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Sierra Fishing Company is a vertically 
integrated seafood business that is 
already Sierra Leone’s largest supplier 
and exporter of fish. Now it is investing 
in an ambitious expansion of its fishing 
fleet, processing plants and storage 
facilities in order to provide new 
customers around the world with high-
quality sustainable seafood and value-
added products at a competitive price.
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THE LEADING VOICE FOR THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY

Sierra Leone Chamber of Commerce,  
Industry and Agriculture

Become one of our many multinational members and realise success 
through the promotion of your business interests and access to 
exclusive services that will enable you to navigate the requirements 
of Sierra Leone’s competitive market economy.

AGRICULTURE

COMMERCE

INDUSTRY

CENTER FOR ALTERNATIVE DISPUTE 
RESOLUTION (CADR)

CADR provides members of the Sierra Leone Chamber 
of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture, and the wider 
community with a forum, rules and procedures for re-
solving international and domestic commercial disputes 
quickly. Developed in accordance with international best 
practices, CADR has increased confidence in the private 
sector and is supporting the growth of businesses.

THE AFRICAN GROWTH OPPORTUNITY  
ACT (AGOA)

Our AGOA Resource Centre supports trade expansion 
between Sierra Leone and the US, as well as other 
countries. In addition to organising events, we are here 
to provide you with everything you need make the most 
of the potential and opportunities that exist: such as up-
to-date import and export data, market research, training 
and access to financial and tax incentives.

24 Charlotte Street, Freetown
Tel: +232 80 10 20 30

info@slccia.com - www.chamberofcommerce.sl
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RESIlIEnCE and dETERmInaTIon:  
SIERRa lEonE baCk on  
ITS gRowTh PaTh

i n t e r v i e w

ernest bai Koroma, 
President of the republic of sierra leone

THE EBOLA OUTBREAK caused tremendous damage in 
Sierra Leone, interrupting one of the greatest economic and 
social successes of West Africa. Two years later, Sierra Leone’s 
economy is back on track and ready to make the most of its 
vast mineral resources, extensive fertile lands and endless 
tourism potential. With the country’s Human Development 
Index improved by 20% in just a decade, recent economic 
policies implemented by the administration of President 
Ernest Bai Koroma are playing a pivotal role in the country’s 
renaissance, fostering the role of the private sector, diversifying 
the economy and creating the right framework to attract 
foreign investment. In an exclusive interview, President 
Koroma talks about the resilience of the Sierra Leonean 
people, the country’s economic revival and how his policies 
aim for inclusive growth and social development.

Leading Edge (LE): Sierra Leone has faced many challenges 
in recent years that have affected economic growth. What 
is your view of the country’s economic outlook today?

President Ernest Bai Koroma (EBK): Sierra Leone has 
suffered a lot of difficulties in the last couple of years including 
the Ebola outbreak which had a devastating effect on our 
economy. It was one of the worst humanitarian disasters we 
have faced since the end of the civil war 15 years ago and it 
reversed some of the advances we had made. 

When we took over the governance of Sierra Leone in 2007 
we began to transform the economy with a clear target of 
attaining prosperity for our people. By 2012, Sierra Leone 
was one of the fastest growing economies in the world and 
in 2014 we had the prospect of recording about 13% GDP 
growth. Unfortunately, the Ebola outbreak had a strong 
negative impact on our economy towards the end of 2014. The 

situation became even more dramatic in 2015 when we 
recorded negative growth in GDP of -20%. 

Thanks to the resilience of our people and the support of 
the international community, we were able to move forward 
and rebuild our economy. Today, Sierra Leone is back on track 
in every field and we are expecting about 6% GDP growth 
this year. New companies are opening up in various sectors 
including mining and agriculture. We continue to focus on 
getting all our sectors back on the right track, and we are 
confident of reaching the objectives we have set.

LE: It has been 15 years since the end of Sierra Leone’s civil 
war, which killed more than 50,000 people and displaced 
more than a million more. How much stronger is Sierra 
Leone today than it was 15 years ago?

EBK: To emerge from that tragic internal conflict we had 
support from the United Nations which mobilised around 
17,000 troops to help secure peace in Sierra Leone. We 
came out of war, began rebuilding our economy and we even 
conducted peaceful elections. We then brought in many 

interview witH
ernest bai Koroma,

PresiDent of tHe rePublic of sierra leone

I would remind investors that  
Sierra leone is back in business.  

our country was the second-fastest 
growing economy in the region before 

the 2014 Ebola outbreak.”
ernest bai Koroma, 

President of the republic of sierra leone
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The harbour of freetown, sierra leone

reforms that helped the process of security and 
reignited development in our country. 

Today we are proud to say that we send our 
troops outside to help and support other countries 
in conflict rather than having foreign countries 
sending their military units here to Sierra Leone. 
Through it all, our people have demonstrated 
immense resilience. We have embraced many 
difficult moments as a country and we have 
been able to improve our internal stability. The 
international support we have received has of 
course been crucial, but we cannot forget that 
the Sierra Leonean people have played a strong 
role in the path to achieving the stability we 
enjoy today. 

LE: You have always shown great concern 
for the social growth of the country. With the 
economy back on track, what are your strategies 
to ensure economic growth is sustainable and 
inclusive? 

EBK: We have ensured that our programmes 
for change and prosperity have a certain balance 
in order to support all the different sectors of 
our economy. We have, for instance, focused on 

increasing energy generation in our country, 
thereby giving many more of our people access 
to power.

We also continue to work with the private sector, 
offering support that provides these businesses with 
a good environment in which to operate. We are 
also working on improving the conditions of our 
people and creating opportunities for everyone. 
We consider our human capital to be a vital asset 
for Sierra Leone and by having knowledgeable 
and skilled workers we can support both public 
and private sectors. Harnessing our human 
capital will also ensure prosperity, satisfaction 
and happiness for our people. 

LE: Could you elaborate further on the 
strategies you have put in place to support 
the private sector? What are some of the 
remaining challenges?

EBK: We have done a lot of work, particularly 
in reviewing our legislation. We have established 
institutions and structures that facilitate the 
processes of registration of private businesses. 
On the tax front, we have ensured that certain 
concessions are given in order to attract investors. 

These efforts have been commended by 
institutions such as the World Bank, which now 
ranks Sierra Leone among some of the most 
transformed countries in regards to governance. 
We are also working closely with private and public 
institutions to fight corruption. We understand 
that corruption is a phenomenon that is spread 
around the world and affects all economies. 

However, we believe that well-structured and 
transparent procedures will combat corruption, 
improve our overall governance and promote 
economic development.      

we consider our human capital to be a  
vital asset for Sierra leone and by having 
knowledgeable and skilled workers we can 
support both public and private sectors.”

ernest bai Koroma, 
President of the republic of sierra leone

 P e r s P e c t i v e
ernest bai koroma, president of the republic of sierra leone
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ernest bai Koroma, President of the republic of sierra leone, (left) with Xi jinping, President of the People’s republic of China

The internal stability of the country is also of great 
importance to our people and to foreign investors, as 
well as to the continued growth of our nation. We have 
been working to ensure that our people feel safe and are 
comfortable. The 2017 Global Peace Index ranked Sierra 
Leone as the most peaceful nation in West Africa and among 
the most peaceful states in the continent. I am pleased that 
international institutions are taking note of our progress 
in ensuring peace and stability. 

LE: China has been a big commercial partner of Sierra 
Leone in recent years. The slowdown of the Chinese 

economy in 2015 hurt many commodity-exporting African 
countries, including Sierra Leone. What is your government 
doing to diversify the economy in productive industries 
and in trading partnerships?

EBK: Sierra Leone is an open economy and we are working not 
only with Chinese companies but also with European, US and 
Indian investors, amongst others. We recognise that we cannot 
rely on commodities alone as the mainstay of the economy. 
We are looking specifically into growing the agricultural and 
tourism industries. We believe this diversification will bring 
new opportunities and our policies have in fact started paying 
off. Recent statistics rank Sierra Leone as one of the fastest 
growing tourism destinations in the region. These statistics 
clearly demonstrate our diversification policies are moving 
in the right direction. 

In agriculture, we are reducing our food dependency by 
increasing our agricultural production and productivity. 
We are also putting in place value-addition processes in the 
coffee and cocoa sectors. For instance, we recently started 
processing Sierra Leonean chocolate from local cocoa and 
we are now improving our timber industry by opening up 
timber processing factories. Additionally, we have improved 
access to energy and infrastructure with the view to becoming 

If we continue with the same 
infrastructure development strategy, 
I believe in ten years Sierra leone will 

become an economic hub in the region.” 
ernest bai Koroma, 

President of the republic of sierra leone
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the point of interconnection between the Mano 
River Union (MRU) member states, comprising 
Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire. 
For instance, we have opened roads with the 
Republic of Guinea and we are in the process 
of opening a road with Liberia. 

