The Gambia: Transport Sector Diagnostic Study. Available: https://
www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/AfDB_-_Gambia_-_Transport_sector_diagnostic_study.pdf - inflated in line with increased road 
density in 2030.

Table 13 indicates the annual required expenditure to increase road density and maintain and improve 
existing roads in order to reach the target density by 2030. Annual expenditure amounts to US$54 616 
670 (3% of GDP) in 2020, increasing to US$68 766 670 (1.6% of GDP) by 2030. The increase is due to 
the increasing maintenance costs as more roads are built.

We set the 2030 road density target slightly above 
the population density increase over the 2020-
2030 period to 0.25km per km2, with an increased 
134 Mikou et al. 2019. Assessing Rural Accessibility and Rural Roads Investment Needs Using Open Source Data. World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 8746. Available: 
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/759461550242864626/pdf/WPS8746.pdf

paved road share of total roads of 55%. We rely 
on regional estimates for cost per km of paving 2 
lanes and gravel (unpaved roads). 134 

5.6 AGRICULTURE
SDG 2 aims to “end hunger, achieve food security 
and improved nutrition and promote sustainable 
agriculture.137” The goal is linked to a variety of 
other goals directly and indirectly, though is one 
of the more difficult cost estimates to make, albeit 
one of the most crucial. 

137 UN DESA. 2020. The 17 Goals. Available: https://sdgs.un.org/goals
138 African Development Bank. 2020. The Gambia: Country Diagnostic Note

Groundnut exports account for the largest single 
export item in The Gambia, showing the strength 
of the sector to generate incomes and foreign 
exchange reserves for its economy. However, 
it is estimated that at least half of those living 
in poverty are those working on farms or in 
agriculture.138 The Gambia’s agricultural output is 
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The prevalence of stunting in children under 
5 years of age has slightly improved in The 
Gambia from 2010 to 2016, moving from 24% 
to 22.5% of children affected. Whilst this is not 
a marked improvement, it is much lower than the 
LIC averages in both 2010 (38.6%) and 2016 
(33.1%)140. 

The price of food sufficient for various dietary 
requirements in The Gambia is also relatively high,  
141 likely due to the limited variety of locally grown 
produce and the export of many staple food items. 

140 Sachs et al. 2018. SDG Index and Dashboards Report 2018. SDSN.
141 Food and Agriculture Organisation. 2020. The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020. Transforming food systems for affordable healthy diets. Available: http://
www.fao.org/3/ca9692en/CA9692EN.pdf

The cost of an energy sufficient diet is estimated 
to be 0.98 US$ a day, or roughly 39% of daily 
expenditure, with 3.2% of the population not 
being able to afford even the most basic diet. For a 
nutrient adequate diet, the cost is US$2.34 a day, 
93% of expenditure, with 38.9% of the population 
not being able to afford it. A healthy diet, the most 
expensive, is estimated to cost US$4.49 per day, 
178% of average per capita daily earnings, with 
78.1% of the population not being able to afford 
it. Food prices unaffordable to large portions of 
the population likely reflect the limited scope of 

FIGURE 44 Employment Share and Value Added of Agricultural Sector, 2000-2020.

Source: World Bank World Development Indicators.

subject to volatile seasonal rainfall and is not as 
diverse as it could be. There is great potential for 
the agricultural sector to be utilised as a means of 
raising the incomes of those it supports, as well as 
stemming hunger, the stunting of children, and the 
number of those malnourished and food insecure. 
Issues in The Gambian agricultural sector have 
been identified as (i) poor agricultural practices, 
(ii) declining soil fertility and increased erosion, (iii) 
lack of access to credit markets, (iv) discrimination 
against women by way of inappropriate tenure 
arrangements, and (v) rural infrastructure 
deficiencies.139

139 Ibid.

Figure 44 below shows the evolution of the role 
of the agricultural sector in The Gambia and LICs. 
The share of employment in agriculture has been 
steadily declining for both The Gambia and LICs, 
indicative of shifts of larger labour absorption ratios 
in industry and services. The share of agriculture 
to GDP shows slightly different trends between 
The Gambia and LICs with LICs showing far more 
of a decrease in value added as a percentage of 
GDP. The Gambia’s contribution to GDP is far more 
volatile than that of the LIC average, showing the 
volatility of output due to vulnerability to seasonal 
rainfall.
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TABLE 14 Required Expenditure to Meet SDGs in Agriculture 
and Rural Development

Source: Authors.

UN SDSN Brookings

Cost per capita (US$) 9.5 44

Total cost 2020 (US$) 22,961,500 106,348,000

As a % of GDP 2020 1.26 5.82

Annual cost 2030 (US$) 49,069,636 227,269,893

As a % of GDP 2030 1.12 5.36

Table 14 results indicate the required expenditure 
necessary to reach the SDGs in agriculture and 
rural development, as estimated by the UN SDSN 
and Brookings Institution. The estimate is wide, 
showing the difficulty in estimating specific costs 

per capita in expenditure, with 2030 costs ranging 
between US$49 069 636 per year (1.12% of 2030 
GDP) and US$227 269 893 per year (5.36% of 
2030 GDP).

The Gambian agricultural sector output, and the 
broadening of its products should be considered 
for local consumption in response.

No clear country specific estimation technique is 
available to calculate expenditure requirements 
in order to meet SDG 2 by 2030. However, there 
are per capita estimates available for low income 
countries, and we make use of these, inflating 
the cost per capita by 5% per year, along with 
expected population increases until 2030.

The Brookings Institution142 estimates annual 
expenditures of US$44 per capita by 2025 for low 
income countries to achieve SDGs in agriculture 
in rural development. This incorporates only some 
of the investment required, with social protection 

142 Kharas & McArthur. 2019. Building the SDG Economy. Needs, spending, and financing for universal achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. Working Paper 131. 
Global Economy and Development at Brookings. Available: https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Building-the-SDG-economy.pdf
143 Investments include improving primary agriculture and natural resources ((primarily genetic resources and soil and water conservation), improving agro-processing operations,  
and improving research, development, and extension.
144 UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. 2019. SDG Costing & Financing for Low-Income Developing Countries.

and selected investments in rural infrastructure 
omitted.143 The UN SDSN’s cost per capita 
estimate makes use of similar sources, but with 
a much lower cost per capita of US$9.5 per year 
for low income countries.144 The authors analyse 
overlapping but different expenditure categories 
to Brookings, above, with the inclusion of social 
security nets, omission of some infrastructure 
costs, the omission of the costs of enabling 
policies, and omissions of nutrition costs. 

Table 14 shows cost estimates for both annual per 
capita expenditure estimates, giving us a range of cost 
estimates. The US$9.5 per capita per year should be 
treated as a lower bound estimate and US$44 per 
capita per year as an upper bound estimate.
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TABLE 17 Annual cost as a percentage of GDP to achieve goals, 2020 and 2030.

Source: Authors.

2020 2030

Health 3.18 – 13.3 1.36 – 10.47

Education 8 – 8.4 6.8 – 7.8

WASH 4.74 4.74

Electricity 2.8 – 8.08 1.37 – 3.48

Roads 3.0 1.6

Agriculture 1.26 – 5.82 1.12 – 5.36

Total (% GDP) 22.98 – 43.34 16.99 – 28.68

5.7 SUMMARY OF  COST ESTIMATES

In the previous section of the report, a benchmarking 
estimating approach was used to produce indicative 
cost estimates for the country in order to achieve 
the SDGs in the key sectors. Table 17 provides a 

summary of the required cost estimates in health, 
education, electricity, WASH, roads, and agriculture 
for the country to be able to achieve the respective 
SDGs between 2020 and 2030.
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CHAPTER 6 - POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
This report has attempted to assess the 
macroeconomic impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic on debt sustainability and the 
implications in terms of achieving the SDGs’ 
Agenda by 2030. The analysis have clearly 
highlighted the challenges facing The Gambia in 
terms of accelerating economic diversification and 
structural. The country’s socio-economic fragility 
and vulnerability to exogenous shocks and climate 
change was also evidenced. An introspection into 
the country’s debt dynamics, and based on two 
distinct scenarios (‘BBB’ and ‘VCN’) have shown 
that The Gambia will face a challenging task to 
ensure sustainable debt path given the expected 
lower growth path and slow recovery of the tourism 
and the global economy at large. Despite the 
country’s limited fiscal space, The Gambia made 

steady progress in some in the implementation of 
the SDGs, but the financing gaps are enormous. 

In this section, the report provides a 
comprehensive set of policy recommendations 
that the country requires to be better able to 
recover from the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. 
healthcare, fiscal policies, employment and 
income, exports, remittances, trade, and regional 
integration). Sectoral reforms aimed at boosting 
revenue and performance in key export earning 
sub-sectors (groundnuts and tourism exports) 
are also discussed. Given the country’s limited 
fiscal space, the report concludes by emphasizing 
structural reforms necessary to create the fiscal 
space for financing transformative reforms and 
achieve the SDGs targets by 2030.

6.1 COVID-19 IMPACT MITIGATION

The Gambia needs to bolster its healthcare 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This can be 
addressed in two main ways:

i. Increase testing capacity and administration 
in relation to case numbers. With the potential 
for additional waves of COVID-19 case 
numbers, the need to adequately monitor 
cases is necessary to prepare for and respond 
accordingly to localised outbreaks. This gives 
The Gambian authorities the information 
required to adequately address those areas, 
mitigating the risk of spread and the need for 
more severe movement and trade restrictions.

ii. Procure the required COVID-19 vaccines and 
prepare rollout infrastructure. The Gambia has 
already received 36 000 doses through the 

145 UNICEF. 2021. First tranche of COVID-19 vaccines arrives in The Gambia via the COVAX initiative. Available: https://www.unicef.org/wca/press-releases/first-tranche-covid-
19-vaccines-arrives-gambia-covax-initiative

COVAX Facility.145 Ensuring timely and stable 
supply of vaccines is paramount to successful 
vaccination campaigns, as well as ensuring 
the relevant infrastructure requirements are 
met. The Gambia needs to secure this supply 
through any and all means available.

To avoid further employment and income losses of 
Gambian workers and firms, The Gambia should 
consider the following support measures.

i. Support firms and workers in stressed sectors 
of the economy. Targeted support in the form 
of debt relief, preferential loans, or wage 
supplementation can be used to mitigate 
the effects of income and employment loss. 
In constrained fiscal space, these policies 

Healthcare Response

Fiscal Policies, Employment, and Income
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should be well targeted to those sectors of 
the economy that are most effective, and 
suitable applicants being those who were 
not previously in distress. Tourism is one of 
these sectors, with an estimated 9 647 being 
adversely impacted,146 with another being 
agriculture due to decreased export volumes.

ii. The informal sector needs to be supported. 
The informal sector, one that comprises large 
portions of many African economies including 
The Gambia,147 requires specific targeted 
support.  Restrictions of mobility, lack of 
labour protection, and underlying precarity of 
informal sector workers148 put them at greatest 
risk of destitution. Identifying the scope of 
support required should be conducted and 
suitable financial support disbursed in an 
appropriate manner, as timely as possible.149    

iii. Women and youth are at particular risk 
and need to be appropriately supported. 
At-risk occupations constitute 96.1% of 
all employment for women, compared to 
92.3% for men. 96.7% of youth occupations 
are classified as at-risk too. Sectors and 
occupations in which these demographics 
are overrepresented should be targeted for 
support in order to mitigate disproportionate 
employment and income loss. Conditionalities 
on support to firms can be used in order 
to boost the efficacy of this measure. For 
example, providing debt moratoriums for firms 
on the condition that they do not retrench 
women or young people disproportionately 
(or at all) for the duration of the moratorium. 