We are also committed to improving our ports 
and, fortunately for us, we have the second-deepest 
harbour in the world. We are in partnership with 
several leading companies in a port expansion 
programme. This will facilitate the establishment 
of transhipment facilities and connections with 
most of the countries in the African region. 

We are also investing in a new international 
airport that will improve access to our country. 
We are developing all these facilities in order for 
Sierra Leone to fully realise its potential. I strongly 
believe that the development of countries is based 
on the strength of their infrastructural assets 
such as ports, roads and airports, and that is why 
we are deploying such a robust infrastructural 
development strategy. If we continue with the 
same strategy, I believe in ten years Sierra Leone 
will become an economic hub in the region. 

LE: What would you tell international 
investors about the economic opportunities 
and competitiveness of Sierra Leone?

EBK: Firstly, I would like to tell potential investors 
that the people of Sierra Leone are strong, 
determined and resilient. Secondly, I would remind 
them that Sierra Leone is back in business. Our 
country was the second-fastest growing economy 
in the region before the 2014 Ebola outbreak 
and in the aftermath of the outbreak, we have 
managed to rebuild our economy. 

We continue to improve our business environment 
by providing the best working conditions for any 
company to operate to its full potential. We offer 
many economic opportunities that make us an 

attractive and competitive investment destination 
in the region. For example, we are blessed with 
many natural resources. We are now known for 
having the best diamonds in the world. Sierra 
Leone also has a rich natural environment with 
huge biodiversity; one that is incomparable to 
any other country in the sub-region. 

Our nation also has the potential to become 
a leading tourist destination. We have all the 
right ingredients to occupy a powerful position 
in the tourism market and we need the right 
partnerships in order to develop this potential. 
I would urge investors to come to Sierra Leone 
and take up opportunities in the many sectors 
that hold potential to provide not only profits 
for them but also development for our people.

LE: Lastly, you recently celebrated the tenth 
anniversary of your election as President of 
Sierra Leone. How would you like people to 
remember your time in office? What kind of 
legacy do you hope for?

EBK: I want the people to remember me as the 
president that fought with them, and for them. 
I want a legacy of having been the president that 
steered the transformation of Sierra Leone. I 
would like the people of Sierra Leone to remember 
me as one of them — passionate and committed 
to building a better country. I would like to be 
remembered as a leader who fully dedicated 
his time to building a better Sierra Leone and 
helped the country step forward from the many 
difficult times it endured. 

The 2017 global Peace Index recently 
ranked Sierra leone as the most 

peaceful nation in west africa, and 
among the most peaceful states  

in the continent.”
ernest bai Koroma,  

President of the republic of sierra leone

 P e r s P e c t i v e
ernest bai koroma, president of the republic of sierra leone

ernest bai Koroma, President of the republic of sierra leone
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b r i e f i n g

foRwaRd-lookIng SIERRa lEonE 
bounCES baCk wITh ambITIouS PlanS
a new era is dawning for sierra leone with upcoming elections and the shocks of ebola and natural 
disasters behind it. The economic foundations laid down by President Koroma are ready to be benefitted 
from fully and the Chinese are leading the way with their investment confidence.

an inherently resilient national population have 
repeatedly put the country back on track, with 
economic growth resuming and the country 
remaining on a steadfast upward-growth trajectory 
as it moves forward towards attaining middle-
income status by 2035. Overall, Sierra Leone’s 
gains are attributed to a combination of improved 
political stability after civil war, targeted social 
measures and the discovery of iron ore, as well 
as sound macroeconomic policies. 

When President Koroma came to office in 2007, 
he embarked on an ambitious economic growth 
and poverty eradication strategy, dubbed Agenda 
for Change 2007-12. The strategy focused on four 
priority sectors: agriculture, infrastructure, energy 
and water resources, and human development. 
The government built transport and energy 
infrastructure, which led to increased electricity 
output and improved road connectivity across the 
country. Investments into health and education 
were also increased, improving citizens’ access 
to better services.2 

At the start of his second term, President 

IN MARCH 2018, Sierra Leone is set to conduct 
its fourth democratic elections since the end 
of the decade-long civil war in 2002 that had 
claimed the lives of over 50,000 of its people and 
displaced some 2.6 million of its now 7.4-million 
strong population.1 These elections will close the 
curtain on President Ernest Bai Koroma’s ten-year 
rule, during which Sierra Leone has undergone 
impressive transformation and made extensive 
economic and social development gains. A former 
business executive, President Koroma has pursued 
free-market policies, put in place anti-corruption 
strategies, rebuilt the country’s infrastructure 
and attracted the highest flows of investment 
since Sierra Leone became independent from 
the UK in 1961. The opening up of large iron ore 
mines and agricultural projects in the country 
will remain a key part of his legacy. 

The small but stalwart nation has been largely 
unfazed by the collapse of iron ore prices, heavy 
flooding and mudslides in 2017, bouncing back 
each time. Sound macroeconomic policies, 
support from the international community and 
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Koroma introduced the Agenda for Prosperity 
2013-18 strategy paper to continue on the 
successes of the previous growth agenda. The 
Agenda for Prosperity plan lays the foundations 
for Sierra Leone’s ambitious journey to attain 
middle-income status. The implementation of 
these two growth strategies has improved the 
business environment, boosting economic growth 
and investments. 

For example, electricity supply 
and distribution has already 
increased from about 10MW in 
2007 to 300MW in 2017. The 
country’s road network, which 
was in a deplorable condition, has 
improved significantly — opening 
up economic opportunities in 
previously inaccessible corners 
of the country. For instance, to 
boost agricultural investments, 
more than 3,789km of feeder 
roads have been completed, 
improving transportation of 
produce to markets.

In 2016, Sierra Leone surpassed 
the International Monetary 

Fund’s (IMF’s) modest projection of 4.9% growth 
by hitting an overall growth of 6.1%. This was 
outstanding given the GDP decrease of 21% 
recorded in 2015. The World Bank is projecting 
Sierra Leone’s GDP growth to be relatively robust 
at 5.4% in 2017 and the IMF is equally optimistic, 
predicting medium-term growth will be around 
6.8% by 2020. In June 2017, the body approved 
a three-year Extended Credit Facility for Sierra 
Leone for USD 224.2 million.3 These funds will 
support critical government spending, finance 

social safety nets geared towards poverty reduction 
and support medium-term structural reforms.

Sierra Leone stands tall as a beacon of hope 
and resilience in West Africa. The region was 
the fastest-growing in Africa in 2014, sitting at 
the heart of the continent’s transformation in 
a period when unprecedented levels of growth 
were recorded across many countries. But since 
then, the area has suffered blows from collapsed 
commodity prices, the Ebola epidemic and the 
political instability of some countries. In 2016, 
economic growth slowed down, with West 
Africa posting the least impressive economic 
performance of all five African regions. Then 
came the Ebola epidemic in May 2014, which 
claimed the lives of 11,000 people in West Africa, 
the deadliest occurrence of Ebola since the virus 
was discovered in 1976.

President Koroma describes the years before 
the Ebola epidemic and collapse of commodity 
prices as a period of unprecedented economic 
growth in Sierra Leone’s history: “Foreign direct 
investment in the extraction and other sectors 
was at an all-time high, our road infrastructural 
development and other expansion programmes 
set new records, and employment rates were 
rising rapidly among our young people and 
other professionals.” 

Sierra Leone’s race to be a middle-income nation 
was greatly undermined by the Ebola epidemic. 
Revenue lost to the disease is estimated at USD 
74 million, formal employment declined by half, 
cross-border trade came to a standstill and more 
than 3,000 people died in the country, leaving 
behind about 8,300 orphaned children.4 To revive 
its social and economic sectors, the government 
launched the President’s Recovery Priorities 

2018’s elections will close the 
curtain on President Ernest 
Bai Koroma’s ten-year rule, 
during which Sierra Leone 
has undergone impressive 
transformation and made 

extensive economic and social 
development gains

 P e r s P e c t i v e
forward-looking sierra leone bounces back with ambitious pl ans
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In 2016, Sierra Leone 
surpassed the International 

Monetary Fund’s modest 
projection of 4.9% growth by 
hitting an overall growth of 
6.1%. This was outstanding 
given the GDP decrease of 

21% recorded in 2015

P e r s P e c t i v e
forward-looking sierra leone bounces back with ambitious pl ans

among the 15 states that make up ECOWAS: 
Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, 
Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, 
Senegal, Sierra Leone, Togo, Burkina Faso and 
Verde. It is hoped that the ECOWAS Investment 
Climate Scorecard will bring faster progress with 
economic cohesion and integration. To date, the 
region has arguably been more successful at 
political integration than this. 