Export trade needs to be supported as far as is 
possible due to its important source of foreign 
exchange reserves, incomes, and employment, 
including through:

i. The opening of regional and international 
trade routes needs to as soon as possible. 

146 AfDB. 2020. The Gambia: Country Diagnostic Note. Policy options to enhance socio-economic transformation and resilience.
147 GBoS. 2018. Gambia Labour Force Survey.
148 ILO. Informal economy: a hazardous activity. Available: https://www.ilo.org/safework/areasofwork/hazardous-work/WCMS_110305/lang--en/index.htm
149 ILO. 2020. COVID-19 crisis and the informal economy: Immediate responses and policy challenges. Available: https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---
protrav/---travail/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743623.pdf
150 In the export of groundnuts. AfDB. 2020. The Gambia: Country Diagnostic Note. Policy options to enhance socio-economic transformation and resilience.
151 Golub, Mbaye & Golubski. 2019. The effects of Nigeria’s closed borders on informal trade with Benin. Brookings. Available: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-
focus/2019/10/29/the-effects-of-nigerias-closed-borders-on-informal-trade-with-benin/
152 IOM - UN Migration. 2020. Bustling Border Towns in the Time of COVID-19.
153 AfDB. 2020. The Gambia: Country Diagnostic Note. Policy options to enhance socio-economic transformation and resilience.
154 World Bank. 2021. Average transaction cost of sending remittances to a specific country (%) - Gambia, The. Remittance Prices Worldwide database. Available: https://
remittanceprices.worldbank.org/en

Limits to export and import volumes have 
partially been affected by closed or limited 
trade routes. Gambian authorities should 
work closely with their main trade partners to 
keep open these routes safely and streamline 
efforts into simplifying regulations regarding 
importing and exporting, as is often an issue 
with the UK and EU.150 This added efficiency 
would do well to maximise the existing limited 
capacity of producers and available logistical 
capacity. Further, cross-border informal trade 
should be continued in a safe manner, as the 
effects of cessation are severe.151152

ii. The diversification of trade partners can 
be used to supplement decreases in global 
demand. Economies that have been affected, 
and are still being affected, by lockdowns and 
trade restrictions affect demand for exported 
goods. The Gambia should look to diversify 
their export trade partners to supplement 
demand and supply deficiencies in existing 
partners, including with other West African 
countries. This is especially relevant to the 
tourism industry; whose service exports 
are no longer viable in Europe (62% of all 
tourists)153 in the current economic climate.

iii. Improve infrastructure that facilitates trade. 
Although more suited to medium-term goals, 
the improvement and expansion of ports 
and other trade facilitating infrastructure is 
important due to its ability to increase trade 
volumes and attractiveness, including The 
Gambia’s large re-export operations.

Reducing the cost of remittance to The Gambia 
works to maximise the benefit received by local 
recipients. Whilst progress has been made over 
the last decade,154 remittance costs can be further 
reduced. These remittances provide needed 
support to families, often in lower-income and 
rural areas, and lessen the harmful impacts of the 
pandemic. We recommend:

Exports
Remittances



65

i. Cost of remitting needs to be minimized as far 
as is possible. This can be achieved through 
greater regulatory efforts in the banking 
and financial intermediary sectors which 
often facilitate remittance. Predatory pricing 
practices by these institutions needs to be 
monitored.

ii. Gambian authorities should raise awareness 
of safe and affordable remittance platforms 
in order to reduce the cost of remittance and 
minimise fraud. This includes the possibility of 
use of mobile banking and mainstreaming of 
e-money platforms.  

iii. Redirect the flow of unofficial remittance 
channels across borders to official channels. 
With the increased flow of remittances seen 
in recent months, one explanation is that the 
increased volumes are a result of remittance 
channel changes. Unofficial remittance 
channels distort remittance volume inflows to 
The Gambia and make it difficult to conduct 
more detailed analysis and policy directives.

Greater regional integration can be used as 
a mechanism to offset decreases in trade 
volumes due to border closures, trade, and 
travel restrictions, and decreases in global 
demand. Efforts towards the compliance of and 
harmonisation between ECOWAS and AfCFTA 
regulations should be made a priority. 

Considerable potential for increasing The 
Gambia’s regional trade creation exists through 
the AfCFTA. The supplementation of global 
demand decreases with increased intra-African 
trade serve to mitigate the depression in trade 
volumes that the pandemic brings. Increased 
trade, stability, and economic coordination 
also sets the scene for greater industrialisation 
through regional and continental supply chains 
– something The Gambia is behind the curve on. 
The increased regional and continental demand, 
potential economic diversification, wider range of 
trade partners, increased industrialising efforts 
and investments in infrastructure, and increased 

155 World Bank. 2020. The African Continental Free Trade Area: Economic and Distributional Effects. Available: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/
handle/10986/34139/9781464815591.pdf?sequence=4&isAllowed=y
156 Ibid.
157 For an overview of The Gambia’s intra-African trade and tariff profile see: https://www.tralac.org/resources/our-resources/13597-gambia-intra-africa-trade-and-tariff-profile.
html
158 IMF. 2020. The African Continental Free Trade Area: Potential Economic Impact and Challenges. Available: https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Staff-Discussion-Notes/
Issues/2020/05/13/The-African-Continental-Free-Trade-Area-Potential-Economic-Impact-and-Challenges-46235
159 Ibid.

employment opportunity is a good prospect for 
The Gambia. World Bank models estimate that 
West Africa would see the biggest decline in the 
number of people living in extreme poverty—a 
decline of 12 million (more than a third of the 
total for all of Africa).155 The Gambia will however 
see lower tariff revenues of -2.7%, and total tax 
revenues of -0.9%, though any shortfall will likely 
be made up in the short term. 