ECOWAS itself was created in 1975 to promote 
economic trade, national cooperation, monetary 
union and growth and development throughout 
West Africa. Efforts undertaken by the economic 
community are increasingly multifaceted, with 
the prosperity and development of West Africa 
and the wellbeing of its people at its core. 

Eme Essien, Nigeria Country Manager at 
the International Finance Corporation, which 
is a member of the World Bank Group and the 
largest global development institution focused 
exclusively on the private sector in developing 
countries, says of West Africa that it has “Enormous 
potential to strengthen its competitiveness and 
increase investment flows, which would drive 
growth, reduce poverty and deliver jobs to the 
region.”  He continues, “The World Bank Group is 
pleased to be working in partnership with regional 
organisations, member states, the private sector 
and development partners to help these countries 
unlock investment challenges along key trade 
corridors, and improve their competitiveness 
within the global economy.”  

In Sierra Leone, reforms in the last decade 
have been highly successful in reversing some of 
the devastating effects of the 1991-2002 civil war. 
Regulatory overhauls aimed at making it easier 
to do business in Sierra Leone have improved 
the country’s position on the World Bank’s Doing 

(PRP), 2015-17 programme. The successes of this 
USD-839-million initiative include doubling the 
number of households with access to electricity, 
the construction of new schools, the introduction 
of school feeding schemes, benefitting over 1.2 
million children, and new access to clean water 
for over one million people.

To provide a safety net for the extremely poor 
and vulnerable, the National Commission for 
Social Action has also provided unconditional 

cash transfers to about 47,000 
households.5 “We introduced the 
recovery priorities to improve 
the lives of millions of ordinary 
Sierra Leoneans and continue the 
implementation of the Agenda 
for Prosperity,” says President 
Koroma. “Thousands of women 
who had lost everything have 
had their dignity restored. They 
and their children are enjoying 
new found financial security.”

The rebound of oil prices is 
largely to thank for the current 
recovery of West Africa’s economy 
and the African Development 
Bank projections of a much-

improved regional growth of around 3.4% in 
2017. West African states and international 
organisations are working together to improve 
the business environment and attract foreign 
investment to an area that has a lot to offer 
beyond oil and minerals. 

For example, in June 2017, the World Bank 
launched the Economic Community of West 
African States Investment Climate Scorecard 
via a European Union-funded four-year project, 
which aims to identify and fix investment barriers 
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Business rankings from 168th 
in 2007 to 148th in 2017. After 
2003, the country achieved 
commendable economic growth 
rates that peaked at 20.7% in 
2013, when Sierra Leone was 
ranked as the world’s fastest-
growing economy. Social progress 
was also evident, with nearly 
a 25% reduction in poverty, 
another example of the nation’s 
remarkable ability to overcome 
adversity.

With the Ebola crisis now 
well behind it, Sierra Leone is 
back on its journey to prosperity, 
powered by its recent economic 

performance. The country is seeking to attract 
international investors to tap into the opportunities 
present in its many growth sectors. 

In agriculture for instance, there is plenty of 
room for new investment in commercial farming 
and food processing to meet the country’s 
food demands. Currently, Sierra Leone’s food 
production falls far short of domestic demand, 
forcing the country to import a high percentage 
of its basic foods.

“We encourage investors to come and establish 
farms here and bring new technologies. Our 
ability to sustain high levels of economic growth 
is being challenged by rapid population growth, 
a weaker commodity market and the effects of 
climate change. In this context, revitalising 
agriculture must become our priority,” says 
Minister of Agriculture, Forestry and Food 
Security, Monty P. Jones.

China sees massive potential in Sierra Leone and 
has a growing portfolio of interests in the country, 
from mineral resources (with iron-ore-processing 
plants key among them) to investment projects. The 
government of President Koroma’s China Policy is a 
major part of its developmental agenda and Chinese 
investment in the country is generally considered 
extremely important by external experts, who tend 
to agree it is likely to promote overall economic 
growth in the country. 

Indeed, China has emerged as Sierra Leone’s 
second-largest importer and exporter after the 
European Union. China’s main exports to Sierra 
Leone include mechanical and electrical products, 
textiles and other light industrial goods, cultural 
and educational materials, hardware and articles 
for daily use.

The leader of the Chinese investors’ delegation, 
Owen Zhou, visited the country in the spring of 2017 
with a team comprising various investors across 
the sectors of tourism, technology development, 
real-estate, building materials, jewellery, traditional 
medicine and furniture. Their visit was in order 
to gain a full understanding of Sierra Leone’s 
investment potential and of its economic needs. 

With its many attractions, ranging from pristine 
beaches to extensive wildlife and tropical forests, 
Sierra Leone’s tourism industry also holds remarkable 
growth potential. There are opportunities, too, for 
public-private partnerships in projects related to 
the further construction and rehabilitation of roads, 
ports, airports and fibre-optic cable networks. 
Investment opportunities now abound across many 
other sectors in Sierra Leone, including mining, 
fisheries, energy production, trade, manufacturing, 
and information and communication technologies. 

Sierra Leone is back on 
its journey to prosperity, 

powered by its recent 
economic performance. The 
country is seeking to attract 
international investors to tap 
into the opportunities present 

in its many growth sectors

 P e r s P e c t i v e
forward-looking sierra leone bounces back with ambitious pl ans

©
 ro

be
rto

ne
nc

in
i /

 sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

.co
m

References

1-United Nations 
Development Programme

2-World Bank

3-IMF, ‘Sierra Leone: 
Request for a Three-Year 
Arrangement Under the 
Extended Credit Facility-
Press Release; Staff Report; 
and Statement by the 
Executive Director for Sierra 
Leone,’ 22 June 2017

4-Government of Sierra 
Leone, ‘National Ebola 
Recovery Strategy for Sierra 
Leone 2015-2017,’ July 2015

5-Government of Sierra Leone

Construction workers are an increasing sight on the streets of sierra leone’s towns and cities



16 LEADING EDGE  

SIERRA LEONE
at a glance

gmt (utc)
leone

GDP By SECTOR (% 2016)
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U$D 600     
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MAJOR LANGUAGES
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ENGLISh 
(OFFICIAL)

MENDE

TEMNE

KRIO

TEMNE 35% 
MENDE 31% 
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KRIOLE 2% 
MANDINGO 2% 
LOKO 2% 
OThER 15%

CAPITAL 
FREETOWN
POPULATION (2016) 
1.0mIllIon

K

sierra leone is a small, peaceful and determined west african 
nation, bordered by the atlantic ocean, guinea and liberia. 
The country contains beaches, savannah, rainforests, woodlands, 
mangroves and mountains, which have helped make it the world's 
fastest-growing tourist destination. Traditionally, however, its 
economy has centred on agriculture and the mining of its mineral-
rich lands. having had a stable government in place for ten years, 
sierra leone has rebounded from recent shocks to achieve a 
growth in gdP of 6.1% in 2016. This level of growth is expected 
to continue in the medium term as the country works towards 
becoming a middle-income economy.

60.9% agriculture,  
forestry, fishing and hunting

6.9% Public administration 
and defence                      

1% construction

4.2% transport, storage 
and communication               

1.9% manufacturing

9.4% other services                         

2.9% finance, real estate  
and business services         

0.2% electricity, gas 
and water

9.9% trade

2.7% mining and quarrying 
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a STRong, dEmoCRaTIC CounTRy
ThaT IS oPEn To InVESToRS

i n t e r v i e w

victor bockarie foh, 
vice-President of the republic of sierra leone

Leading Edge (LE): Throughout your extensive career 
as a politician and a diplomat, you have witnessed Sierra 
Leone’s many phases of both growth and turmoil. How 
strong is your country today compared to recent years 
when it faced the shocks of the Ebola epidemic and fall in 
commodity prices?

Victor Bockarie Foh (VBF): The Sierra Leone you see today 
is quite different from the one of the 1990s. While the beauty 
of our country and the warmth of the people of Sierra Leone 
have not changed, we have transformed into a peaceful nation 
where citizens enjoy many democratic freedoms. 

For the past ten years, President Ernest Bai Koroma has 
instilled respect for the rule of law and steered massive economic 
growth in our country. Prior to the Ebola crisis, our GDP was 
growing at around 18-19% a year. We had one of the fastest 
growing economies in the world. Our mines were working 
and providing substantial revenues to the country, despite 
low global commodity prices. We were growing fast and we 
had a solid plan for the future, but then we were unexpectedly 
affected by the Ebola outbreak.

We learnt many lessons from the Ebola epidemic and we have 
since put in efforts to strengthen our systems. For example, 
one direct result is that our health system is much stronger 
than before, because we began putting more investment 
into the health sector with the support of the international 
community. We have also overhauled our education system 
and are seeing improved results both in enrolment and in 
the performance of students. The most recent national exam 
results are better than last year’s, which were already much 
better than three years ago. We have also made improvements 
to our communications infrastructure, particularly in increasing 
access to mobile services. We are in the process of laying down 
fibre-optic cables countrywide to further expand our mobile 
network. Overall, we are better connected today, not just within 
the country but also to the rest of the world. 

LE: It is now exactly 15 years since Sierra Leone ended its 
decade-long civil war. In March 2018, the country will hold 
its fourth post-war election that will also mark the end of 
President Koroma’s term. What would you say about the 
country’s political stability?

VBF: Everything we do hinges on democracy. Since we came 
out of the war, we have strived to embrace democracy and 
everything that it entails. Our system functions on the rule 

of law. We have greater transparency today than ever before. 
We no longer have prisoners of conscience in this country — 
something I am very proud of, because 15 years ago I was in 
jail due to my beliefs. We allow independent audits, respect 
external criticism and support freedom of the press. We believe 
that when there is respect for the rule of law and separation of 
powers, then the country operates smoothly. And we know that 
democratic institutions strengthen our country. We respect 
the people’s right to have their voices heard and we ensure 
this by holding free and fair elections. As a country, we want 
to set a good example, for the region and across the continent, 
of how a strong, peaceful, democratic country should operate. 
The people’s will must be paramount and that is the Sierra 
Leone we are building. 

LE: What are some of the accomplishments your government 
has made over the last decade? What are some of the key 
issues you are still working on?

VBF: When we came into power a decade ago, our country 
had capacity to generate just about 10MW of electricity. We 
have since expanded our generating capacity and are in the 
process of adding several hundred more megawatts. Our goal 
is to electrify the whole country — down to the last person in 
the most remote village. 

interview witH
victor bocKarie foH, 

vice-PresiDent of tHe rePublic of sierra leone
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We have made efforts to address challenges in 
other sectors of the economy, such as agriculture 
where we have increased food productivity. At 
the moment, we still import rice, our staple food, 
but we are aiming to eliminate the need for rice 
imports within the next two years by supporting 
our farmers. By reducing food imports, we will 
ease the strain on the national budget and foreign 
exchange demand.

Our economy is currently donor driven and that 
is something we are determined to change. We 
really want to rely on our own revenues and that 
requires us to manage our own resources better. 
Rather than run the country on handouts, we 
are seeking to implement a strong, transparent 
system that is free from corruption to ensure we 
boost revenue collection and channel resources 
towards development projects. Although we have 
made tremendous improvements in education, 
we continue to work on improving our education 
system and curricula to ensure that our people 
gain skills that will equip them to compete with 
their peers on a global level.

Additionally, we want to encourage the private 
sector to take on some of the burden of running 
and developing the country. We do not want 
excessive central government involvement in 

everything. We believe that by encouraging the 
private sector to set up businesses, create jobs 
and generate good revenues, we will solve many 
social problems. So, we want to make this country 
a haven for private sector investment. Companies 
can come here with their investment portfolios, 
do business, pay their taxes and move investment 
capital in and out at their leisure. 

LE: What measures are the government working 
on to encourage further direct investment from 
overseas players?

VBF: The best thing any government can do for 
investors is to create a safe, conducive environment 
with limited external interference. We will continue 
to work to build such an environment. We will also 
continue to maintain peace and the rule of law, 
and to respect the rights of the individual and the 
rights of their property. We want to ensure that 
the investor is free to do what he or she pleases, 
within the limits of the law. 

We are also planning to lower taxes. We don’t 
want to dictate to investors on where, when and 
how they need to operate. If, for example, you 
want to go into the fisheries sector — be our 
guest, it is your business. We will give you all 
the support you need, but we will not attempt 
to control what you do. 

There are many investment opportunities in 
Sierra Leone. Investors can be licensed and set 
up operations within 24-48 hours of arrival. 
This is one of the benefits of having a former 
business executive as president. President Koroma 
worked for many years in the insurance sector 
and throughout his presidency he has sought to 
create a business-friendly environment in the 
country. He has opened up our economy, invited 
investors and provided an environment where 
business people can operate free from harassment, 
unhindered and uninterrupted. 

As a country, we are now reaping the benefits 
of our efforts to maintain peace and stability, as 
people now see that we respect freedoms and 
rights. No country is completely free, but I feel 
that we have struck a good balance. You will not 
be harassed here — this is a free country that is 
open to investors. 

LE: Sierra Leone has strengthened ties with 
China recently, leading to investments and 
cooperation in sectors such as health and 
infrastructure. Does this signal a foreign policy 
shift in terms of economic cooperation with 
foreign countries?

VBF: I see China as an important global economic 
player and we are cooperating with it on many 
fronts. However, we are not only cooperating 
with China. We are also working with the US, the 
European Union, South Africa and many other 
countries and regional institutions. I admire China 
because of the work it has done to grow and to 
become the world’s second largest economy. This 
has happened through hard work and discipline. 
I witnessed the economic growth of China first-
hand when I served there as ambassador. 

We are a relatively small nation and we are 
therefore not going to align ourselves with just 
one economic superpower. We intend to work 
with all the big economies and learn a little from 
each one of them. I believe that Sierra Leone 
can benefit a lot from the global community, 
but only if we play our cards right. We need 
to be cautious and to uphold transparency by 
informing our people about our engagement 
with international organisations and how our 
country benefits from it. Sierra Leone has many 
good things going for it and I believe that with 
the hard work and commitment of our people, 
combined with support from the international 
community, we will build an economically strong 
and well-developed nation. 

an environment where business people 
can operate free from harassment, 

unhindered and uninterrupted.” 
victor bockarie foh, 

vice-President of the republic of sierra leone

PersPective
victor bockarie foh,  vice-president of the republic of sierra leone
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an adVoCaTE foR SIERRa lEonE, 
PEaCE, SECuRITy, dEVEloPmEnT and 
CollaboRaTIon

i n t e r v i e w

samura Kamara,  
minister of foreign affairs and international Cooperation

Leading Edge (LE): What impact is Sierra Leone’s foreign 
policy having on its development?

Samura Kamara (SK): Our foreign policy is now focused on 
advocating regional and global peace, security and development, 
and on positioning Sierra Leone as an effective partner for 
achieving these things. We have transformed our Foreign 
Service in order to implement these objectives, which will 
help us to become a middle-income country by 2035, and a 
developed and donor nation by the end of the 21st century.

Our foreign policy forms the basis of our participation in 
sub-regional, regional and global multilateral organisations, 
such as the Mano River Union, the Economic Community 
of West African States, the African Union and the United 
Nations. These give Sierra Leone a voice, legitimacy and 
representation, but have also led to collaborations that 
promote peace, security and development with member 
states and entities like the African Development Bank, the 
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the Islamic 
Development Bank, the Commonwealth, the Organisation 
of Islamic Cooperation, the Non-Aligned Movement and the 
European Union. 

Our bilateral ties and collaborative projects with US, UK, 
Japanese and Korean government agencies, for example, 
form an integral part of our foreign policy and are providing 
economic, political, social, cultural, scientific and technological 
benefits that will drive sustainable development. As signatory 
to major international treaties — such as those protecting 
women and children, human rights and justice — Sierra 
Leone has been able to support its citizens. 

By promoting international cooperation, respecting the 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of other countries, 
adhering to international law and treaty obligations, and 
seeking the settlement of international disputes by negotiation, 
reconciliation, arbitration or adjudication, Sierra Leone has 
enjoyed political stability over the past decade. This recently 
led to the Institute for Economics and Peace ranking our 
country as the most peaceful in West Africa and the 39th 
most peaceful in the world, ahead of the UK and France.

LE: How has the 2014-18 Foreign Service Transformation 
Strategy helped the country?

SK: Our foreign policy had been heavily weighted towards 
political diplomacy for over four decades. But when we moved 
into the new millennium, nation building began to stretch 

beyond politics by incorporating the social and economic 
aspects of globalisation. Sierra Leone had to reconfigure 
its foreign policy to include economic and social, as well 
as political, diplomacy and to focus attention on building 
capacity in critical areas, forging new alliances and scaling 
up our diplomatic presence. 

To implement the transformation strategy, staff were recruited 
at various levels within a revamped structure at the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation (MFAIC). 
We now have a new Directorate of Research, Planning and 
Knowledge Management, a new Directorate of Legal Affairs 
and International Conventions, a reconstituted Economic 
and Technical Cooperation Directorate, a Multilateral and 
International Institutions Directorate, an Administration and 
Finance Directorate and a Protocol Directorate. 