Real income gains in Africa are estimated to 
be around US$450bn by 2035 through the 
implementation of the AfCFTA, with US$292bn 
of that coming from stronger trade facilitation – 
measures to reduce red tape and simplify customs 
procedures.156 This is especially important if The 
Gambia is to accelerate trade on its border with 
the Senegal, reduce import costs, and expand its 
markets for woven fabrics and other value-added 
production.157 Supporting reducing NTBs, the 
IMF notes that “The bulk of income and welfare 
gains would come from increased efficiency 
derived from reduced non-tariff barriers (NTBs), 
as intraregional import tariffs are already low.”158 
The Gambia is well positioned to benefit from this, 
as noted “the largest proportional welfare gains 
would tend to go to smaller countries with open 
economies.”159

The expediting of implementation of ECOWAS 
and AfCFTA plans could serve to cushion the 
effects of the pandemic on Gambian trade, whilst 
gearing for a stronger economic recovery, but only 
if adequate measures are invested in to ensure 
the Gambia can take advantage of growing trade 
and market size. This requires major efforts to 
upgrade trade infrastructure (both hard and soft) 
and increase cooperation with regional partners 
on borders. Whilst the positive gains are centred 
around medium/long term timeframes, there is 
an opportunity for African states, including The 
Gambia, to push for the faster implementation of 
the regional and continental regulations so that 
shorter term gains can be capitalised on. This, 
however, would require faster identification and 
implementation of trade facilitation correcting 
measures.

Trade and regional integration
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Further, forward planning of The Gambia’s position 
in regional and continental supply chains should 
be started:

1. The strategic reduction of non-tariff barriers 
(NTBs) is crucial to reducing trade costs and 
increasing intra-regional trade. The reduction 
of NTBs for items and borders that incur the 
highest trade costs should be prioritised. In 
this regard greater cooperation is required 
to reduce NTBs being applied on the border 
with Senegal. Cooperation might be mediated 
by ECOWAS and UNCTAD to monitor the 
imposition of NTBs and work to reduce them 
through a clear timeline. This can also help 
reduce the large-scale smuggling at this border 
by reducing price inefficiencies in trade.160

2. High tariff bands should be phased out where 
no advantage is provided to domestic industry 
from its protection, apart from revenue raising. 
161

160 Golub, S. S., & Mbaye, A. A. (2009). National Trade Policies and smuggling in Africa: the case of the Gambia and Senegal. World Development, 37(3), 595-606.
161 For an overview of intra-African tariffs from 2018 see: https://www.tralac.org/resources/our-resources/13597-gambia-intra-africa-trade-and-tariff-profile.html

3. Improving logistical infrastructure such as 
roads, highways, airports, and ports is crucial 
in facilitating more efficient trade. Further, 
infrastructure developments towards better 
access to the Abidjan-Lagos Corridor will 
facilitate more efficient trade.

4. Preparations towards the streamlining of 
regulations and customs agreements between 
ECOWAS and AfCFTA should be undertaken 
immediately. 

5. The Gambia should conduct regional and 
continental supply chain analyses in order to 
prepare for increased regional integration. 
These analyses should aim to leverage The 
Gambia’s advantages, support economic 
diversification, growth, and employment.

6.2 SECTORAL RECOMMENDATIONS
Groundnuts

Groundnuts account for 66% of the total exports 
of agricultural products in The Gambia. The 
Gambia has gained market share in the Groundnut 
market, increasing its share from 0.06% in 2012 
to 0.41% in 2016.162 With global trade of $2.61 
billion in 2018 room to increase market share and 
domestic value added for The Gambia exists. The 
Indonesia is the largest importer of Groundnuts 
at $278 million in 2018.163 We make a number of 
preliminary suggestions:

i. Climate change investment mitigation 
strategies. Domestic production is erratic 
in part owing to climate change reducing 
yield, increasing flooding, and making old 
techniques less productive. Large investments 
are required to increase productivity and 
make the sector better prepared for climate 
change, including through partnerships with 
the EU, USAID, and the AfDB.

ii. Establish a technical cooperation scoping 

162 AfDB. September 2020. The Gambia Country Diagnostic Note.
163 See: https://oec.world/en/profile/hs92/ground-nuts
164 AfDB. September 2020. The Gambia Country Diagnostic Note.

mission to Israel, with EU support. Israel 
has among the highest groundnut yield per 
hectare globally.164 A joint partnership with 
the Israeli government and private sector 
offers significant opportunities, as a source of 
knowledge, foreign capital, financing, access 
to end markets and inputs, and in detailing a 
clear sectoral strategy over time.

iii. Increase bilateral trade agreements with 
China. The Gambia groundnut main market 
is China, but they are mostly exported to 
Viet Nam due to lack of bilateral agreements 
between The Gambia and China. Studies 
are required to assess if this may increase 
shipping costs and reduces the profits which 
The Gambia reaps per ton.

iv. Measures to meet stringent phytosanitary 
measures. Exports to traditional markets, 
like the United Kingdom (UK) or European 
Union (EU) markets, are constrained by the 
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strict regulations on phytosanitary measures 
(aflatoxin issues).165 Specialized government 
agencies are required to work with private 
sector actors to establish guidelines on 
measures needed to implement to meet 
PSM targets. Such targets are usually led 
by foreign retailers and so government must 
establish close contacts with the relevant lead 
firms. Stories of success and failures to meet 
PSM from across Africa should be drawn on, 
including Ethiopia’s cut flowers market and its 
PSM challenges. 

v. Increase revenue collection from any 
‘booming’ commodity sectors, including 
groundnuts, during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Changes in tax regimes should be considered 
to increase commodity revenue collection. 
This should be sensitive to profitability 
of commodity extraction and the tax can 
be a once-off windfall and/or increased 
progressivity of permanent rates. Legislation 
should be transparent with all windfalls placed 
in ring-fenced in funds with clear mandates 
on usage to avoid wastage. Such resources 
could be allocated to help grow, through long-
term planning, the secondary (manufacturing) 
and tertiary (services) sectors, which are 
generally most severely affected by changing 
consumption patterns under COVID-19. The 
funds can also be used to reinvest to support 
farmers and raise productivity.