With this strengthened capacity, the MFAIC is now equipped 
to advise, coordinate and collaborate with other government 
bodies to ensure optimal interaction with international 
institutions, countries and the domestic diplomatic community, 
and to make certain that Sierra Leone’s issues are reflected in 
the national and international circles that deal with economic, 
and broader, current and emerging global issues.

A key part of the transformation is to continue to open diplomatic 
missions in strategic areas, like Turkey, Indonesia and Kenya 
 — three major trade and diplomatic hubs that Sierra Leone 

interview witH
samura Kamara,

minister of foreign affairs anD international cooPeration
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can utilise to increase and strengthen economic 
and diplomatic ties. Overall, the transformation 
has changed the mentality of the Foreign Service 
towards engagement in and contribution to key 
economic and trade-oriented activities. 

LE: How is Sierra Leone working with the African 
Development Bank (AfDB), the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank (WB) 
and China?

SK: The AfDB, IMF and WB are Sierra Leone’s 
long-standing major development partners. They 
supported us during and after the civil war, the 
Ebola outbreak and the commodity-price collapse. 
The post-Ebola recovery programme and the 
President’s development priorities continue to 
receive much needed financial and technical 
support from them. Sierra Leone and China also 
have a long-standing relationship, which has 
been beneficial to both. We have secured funding 

from China for major infrastructure projects, 
as well as grants and loans to rehabilitate and 
construct various buildings, investment from 
Chinese companies in construction projects 
and Sierra Leoneans have received training in 
Chinese educational institutions and businesses.

LE: What strategy has your ministry adopted 
to sustain support for Sierra Leone?

SK: Our country has benefitted immensely 
from the goodwill of our international partners, 
and sustained goodwill and contact is achieved 
through participation in the major sub-regional, 
regional and global organisations. My ministry’s 
mandate is to show the world what Sierra Leone 
represents and it uses these forums to demonstrate 
commitment to democratic principles, address 
current and emerging global issues, and to share the 
government’s plans for sustainable development. 

My ministry encourages effective collaboration 
with international partners and works with other 
government bodies to ensure that international 
support is fully utilised, on the terms agreed. 
The MFAIC also collaborates closely with high 
commissions, embassies and consulates in 
Sierra Leone, providing relevant information 

and explaining government policies. For this, 
partners and investors can now access Sierra 
Leone’s enhanced General Data Dissemination 
System, an essential source of statistics for making 
partnership, policy and investment decisions. 

LE: Is the programme to harness Africa’s 
diaspora for development achieving results?

SK: One of President Koroma’s continuing 
priorities is bringing home Sierra Leonean 
expertise and knowledge from around the world 
for the benefit of national development. The 
President created the Office of Diaspora Affairs to 
coordinate this vision and we have an improved 
recruitment strategy, where jobs are advertised 
online and applicants are interviewed digitally. 
Sierra Leoneans overseas are being encouraged 
to invest in the private sector with the reform 
of the business registration process, investment 
incentives and a new fast-track adjudication court. 

Our diaspora has also been encouraged to 
contribute to infrastructure development, with 
government land being made available for housing 
and business construction. These initiatives have 
resulted in an increasing number of qualified 
Sierra Leoneans returning, taking up employment, 
investing in businesses and embarking on a 
construction drive. The major developments in 
energy and road construction have also catalysed 
the transfer of resources from the diaspora into 
business interests at home. 

LE: How can African leaders work together?

SK: President Koroma recently reiterated the 
need for African leaders to pull their resources 
together to realise the dream of a conflict-free 
and prosperous Africa by 2020. Recently, we have 
seen the continent used for terrorist activities and 
African security forces should work jointly to curb 
this. Our border security agencies need robust 
monitoring to stop the inflow and circulation of 
arms and ammunitions. 
African leaders must constantly engage in decisive 
strategic dialogue with international partners 
about global policies and practices that impact 
negatively on Africa and its people. Our leaders 
have to put their citizens first and ensure that global 
solutions take local realities into consideration.

African leaders must also continue to strive for 
economic advancement and good governance, 
through collaboration in sub-regional and regional 
organisations and initiatives, cross-border and 
inter-continental trade, and skills transference 
to encourage meaningful employment and end 
youth unemployment. The concept of African 
Unity should be the guiding principle — as 
African leaders can use their common social and 
cultural ties to promote political and economic 
advancement, as well as peace, on the continent.  

my ministry encourages effective 
collaboration with international partners 
and works with other government bodies 

to ensure that international support is 
fully utilised, on the terms agreed.” 

samura Kamara, 
 minister of foreign affairs and international Cooperation

PersPective
samura kamara, minister of foreign affairs and international cooperation
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dEVEloPIng good goVERnanCE, 
aCCounTabIlITy and lawS foR 
aTTRaCTIng InVESTmEnTS

i n t e r v i e w

joseph fitzgerald Kamara, 
attorney general and minister of justice

Leading Edge (LE): Prior to your appointment as Minister of 
Justice, you led Sierra Leone’s Anti-Corruption Commission. 
What improvements has the country recorded in reducing 
corruption?

Joseph Fitzgerald Kamara  (JFK): The fight against corruption 
is not an event but a continuous process that involves constantly 
improving our systems, because corrupt individuals are always 
looking for new strategies to get around the law. President Ernest 
Bai Koroma has shown a strong political will to fight corruption and 
that is very important. For the first time in Sierra Leone’s history, 
President Koroma’s administration has prosecuted ministers and 
found them guilty of corruption. We have increased our ranking in 
Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index from 
158th position in 2008 to 123rd in 2016. We have achieved a lot 
at the institutional level, for example, we now have an auditor 
general who scrutinises the efficiency and effectiveness with which 
government entities use resources. 

We also have the National Public Procurement Authority 
that supports public-procurement management to enable 
transparency in public expenditures. We believe that good 
governance and accountability are essential in ensuring the 
efficient use of national resources and in attracting investment 
from the private sector. President Koroma has steered many 
of the changes aimed at reducing corruption and improving 
accountability in government spending. However, we have not 
won the war on corruption yet and, as President Koroma’s term 
comes to a close in March 2018, it is crucial that Sierra Leone 
finds a leader who will continue this fight. 

LE: Does Sierra Leone’s judicial system have the capacity 
to protect the interests of international investors? What 
steps have you taken to ensure public confidence in Sierra 
Leone’s judiciary?

JFK: I believe that a secure and stable business environment 
must also include an independent judiciary system. In recent 
years, we have taken important steps to improve the efficiency 
and independence of our judicial system. We have increased the 
number of judges and ensured that court officials are ethical 
and maintain high standards of conduct. We have also set up a 
Legal Aid Board that provides free legal aid services to people 
who cannot afford lawyers. In its first six months of operation, 
the new board dealt with more than 20,000 cases, making 
justice accessible to many Sierra Leoneans. We are changing the 
correctional system as well — shifting focus from punishment 

to rehabilitation. Many inmates are now acquiring new skills 
inside correctional facilities and becoming upstanding members 
of society when they are released.

In addition, we have passed a law that compels Sierra Leonean 
courts to enforce international judgments, which means that 
foreigners who have a dispute with a resident of Sierra Leone 
can now register rulings from other jurisdictions and have them 
enforced here. This is a big step towards giving investors the 
security and stability they seek. So overall, our judiciary has 
improved greatly to the benefit of both Sierra Leoneans and 
foreigners who live and work here. 

LE: What legal and regulatory measures has your government 
taken to improve the ease of doing business in Sierra Leone?

JFK: President Koroma’s administration has prioritised reducing 
bureaucracy and improving the efficiency of all government 
agencies to ensure that the public and investors can access 
adequate government services quickly. At the Sierra Leonean 
Investment and Export Promotion Agency, we have consultants 
who offer potential investors advice on everything, including 
the relevant regulations that apply to specific sectors. We have 
also established a Corporate Affairs Commission, which enables 
investors to register their businesses very quickly. And we have 
simplified the taxation process. 

interview witH
JosePH fitzgeralD Kamara,

at torney general anD minister of Justice



23sierra leone 2017

new judicial and regulatory frameworks have helped encourage investments like that from the bolloré group into freetown’s port

LE: What would you tell people who still have 
a negative view of Sierra Leone from its period 
of civil war?

JFK: We were ranked the third most peaceful 
country in Africa in the 2017 Global Peace Index. We 
are in fact one of the 40 most peaceful countries in 
the world. Instead of receiving peacekeeping forces 
from other states, we are sending our military to 
other countries that are in conflict — contributing 

to the peace process in countries such as Somalia 
and Mali. So, Sierra Leone’s violent and unstable 
days are well behind it. 