vi. Greater leveraging and re-establishing full 
African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) 
market access. AGOA access for The 
Gambia was reinstated in 2017 but then 
again rescinded partially in late 2019 due 
to not establishing effective visa systems 
and related customs procedures under 
the relevant AGOA legislation. Restrictions 
apply to textiles and apparel imported by 
the US too.166 Groundnut eligibility needs to 
be explored given that the U.S. imposes the 
largest tariffs on the sector globally and given 
its large domestic market. The two sectors 
with potential to benefit from AGOA in the 
past were The Gambia’s fishing industry and 
the apparel and garments industry.  Gambian 
fish was already being exported to the U.S. 
under AGOA prior to 2015.167

165 AfDB. September 2020. The Gambia Country Diagnostic Note.
166 See: https://agoa.info/news/article/15691-cameroon-car-gambia-niger-see-us-agoa-status-changes.html
167 See: https://agoa.info/news/article/15421-gambia-agoa-workshop-us-committed-to-expanding-trade-links-with-the-gambia.html
168 See: https://sagrainmag.co.za/2020/02/07/groundnut-industry-at-a-crossroads/
169 Ibid.

vii. Policies to increase domestic processing. 
According to the Gambia Investments and 
Export Promotion Agency, The Gambia has 
the potential to produce 250,000 metric 
tonne (MT) of groundnuts in addition to 
40,000 MT of sesame. However, the country 
lacks modern mills needed to process these 
products. The South African Bureau for Food 
and Agricultural Policy conducted a groundnut 
value chain study in 2019 with a focus on the 
trade competitiveness challenges faced by 
the industry and the impact of inconsistent 
tariff applications. The Gambia might look to 
undertake a similar study in order to assess 
possibilities for greater domestic processing, 
including on flavouring, roasting, peanut butter, 
confectionary, and peanut oil processing, all 
with their own distinct risks, opportunities, 
export profiles, global competitors, and input 
requirements.168

Tourism is one of The Gambia’s main economic 
sectors and drivers of growth. With travel 
restrictions still salient, the sector needs to 
be supported to avoid long-term capacity loss 
through:

i. Support to businesses and workers in the 
tourism sector is essential to stem capacity 
loss. For businesses, this can be in the form 
of preferable credit agreements to support 
maintenance, wages, and fixed costs. 
Debt moratoriums can be used to ease 
cashflow constraints and adverse response 
mechanisms of firms in the form of staff, 
wage, and stock reduction. Workers in the 
industry can be supported by supplementary 
wage support, as has been used widely in 
other countries. Government has already 
assumed the liabilities of The Gambia Hotel 
industry such as Municipal rates and license 
fees,169 which will work well to stem some of 
the pressure in the sector. These measures 
should continue for as long as the sector 
remains affected.

ii. Diversification of countries for tourist inflows 
and external funding and technical support 
for The Gambia’s Tourism Board. Promoting 

Tourism
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and supporting local and regional tourism can 
dampen the effects of the lack of international 
tourism. Tourism firms and organisations 
should look to increase local demand for 
tourism by using attractive offers. This 
includes Gambians as well as citizens of other 
West African countries. Gambian authorities 
should aim to minimise the restrictions to this 
end as far as is possible whilst maintaining 
appropriate health and safety protocol. The 
government hopes to change this by attracting 
more African tourists and has enlisted 
UNCTAD and the UN Economic Commission 
for Africa (UNECA) to help kickstart the 
initiative.170

Asian market is relatively untapped and could 
supplement the loss of income from traditional 
tourist markets. This can be done by targeted 
marketing campaigns and appropriate travel 
and VISA provisions made for selected 
countries, which often hinder tourist entry.  
171Russian tourists are already a sizable 
portion of total tourist inflows. Targeted 
advertising campaigns along with appealing 
but safe COVID-19 protocols may help further.

iii. Expand tourism offering through eco-
tourism, including wildlife and heritage. 
With The Gambia billed as a beach holiday 
destination,172  opportunity lies in attracting 

170 See: https://unctad.org/news/gambia-targets-african-tourists-more-sustainable-growth
171 Artal-Tur, Pallardo-Lopez & Requena Silvente. 2016. Examining the impact of visa restrictions on international tourist flows using panel data. Estudios de Economia 43 (2):265-
279. Available: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311647205_Examining_the_impact_of_visa_restrictions_on_international_tourist_flows_using_panel_data
172 Burrington. 2020. A beach lover’s paradise. The Gambia Experience. Available: https://www.gambia.co.uk/blog/a-beach-lovers-paradise
173 AfDB. September 2020. The Gambia Country Diagnostic Note.

a wider range of tourists with a more diverse 
holiday offering. This also works to lessen 
the seasonality of summer season tourist 
inflows and also can increase tourism prices 
by shifting tourism demand from cheap 
package tours to higher-end eco-tourism. 
This requires large investments in skills 
and infrastructure. Partnerships with other 
African tourism boards who have successfully 
developed these industries, such as Rwanda, 
Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania  could be highly 
beneficial. Birdlife (Makasutu Culture Forest) 
and chimps are two potential entry points 
for The Gambia into the higher value-added 
offerings.

iv. Greater focus of FDI attraction and promotion 
on tourism. Tourism historically has accounted 
for a notable portion of FDI inflows.173 Tax 
holidays may be offered to encourage inflows 
along with greater regional coordination. 
This allows foreign investors to leverage 
regional markets, for demand, tourist package 
offerings, and the sourcing of inputs. This 
also helps reduce unnecessary competition 
in the offering of investment incentives which 
pits states against each other and weakens 
government revenue with no ultimate effect. 
Existing investment tax incentive structures 
should be assessed and adjusted to maximise 
their intended impact.
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6.3. FINANCING RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Set realistic public debt reduction targets 

within realistic timeframes. The analysis here 
has highlighted fiscal paths to sustainable 
public (and external) finances under different 
scenarios. These, however, rely on large 
primary surpluses being undertaken by 
government in the mid-2020s. Achieving 
the goal of a public debt to GDP ratio of 
70% occurs by 2024/2025 in the vaccine 
nationalism (VCN) scenario – arguably the 
most likely global scenario presented here. But 
this relies on considerable government primary 
surpluses from 2022.

If this key assumption is not deemed possible 
or desirable by government, then a more 
realistic debt sustainability path needs to be 
decided on. Since to a large extent they rely on 
policy feasibility in the absence of strong real 
rates of growth. 

A fiscal policy is feasible in its fiscal adjustment 
if it can allow government to continue to 
provide the essential goods and services to 
the population and if sufficient political and 
popular will exists to implement the required 
adjustments under the given debt path. For 
example, government may decide that a more 
feasible fiscal path is one where they reach 
a debt to GDP ratio of 70% by 2026 (two 
year later), thereby lowering and delaying 
any primary fiscal surpluses required by 
government. This can also allow for greater 
growth headwinds to help with the debt 
reduction targets. 

Sensible fiscal paths require annual plans to 
ensure structural and cyclical adjustments 
are implemented. Relying solely on cyclical 
adjustments can lead to sudden reductions 
in living standards and political instability. 
In the context of The Gambia this would risk 
undermining the basis for the new democratic 
government.

2. Additional grant financing from global 
multilaterals. The Gambia has now received 
a 5-year debt service relief from its key 

174 See: https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2020/08/debt-relief-for-the-poorest-kevin-watkins.htm

plurilateral and bilateral creditors (amounting 
to US$129 million or 7% of 2019 GDP 
between 2020 and 2024). With this debt 
restructuring and Gambia’s participation in the 
G20 Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI) 
plus access to IMF’s Catastrophe Containment 
and Relief Trust (CCRT) grant, the prospects 
for further debt relief/cancellation are limited. 
Despite this additional financing is needed if 
The Gambia is going to be able to increase 
its health expenditure and rates of domestic 
investment to offer sufficient (counter-cyclical) 
support for the economic and health impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

As part of this package, it would be highly 
beneficial if any financing that has been 
provided by multilateral and bilateral lenders 
could be restructured to ease the country’s 
debt service burden. Moreover, additional 
financing is required in larger amounts on an 
accelerated timetable. This is vital since despite 
considerable multilateral support The Gambia’s 
debt service costs are still high. By April 2020, 
The Gambia spent more on external payments 
than on healthcare, according to data from 
Jubilee Debt Campaign. Debt service was 
more than 6 times its governments’ spending 
on healthcare by late 2020, according to the 
IMF.174 If this continues or worsens then the 
ability of The Gambia to respond to COVID-19 
adequately will be severely curtailed.

The grant element of IMF lending to The 
Gambia is 30.5% compared to the AfDB 
which is 58.3% (IMF World Bank DSA data).  
A conversion of loans to a full grant status 
might be required for The Gambia and other 
low-income countries.

The IMF, as part of initiatives to cushion the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on low 
income countries, granted The Gambia a 
24-month debt service cancellation under 
the CCRT. The World Bank has also been 
providing additional grant financing to The 
Gambia (which may be in excess of what The 
Gambia owes to the World Bank in terms of 
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debt service) to mitigate the impact of the 
pandemic. Extension of the G20 Debt Service 
DSSI beyond June is important in continuing 
the temporary relief from debt repayments to 
eligible poor countries from bilateral creditors. 

3. Extending debt relief from private creditors and 
other bilateral creditors. Given the Gambia’s 
limited global political clout it is important that 
it uses its regional membership and access to 
important in multilateral institutions such as 
UNCTAD’s Least Developed Countries division 
to lobby for debt relief through the G-20’s 
suspension of debt servicing be extended to 
all bilateral and private creditors. For many 
low-income African countries this is important 
given that an increasing share of debt is owed 
to Chinese bilateral creditors.

4. Deepen domestic financial markets and 
integrating it regionally to better attract 
and utilize the pool of savings for domestic 
financing. “Deeper local capital markets 
increases the amount of domestic currency 
financing available and help reduce the 
dependence on foreign currency finance” 
– this is a common recommendation for 
countries to reduce their relative debt burden. 
But for a country the size of The Gambia this 
recommendation is arguably more relevant at 
the regional level.

Increased financial system integration across 
ECOWAS is, therefore, vital for The Gambia,175 
to enhance its banking system and increase 
the pool of savings it can access through 
attracting regional banking FDI and regional 
savings. This can also work to increase access 
to ATMs and the wider digitization of The 
Gambia’s economy. Financial integration in 
West Africa remains weak, however.176

Given the regional dominance of Moroccan 
banks, greater cooperation with North Africa 
on financial integration should be explored 
bilaterally, and on a Regional Economic 
Community basis. Moroccan banks have been 
major sources of FDI regionally, as noted 

175 See: https://amao-wama.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Financial-System-Integration2011.pdf
176 See: https://www.intechopen.com/books/regional-development-in-africa/economic-integration-in-west-africa-a-reconsideration-of-the-evidence
177 See: https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF005/12143-9781475504699/12143-9781475504699/12143-9781475504699_A001.xml?lang=en&redirect=true A TSA can be 
defined as a unified structure of government bank accounts enabling consolidation and optimum utilization of government cash resources. It separates transaction-level control 
from overall cash management. In other words, a TSA is a bank account or a set of linked bank accounts through which the government transacts all its receipts and payments and 
gets a consolidated view of its cash position at the end of each day.

in all previous editions of UNCTAD’s World 
Investment Reports.

5. Institutional and capacitating reforms to fiscal 
and debt management. This will also help 
enhance non-customs tax revenues. The 
delivery of good governance and accountability 
comprises one of the 8 priority clusters of the 
National Development Plan (NDP) for 2018-
2021, which specifically commits The Gambia’s 
government to efficient governance, human 
rights and decentralization, and effective 
public service delivery. 