Sierra Leone’s most important asset is its people. 
We are very friendly people and we treat foreigners 
in a hospitable manner. Considering our level 

of development, Sierra Leone has a remarkably 
low crime rate and is one of the most religiously 
tolerant countries in the region. It is common to 
see Christians and Muslims praying together here. 
There is no cause for fear — we are open minded, 
warm and hospitable people willing to cooperate 
with players across the world to build a strong and 
wealthy nation. 

LE: Where do you wish to see your country in 
five years?

JFK: I wish to see a Sierra Leone with a thriving 
private sector operating with very little government 
intervention. I don’t think any African country 
will prosper without a strong private sector. The 
government cannot be the country’s largest employer 
because it will always have insufficient resources 
to sustain a bloated payroll. The private sector, on 
the other hand, is well placed to supply solutions 
to many social problems while providing jobs and 
commensurate pay for workers. 

So to achieve middle-income status by 2035 as 
we envision, we must support the expansion and 
success of the private sector. Fortunately, there 
are plenty of business opportunities in Sierra 
Leone. In five years, I hope to see many local and 
international businesses operating in varied sectors, 
making profits and creating wealth for the Sierra 
Leonean people. 

foreigners who have a dispute with a 
resident of Sierra leone can now register 
rulings from other jurisdictions and have 

them enforced here. This is a big step 
towards giving investors the security and 

stability they seek.” 
joseph fitzgerald Kamara, attorney general and minister of justice

PersPective
joseph ftzgerald kamara, attorney general and minister of justice
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sulaiman Kabba Koroma, Chairman — 
national Commission for Privatisation

Leading Edge (LE): You took office as Chairman of the 
National Commission for Privatisation (NCP) at the 
beginning of 2017. How would you describe your first six 
months in the job? What are some of the initiatives you have 
undertaken as head of the institution in charge of outlining 
and supervising the divestiture and privatisation of Sierra 
Leone’s public companies?

Sulaiman Kabba Koroma (SKK): I am grateful to President 
Ernest Bai Koroma for appointing me to head an institution 
as critical as the NCP, which was established to promote good 
corporate governance, drive private investment and enhance 
service delivery among public enterprises. The idea of restructuring 
Sierra Leone’s public sector dates back almost 30 years, with 
recommendations from the World Bank. Privatisation was 
initially undertaken through the Public Enterprise Reform and 
Divestiture Committee before the role was passed on to NCP. 
We have made some significant progress with the privatisation 
process, but the United Nations has advised us there is room 
for improvement in the time the operation is taking. 

My first six months on the job have been quite interesting. 
I have been privileged to learn a lot about the inner workings 
of the corporate world. Consequently, my ability to adapt to 
different working environments has given me an edge when I 
have to confront and deal with the challenges that come with 
the job. Perhaps a key underlining issue has been the urge to 
resist change by some key players in the privatisation process. 
Thankfully, we have been able to make people understand that 
Sierra Leone is the biggest beneficiary in all of this. 

LE: What has prevented Sierra Leone from implementing a 
faster privatisation process? What initiatives do you intend 
to put in place to revert this situation?

SKK: The government and its partners are not oblivious to the 
challenges in the privatisation process — or the need to address 
them as quickly as possible. However, we believe that a lot has 
been achieved, given our investment climate and the meagre 
resources the government has to implement programmes and 
policies that are meant to transform public enterprises. 

Also, some of these enterprises were established under 
different statutes and changing their dynamics requires new 
legislative instruments. For instance, parliament recently passed 
the Guma Valley Water Company Act 2017, which essentially 
seeks to expand and revamp that water company’s operations 
in preparation for an eventual private-capital investment.

LE: How important is it for Sierra Leone to undertake the 
restructuring of its public sector? What positive outcomes 
do you envisage will result from this process?

SKK: The government’s wage bill keeps rising every year. A 
restructuring of the public sector through privatisation will 
significantly lift the financial burden that the government incurs 
through running and maintaining some of our major public 
enterprises. The removal of such contingent liability means that 
government can redirect these resources to other sectors of the 
economy, such as health, education and agriculture. Above all, 
restructuring will bring about improved service delivery and 
enhance the quality of life of Sierra Leoneans. 

LE: A few years ago, the NCP made a list of 24 parastatal 
organisations that were earmarked for divestiture. What 
are your medium-term plans for the companies in this list? 
In what sectors do you see more investment opportunities 
emerging for both local and international players?

SKK: We have developed a strategic plan that caters to both our 
immediate and long-term goals. We are currently working on 
the privatisation and divestiture of some of our key parastatal 
organisations. Some of the companies on our list are now 
undergoing restructuring and will be privatised in the near future. 

interview witH
sul aiman Kabba Koroma, cHairman —

national commission for Privatisation
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Privatising key government bodies will allow the country to redirect its resources to sectors such as agriculture and fisheries

At the moment, we believe the telecommunications 
sector attracts a larger premium than other sectors. 
There are also signs that the financial services 
sector will exceed expectations and we are closely 
monitoring trends in that area. 

LE: According to Santander Trade, foreign direct 
investment inflows into Sierra Leone increased 
significantly between 2014 and 2016. What are 
some of the reasons behind this rapid increase?

SKK: Sierra Leone is one of the most attractive 
investment destinations in the region. As a country, 
we have implemented many pro-investment 
policies over the last decade, under the leadership 
of President Koroma. We have passed legislation to 
encourage foreign direct investment by reducing 
bureaucratic processes, offering clear guidelines 
on taxation and setting up agencies that support 
investors and help them navigate the business 

environment. We have also made improvements 
in energy, road and port infrastructure, because 
we understand good infrastructure and efficient 
logistics are of great importance to investors.

Improving the ease of doing business is fundamental 
to our nation’s growth trajectory and we expect to 
receive more investments in the coming years as 
a result of our efforts. 

LE: Sierra Leone has made international 
headlines in recent years for the devastating 
effects of Ebola and the fall in commodity 
prices. In an increasingly competitive and 
globalised world, what would you say to 
potential investors about the comparative 
advantages of Sierra Leone?

SKK: Sierra Leone remains open for business. 
We are now free from Ebola and our recovery 
process has been phenomenal. The government has 
continued to invest heavily in energy and several 
remote areas now have electricity. Our roads have 
improved significantly and new developments 
are ongoing. We are also investing in agriculture 
and agribusiness. We have also improved in terms 
of respecting human, civil and property rights, 
and a recent report described Sierra Leone as 
one of the most peaceful countries in the world. 

I want to invite all portential investors to come 
to Sierra Leone and witness unprecedented 
success for your businesses. Sierra Leone is ready 
to enter a new phase of impressive growth. We 
welcome all investors to take up the opportunities 
in our country. 

we are currently working on the 
privatisation and divestiture of some of 
our key parastatal organisations. Some 

of the companies on our list are now 
undergoing restructuring and will be 

privatised in the near future.” 
                         sulaiman Kabba Koroma, Chairman —   

national Commission for Privatisation

PersPective
sulaiman kabba koroma, chairman — national commission for privatisation
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a REmaRkablE EConomIC RECoVERy
having seen a reduction in gdP of 21.1% in 2015, sierra leone has bounced back, with the government’s 
new economic policies helping to deliver diversified, inclusive and sustainable economic growth.

Economic growth has 
resumed and remains on 
the increase, supported 
by new investments in 
mining, agriculture and 

fisheries [...] the recovery 
underway is expected to 

remain sustainable over the 
medium term.” 

world bank

IMF in a June 2017 assessment. This ability to 
respond and bounce back is a very encouraging sign 
that Sierra Leone is on track to resume its upward 
path to the status of middle-income country by 
2035 — the main aim of its Agenda for Prosperity 
2013-18 development strategy. 

The Minister of Finance and Economic 
Development, former Central Bank Governor 
Momodu L. Kargbo, says, “I am very optimistic 
about the prospects for our economy. Driven by 
the Agenda for Prosperity 2013-18 and with the 
support of international institutions, we are working 
to deliver diversified, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth.” This assessment is supported 
by the international lenders who played a key role 
in helping the country weather the crises, such as 
the World Bank, which said in an April 2017 report 
that “Economic growth has resumed and remains 
on the increase, supported by new investments in 
mining, agriculture and fisheries,” and that “the 
recovery underway is expected to remain sustainable 
over the medium term.”