Within the debt and fiscal management 
functions, accurate forecasts of income 
and expenditure within reasonable bounds 
of uncertainty, remains vital. This requires 
investing further capacity in human resources 
within an expanded institutional structure, to 
enhance financial management 

Extending technical co-operations agreements 
with other countries and multilaterals is one 
means by which this can occur. The Gambia 
has already signed a technical cooperation 
with Nigeria (January 2020) to establish a TSA, 
following an EU sponsored TSA study tour of 
Nigeria in May 2019. A TSA performs a number 
of vital functions for proper fiscal and debt 
management,177 including allowing for proper 
and full oversight of expenditure and incomes 
by Treasury. In some cases, debt management 
including issuance of debt is done by a specific 
Debt Management Office.

Within this, proper integration Local 
Government Area (LGA) financial management 
is vital. This is especially because economic 
activity is fairly concentrated geographically, 
with the Brikama LGA accounting for 37% of 
total enterprises activity, followed by Kanifing 
Municipality (Greater Banjul Area) with 
33%. The TSA awaits full implementation, 
consolidating all government accounts held 
in commercial banks as well as donor project 
accounts. In theory, this should reduce 
interest costs significantly and allow for proper 
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knowledge of aggregate cash balance with 
resulting improvements in a number of related 
functions. 

State owned enterprises and funds are not 
covered by the TSA, according to initial press 
releases.178 This is standard for TSA systems.  
179But still requires the additional oversight 
functions of government on SOEs to be 
followed. These can be exercised by Treasury. 
See South Africa for example.180 At present 
SOE tax still remain in arrears or not clearly 
specified.

Digitization of payments may be an important 
component to advance TSA reforms. This 
may require government providing free 
payment platforms housed at Automatic Teller 
Machines and private banks,181 and expanding 
Information and Communication Technology 
infrastructure more generally.

178 See: https://www.chronicle.gm/treasury-single-account-gambia-signs-mou-with-nigeria/
179 See: https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2010/wp10143.pdf
180 See: http://www.treasury.gov.za/publications/other/soe/governance%20oversight%20Role.pdf
181 IMF April 2020, IMF Country Report No. 20/102

6. Continued oversight and improved efficiency 
and public investments in SOEs. Subsidies 
account for a major portion of government 
spending (Figure 45 below). Gradually 
removing these subsidies requires enhanced 
public investment, and improved management 
and state oversight. For example, the most 
recent AfDB country diagnostic note on The 
Gambia found that (pg.18): “Similarly, subsidies 
and transfers, mostly channelled to the 
National Water and Electricity Company have 
declined significantly over 2015-2019 owing to 
the implementation of performance audit and 
action plans on SOEs. Capital expenditures 
have rebounded from 21% of total spending 
in 2015 to 40% in 2019 as significant 
disbursements of project grants and external 
concessional loans provided an impetus to the 
public investment program.”

FIGURE 45 Fiscal Balance With and Without Subsidies (% of GDP), 2005-2019.

Source: AfDB.
Note: The fiscal balance is the difference between general government revenues and expenditures showing how 
much in a given year government spending is financed by the revenues collected. This includes expenditures on 
net interest payments on public debt, as such any gap reflects additional principal debt or taxes incurred.
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6.4 MEETING THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
 GOALS (SDGS) CHALLENGE
The Gambia requires large and sustained volumes 
of investment in order to meet the 2030 SDG 
Agenda. Progress towards the goals should not 
be seen as in opposition to structural change 
but complementary, as these investments create 
sustainable jobs, enable economic dynamism, 
lessen external dependency, and improve 
resilience to shocks, and improve living conditions. 
There is little time to delay efforts towards any of 
the goals, however given limited fiscal space and 
the new paradigm that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has brought, the following recommendations are 
made.

Bolstering investment in health in the short term 
is crucial. Effectively and efficiently managing 
the COVID-19 pandemic is complementary to the 
needs identified in improving health outcomes.

i. The Gambia needs to bolster its healthcare 
workforce. The Gambia lags other LICs in 
terms of its density of doctors (0.1 per 1000 
population vs 0.239), which needs to be 
increased should the health outcomes of 
The Gambia improve. The training of doctors 
is an expensive and lengthy process, and a 
government sponsored drive towards this 
end is imperative. A possible alternative is 
to train The Gambia’s relatively dense other 
healthcare staff cohort towards being medical 
doctors, as is being considered in the UK.182

ii. Health spending needs to be increased to 
increase capacity and quality. The Gambia 
lags behind its peers in terms of current 
expenditure as a % of GDP (3.1% vs 6.7%) 
and capital health spending as a % of total 
health spending (2.1% vs 4.0%). To increase 
the capacity and quality of the healthcare 
sector, increased levels of expenditure need 
to be disbursed to an upper-bound estimate 
of 13.3% of GDP in 2020 to 10.5% of GDP 
in 2030, without which the SDG on health will 
likely not be achieved by 2030.

182 Launder. 2020. Nurses to retrain as doctors in less than five years under government proposals. Nursing in Practice. Available: https://www.nursinginpractice.com/latest-news/
nurses-to-retrain-as-doctors-in-less-than-five-years-under-government-proposals/
183 Republic of The Gambia. 2020. The Gambia: Voluntary National Review, June 2020.

Improving access to and the quality of water, 
sanitation, and hygiene infrastructure in the short 
term further aids the efforts made to mitigate the 
spread of COVID-19.

i. Increase WASH service provision in rural 
areas. Vast disparities in access to appropriate 
WASH amenities exist between urban and rural 
areas. The Gambia needs to increase service 
provision to rural areas to close this gap, with 
expenditure and educational material driving 
the adoption of quality infrastructure. The 
need for accompanying material’s importance 
is already identified by the Gambian 
authorities.183 Specifically, expenditure 
towards increasing access to basic sanitation, 
and safely managed water and sanitation is 
required. Total annual expenditure required to 
meet the SDG on WASH equates to 4.17% of 
GDP until 2030.

Investment into education cannot be delayed, 
though this is not as pressing as health and water, 
sanitation, and hygiene investment. Improved 
educational outcomes prepare The Gambia for 
greater economic dynamism that requires human 
capital accumulation.

i. The Gambia needs to drive higher enrolment 
rates in primary and secondary education and 
increase the number of compulsory school 
years. In order to have a more skilled and 
productive workforce that is suited to the work 
away from agriculture, The Gambia needs 
to drive primary and secondary education 
enrolment and completion rates. This also 
serves to improve other socio-economic 
conditions of future generations, as was the 
case with the rates of open defecation upon 
being taught in schools. 

Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene

Health

Education
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ii. Additional expenditure in education is 
required to increase the capacity and 
quality of education. The increasingly young 
and urbanised population of The Gambia 
needs quality education. This is achieved 
by expenditure towards increasing capacity 
necessary to serve the population, but 
also to ensure the school age population 
receives quality education. This expenditure 
is estimated to have an annual upper-bound 
range of 8.4% of 2020 GDP, decreasing to 
7.8% of GDP by 2030. 

iii. Curricula should be developed in line with the 
technical skills shortages in the labour market. 
Curricula should be geared towards preparing 
students for the labour market. Where there 
are skill deficiencies in certain sectors, 
these can begin to be addressed through 
appropriate ‘demand-driven’ technical and 
vocational training programmes. 

In the medium term, developing transformative 
infrastructure is key to increasing The Gambia’s 
output, thus creating greater fiscal space. 

i. Utilise relatively high RAI scores to serve 
rural populations. Due to The Gambia’s size 
and shape, a relatively high proportion of 
its population lives within a short walking 
distance to a road. With the existing gaps in 
service and infrastructure provision outlined 
previously, The Gambia should make use of 
these roads in order to serve this portion of 
the public, connect the agricultural production 
markets to consumer markets. 

ii. Increase expenditure on road infrastructure 
to increase density and improve and maintain 
quality. Increasing the sparse road density 
in The Gambia by modest levels will improve 
local and regional trade and efficiency by 
connecting people to markets and each 
other. The Gambia should aim to increase 
its road density to 0.25km of road per km2 
whilst at the same time investing in upgrading 
and properly maintaining its existing road 

184 World Bank. Sustainable Development Goals database.
185 Phillips, Davies & Plutshack. 2020. An off-grid energy future requires learning from the past. Brookings. Available: https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-
development/2020/05/04/an-off-grid-energy-future-requires-learning-from-the-past/
186 World Bank. 2018. International development association project appraisal document on a  proposed grant in the amount of SDR 28.4 million (us$41 million equivalent) 
to the  Republic of The Gambia  for The Gambia electricity restoration and modernization project. Report no: pad2530. Available: http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/
en/171661526614264416/pdf/GAMBIA-PAD-05042018.pdf

infrastructure. Doing this will cost 3% of GDP 
in 2020, declining to 1.6% of GDP by 2030. 

In line with improving road infrastructure, 
electricity capacity is key in supporting growth 
in non-agricultural sectors. Improving access to 
electricity and increasing generative capacity 
should be considered a medium-term objective.

i. Increase access to electricity in rural areas. 
The disparity between electricity access 
in urban and rural areas is great, despite 
growing rates of access over the last decade 
(25% in 2010 to 35% in 2018 in rural areas, 
and 65% in 2010 to 76% in 2018 in urban 
areas).184 Rural access can bolster agricultural 
productivity as well as increase market 
access to smaller scale farms. In areas that 
are remote and difficult to serve, The Gambia 
should provide information on how to procure 
off-grid electricity generation infrastructure at 
a subsidised cost.185

ii. Increase expenditure towards generation 
capacity and transmission infrastructure 
with emphasis on clean energy. Average 
annual electricity usage in The Gambia is low 
(132kWh per person per year). With a growing 
population and the need for greater economic 
diversification, average usage will need to 
be increased to enable and improve positive 
socioeconomic outcomes. The Gambia needs 
to investigate the most cost-effective methods 
of increasing electricity capacity, with due 
consideration to the potential to leverage its 
natural endowments with sustainable sources, 
especially solar.186

Investments into diversifying and increasing 
sustainable agricultural outputs should be 
considered as a medium-term endeavour, though 
there are changes that could be implemented 
immediately. Moreover, total agriculture 
expenditure (4.7% over 2005-2018) falls 
short of the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture 

Electricity

Roads

Agriculture
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Development Program (CAADP) target of 10%. 
 
i. Investments into agriculture are necessary 

to diversify agricultural output. The Gambian 
agricultural market is somewhat narrow, and 
investments into the sector can be used to 
diversify output, especially for staple products 
such as rice. The importing of rice is a large 
cost to The Gambian economy,187 and its local 
production can mitigate foreign exchange 
risk and boost employment in the sector. 
Additionally, the diversification of produce 
can decrease the cost of a more varied diet, 
improving health outcomes. This also serves 
to reduce malnutrition, stunting, and food 
insecurity. Investments in carry upper-bound 
cost estimates of 5.8% of GDP in 2020, 
decreasing to 5.4% by 2030.

ii. A drive towards more sustainable agricultural 
practices and higher productivity is required. 

187 AfDB. 2020. The Gambia: Country Diagnostic Note. Policy options to enhance socio-economic transformation and resilience.

The Gambia has seen receding cereal yields 
over the last two decades (1300kg per hectare 
in 2000 to 850kg per hectare in 2017), 
possibly reflecting decreasing soil quality 
and increasing erosion. Without intervention, 
these trends will continue. A push towards 
more sustainable agricultural practices is 
required in order to protect the productivity of 
agricultural land and the value of its output.

iii. Investments in easing supply-side constraints 
in the agricultural sector are critical to boost 
productivity and incomes in The Gambia. 
Therefore, investments aimed at expanding 
the use of modern irrigation systems and 
reduce overreliance on rainfall (only 6% of 
total agricultural land is currently irrigated), 
improve access to credit (e.g. the agricultural 
sector receives little less than 3.1% of total 
credit due partly to high interest rates and 
lack of collateral).  
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