Another reason for the growth is that iron-ore 
prices are rising on the back of strong demand from 
China’s steel industry, which surged by more than 
40% between May and August 2017.3 

Immediately after the outbreak of Ebola and 
together with international donors, authorities put 
in place a Post-Ebola Recovery Plan, which was 
later refocused as the Agenda for Prosperity. Apart 
from immediate relief for the people most affected 
by the epidemic, the government enacted a strategy 

THE TWIN CRISES of the 60% collapse in 
international iron-ore prices, which started in late 
2013, and the outbreak of the Ebola virus epidemic 
the following year were huge blows for Sierra 
Leone’s economy, which is predominantly based on 
agriculture and mining. GDP had seen a buoyant 
20.7% growth in 2013, but this was followed by 

a decrease of 21.1% in 
2015.1  The end of the 
Ebola epidemic was 
officially declared in 
November 2015 and 
the economy, worth 
USD 4.2 billion overall 
in 2016,2  is already 
showing positive growth 
again. 

One word is often 
used by both the Sierra 
Leonean authorities 
and international 
institutions such as the 
International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), the World 
Bank and the African 
Development Bank 

(AfDB) to describe how the country responded to 
the challenges it faced: resilience. “Sierra Leone 
has shown remarkable resilience in overcoming the 
twin shocks. Growth has recovered to 6.1% in 2016 
with resumption of iron-ore production. Non-iron 
ore growth also performed better at 4.3%,” said the 
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sierra leone’s main economic sectors, like agriculture, fisheries and mining, have bounced back into growth 
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based on three priorities: investing in infrastructure, 
notably transport and communication, to develop 
agriculture, fisheries and trade; implementing 
structural and macroeconomic reforms to boost 
private enterprises and investment; and encouraging 
the diversification of the economy away from 
agriculture and mining. Furthermore, within 
the mining industry, the authorities are keen to 
develop non-iron ore sectors, such as rutile, bauxite 
and diamonds. 

The efforts made in the wake of the disaster 
were commended and backed by international 
donors — the IMF, for example, provided USD 
180 million in budget support between 2014 and 
2017.4  Added to this, in June 2017 the government 
successfully negotiated an important loan with the 
IMF, which approved a three-year Extended Credit 
Facility (ECF) of USD 224.2 million “in support 
of the authorities’ economic development efforts.” 
The arrangement will be periodically assessed, but 
the IMF immediately disbursed a first tranche of 
USD 54.3 million. 

This was not a blank cheque, but a targeted 
lending programme, which will “build on the 
lessons from the previous ECF arrangement. It 
aims at supporting important policies aimed at 
reducing inflation and significantly increasing 
domestic revenues.” It will do this while “increasing 
infrastructure spending and bolstering the social 
safety net.” The ECF programme is also expected to 
“play a catalytic role to maintain external support” 
from international donors. In the medium term, 
the arrangement will “provide the framework 
for structural progress on revenue mobilisation, 
public financial management and financial sector 
reforms, as well as increased reserves.”5 

Indeed, one of the top priorities of the government 
is collecting more tax revenue. The rate of domestic 
revenue to GDP was a low 8.5% in 2014, according 
to the World Bank6 and the government wants to 
increase that to 15.1% in 2019 and 15.8% in 2020.7  
In comparison, the rate of domestic revenue to 
GDP in sub-Saharan Africa as a whole is currently 
about 15.7%, whilst that of developed economies 
ranges from 20.2% in the European Union to a 
relatively low 11.2% in the US and 11.4% in Japan.

The Ministry of Finance and Economic Development 
(MOFED) says it has “introduced several bold 

policy initiatives” to achieve this rise, such as the 
elimination of all import goods and services tax 
and duty exemptions, except those by which the 
government is bound through domestic law and 
international treaties and agreements, and the 
application of mineral royalties at market prices. 

Other new revenue-raising measures include 
an excise duty on luxury vehicles and tobacco 
products; a royalty on telecommunications 
services, lotteries and gaming; and adjustments 
to tariff rates on beverages and wheat, ahead of a 
migration to the Economic Community of West 
African States Common External Tariff.

The IMF, among others, approves of these 
initiatives, saying, “The immediate policy challenge 
is to re-establish fiscal discipline, arrest the decline 
in foreign exchange reserves and bring the economy 
back to its pre-twin shock path: high levels of growth, 
social progress and macroeconomic stability.”8  

Another priority for the government is reining in 
inflation. According to the World Bank, inflation 
rose to 17.4% in December 2016 from 9.5% a 
year earlier and during this period, the country’s 
currency — the Leone — depreciated by 28.7%. The 
IMF estimates that “tight monetary policy will be 
necessary to reduce inflation. To support rebuilding 
foreign exchange reserves, central bank intervention 
needs to be limited to smoothing volatility.”

Positively, MOFED recently reported that 
inflation is going down and that the Leone has 
only depreciated by 2.6% in the first part of 2017. 
“Gross international reserve coverage performed 
much better than expected, increasing from USD 
420 million or 3.2 months of imports in 2012, to 
3.7 months or USD 503 million in 2016,” it says, 
adding that, as a result “Sierra Leone’s debt has 
remained at a moderate risk of debt distress” and 
that the debt sustainability analysis conducted 
by the IMF and the World Bank shows it “will 
be sustainable in the medium to long term due to 
prudent debt management practices.”

Another priority for the Sierra Leonean 
authorities and international institutions is the 
fight against corruption — an endemic problem 
in many developing economies that hampers 
growth and social development. For this purpose, 
the government has set up an Anti-Corruption 
Commission, which last year ordered public 
officials to disclose their full asset declaration, in 
compliance with an Asset Disclosure Act. Kargbo 
says that these efforts “resulted in highly improved 
compliance rates, from 35% in 2015 to 63% in 
2016,” which demonstrates his government’s 
commitment and the results have been “commended 
by the international community.”

Overall, although fragile, Sierra Leone is 
performing a remarkable recovery. With prudent 
economic policies, the current administration is on 
course to leave the books as balanced as possible 
for the administration that will succeed it after 
the March 2018 elections. 

I am very optimistic about the prospects 
for our economy. driven by the agenda for 
Prosperity 2013-18 and with the support of 
international institutions, we are working to 
deliver diversified, inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth.”
momodu l. Kargbo — minister of finance and economic development

f i n a n c e
a remarkable economic recovery
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THE VAST MAJORITY of Sierra Leone’s population 
has no access to financial services. According to the 
Bank of Sierra Leone, only 12.6% of adults have an 
account at a formal financial institution, whilst the 
rate for Africa as a whole is 23% and the average 
rate in the Fragile and Conflict Affected African 
States is 14%. The bulk of the population lives in 
rural areas and is dependent on agriculture, 70% 
are employed by micro, small and medium-sized 
enterprises (MSMEs), and 60% of young people 
are under-employed or unemployed.1  

 “Most people and small businesses in Sierra 
Leone do not fully participate in the formal financial 
system. Their transactions are exclusively in cash, 
have no safe way to save or invest money, and do 
not have access to credit beyond informal lenders 
and personal networks. Even those with financial 
accounts may have only limited product choice and 
are financially illiterate. As a result, a significant 
amount of wealth is stored outside our financial 

system, preventing our 
people from engaging 
in economic activities 
that could transform 
their lives,” explains the 
central bank.2 

Increasing financial 
inclusion — particularly 
through microfinancing 
— is, therefore, a priority 
for the government in 
order to unleash dormant 
growth potential, notably 
in agriculture projects 

but also from small businesses. To achieve this, the 
Bank of Sierra Leone has implemented a National 
Strategy for Financial Inclusion, covering the period 
from 2017–2020. The objective is “to make financial 
services available, accessible and affordable to all 
Sierra Leoneans and MSMEs, and support inclusive 
and resilient private-sector-led growth.”

Sierra Leone started the journey towards 
financial inclusion ten years ago with its first 
comprehensive strategy for financial reform: the 
2008 Financial Sector Development Plan. More 
recently, the Agenda for Prosperity 2013-18 also 
recognised the importance of financial inclusion. 

In 2009, Sierra Leone joined the Alliance for 
Financial Inclusion (AFI) — a network of central 
banks and other financial institutions from about 
100 developing countries — and in 2012, it signed 
the Maya Declaration, a platform promoted by 
the AFI in which member institutions commit to 
concrete financial-inclusion targets. 

In 2015, Sierra Leone also joined the Better than 
Cash Alliance, which encourages a transition from 
cash to digital payments “in a way that advances 
financial inclusion and promotes responsible 
digital finance.” Based at the United Nations, the 
Alliance has 60 members and is funded by the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, Citi Foundation, 
MasterCard, Omidyar Network, the US Agency for 
International Development and Visa. 

Digital payments received an unplanned  
boost during the Ebola crisis, when mobile 
wallets were used to make fast, accurate, and 
secure payments to some 30,000 relief workers. 
Digitisation cut payment times from over a month 
to about a week and the plan now is to extend the 
system to most of the population, taking advantage 
of the fact that there are over 3.5 million mobile 
phone subscribers and that 94% of the country is 
covered by telecommunications networks.3 Digital 
Financial Services already makes up 90% of the 
access points and is the second-largest provider of 
financial services, according to the central bank.

Although there have been significant improvements 
in the past ten years, the banking sector remains 
shallow and constrained by high financing and 
operating costs, a low share of credit for the private 
sector and limited branch infrastructure. Sierra 
Leone has 14 commercial banks, including the 
state-owned Commercial Bank and Rokel Bank, 
17 community banks that are supervised by the 
Bank of Sierra Leone-regulated Apex Bank, 13 
microfinance institutions, three mobile money 
operators, and 59 financial services associations, 
which together serve 486,556 clients across the 
country, according to Bank of Sierra Leone figures.

Among the 14 commercial banks, the three market 
leaders — Commercial Bank, Standard Chartered 
and Rokel Bank — hold more than half of the total 
assets.4 The market is dominated by foreign banks, 
such as London-based Standard and US-based 

PRIVaTISaTIon on ThE hoRIzon  
In ThE fInanCIal SECToR
The government of sierra leone believes its planned privatisation of key financial institutions is one of the 
ways it can make financial services available, accessible and affordable to all.

The objective is to make 
financial services available, 
accessible and affordable 

to all Sierra leoneans 
and mSmEs, and support 

inclusive and resilient private-
sector-led growth.”

bank of sierra leone
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First International Bank, 
with Nigeria being the 
predominant foreign investor 
in the sector with seven 
establishments: Guaranty 
Trust Bank, First Bank 
of Nigeria, Access Bank, 
Skye Bank, United Bank 
of Africa, Zenith Bank, 
and Keystone Bank. In 
a June 2017 report, the 
International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) warned that 
“a major challenge is the 

weak financial positions of the two public banks and 
poor asset quality in several other banks. A crucial 
first step in improving the soundness of the banking 
sector will be to forcefully restructure the two-state 
owned banks.”5 The government is acting on this 
and both public banks are due to be privatised by 
the National Commission for Privatisation. 

Another challenge identified by the IMF is the 
low levels of credit given to the private sector. The 
average between 2014 and 2016 stands as one of 
the lowest in the region at around 5.4% of GDP, 
after falling from 7.5% in 2011, and this is expected 
to further decrease to 4.6% in 2017. “Turning this 
trend around will be challenging in the short term. 

Over the medium term, even with declining credit 
to government as a share of GDP, the programme 
foresees only a modest increase in credit to the 
private sector, as banking system net foreign assets 
increase,” says the IMF.

Meanwhile, the insurance sector, which is 
regulated by the Sierra Leone Insurance Commission 
(Slicom), is also limited and comprised of eight 
companies, dealing mainly in fire, motor, marine, 
general accident and life insurance. Given the 
low income level of most of the population, it is 
no surprise that insurance usage remains low at 
about 2%, according to the National Insurance 
Company, which is due to be listed on the Sierra 
Leone Stock Exchange as part of the government’s 
privatisation efforts. 

As for the stock exchange, although established 
in 2009, it has so far listed only one company, Rokel 
Commercial Bank. However, other entities are 
showing an interest in new listings; for example, 
the National Social Security and Insurance Trust — 
which administers the country’s national pension 
scheme — has expressed a willingness to trade 
shares of Golden Tulip Hotel and Radisson Blu. 
And the stock exchange hopes that, by listing more 
companies and with a relaunch in the pipeline, 
it will attract an increasing number of foreign 
investors.6 

f i n a n c e
privatisation on the horizon in the financial sector

a significant amount of 
[Sierra leone’s] wealth is 

stored outside our financial 
system, preventing our 

people from engaging in 
economic activities that could 

transform their lives.”
bank of sierra leone

digital banking is increasingly common in sierra leone
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mEETIng ThE ChallEngE  
of mobIlISIng domESTIC REVEnuE

i n t e r v i e w

momodu l. Kargbo, 
minister of finance and economic development 

Leading Edge (LE): What policies are you implementing to 
ensure that Sierra Leone’s growth stabilises at around 7%?

Momodu L. Kargbo (MLK): I am very optimistic about the 
prospects for the economy. Driven by our national economic 
programme, the Agenda for Prosperity 2013-18 and with the 
support of international institutions such as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), we are working to deliver diversified, 
inclusive and sustainable economic growth. The government 
is providing solid support to reestablish growth in mining by 
encouraging investment in new production capacities and 
awarding new licenses. Additionally, we are consolidating the 
legal, regulatory and auditing framework to ensure consistency 
and growth in the mining sector. The Extractive Industry Revenue 
Bill, which harmonises regulation and tax regimes across the 
industry, is about to go to parliament. 

My ministry is also championing the full utilisation of Sierra 
Leone’s vast natural assets. In agriculture, for example, we 
are introducing higher-yielding rice seeds, training farmers, 
improving market integration by building more feeder roads 
and bringing in better legislation to support the private sector. 
In fisheries, we are improving fishing and processing techniques, 
and constructing new modern docking facilities to ensure quality 
and reduce waste. 

The government is also investing heavily in key infrastructure 
projects. We are building roads, increasing energy and water 
supplies, and improving information and communication 
technologies (ICTs). These investments will boost trade, investment 
and productivity across all sectors. We are also spending on 
social programmes including health and education.

LE: What are some of the steps you are taking to improve 
the business environment?

MLK: We are making structural and macroeconomic reforms 
that include facilitating trade by privatising port operations, 
simplifying tax payments, creating a one-stop-shop for 
business registration and improving access to credit. We are 
also modernising the legal and regulatory environment. All 
these changes will make Sierra Leone’s business environment 
more appealing. At the Ministry of Finance, we are focused on 
maintaining macroeconomic stability. 

In June 2017, the IMF approved a USD 224.2 million three-year 
extended credit facility (ECF) for Sierra Leone. The programme’s 
objectives include raising domestic revenue, reducing inflation 
and domestic interest rates, stabilising exchange rates and 

accumulating foreign exchange reserves — all of which will give 
confidence to investors. 

LE: How are you increasing domestic revenue generation?

MLK: Domestic revenue mobilisation is a key priority for me. 
We need to reduce reliance on borrowing. Last year I raised the 
pump price of fuel in order to eliminate the implicit subsidy on 
it. As preconditions for the current ECF programme with the 
IMF, we also reformed the way royalties are applied on mineral 
exports and removed duty exemptions. Our key policies and 
measures to increase domestic revenue are set in our Revenue 
Mobilisation Strategy, which maps our plans for achieving a 
minimum domestic revenue of 15.2% of GDP by 2019. Measures 
to improve revenue generation include tax administration reforms 
that will increase the number of registered taxpayers, improve 
enforcement of the tax code and strengthen field audits of large 
taxpayers in some sectors.

Parliament has passed the Public Financial Management 
Act, which is primarily focused on regulating and improving 
the use of public funds. One of the reforms under this act is 
a programme that will reduce the potential leakage of public 
funds by having all government agencies operate sub-accounts 
within a single account at the Bank of Sierra Leone. Furthermore, 
the Fiscal Management and Control Bill requires a number of 

interview witH
momoDu l. Kargbo,
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government agencies to transfer all collected monies 
to a consolidated fund, so they will be available 
in the budget process as additional revenue. The 
government is also involved in initiatives to foster 
growth, boost domestic production and support 
the extractive industry that will lead to increased 
local revenues.

LE: What policies are you implementing to 
ensure inclusive growth?

MLK: The positive growth recorded since 2007 
has contributed to reducing poverty levels to about 
50%. My ministry’s approach to reducing extreme 
poverty has two main angles. First, supporting social 
protection, health and education programmes to 
directly benefit the poorest. These efforts, which 
will be expanded in 2017 and are supported by the 
World Bank and the IMF, include an unconditional 
cash transfer to poor and vulnerable people. A 
Labour Intensive Public Works programme has 
provided 15,549 unemployed young people with 
short-term employment. We are also supporting 
the health sector through an initiative to ensure that 
pregnant and breastfeeding women, and children 
under five continue to access free medical care. 

Secondly, my ministry is committed to inclusive 
and diversified growth that will allow people 
to contribute to and benefit from economic 
development. We are making tremendous strides 
in investing in human capital to make the labour 

force productive and efficient. Although Sierra 
Leone benefits from extensive mineral resources, 
we are focusing on diversifying the economy to 
shield it from commodity price shocks. 

Private sector development will be a cornerstone 
of our economic diversification strategy. So, the 
government will undertake measures to further 
foster private sector participation in key sectors 
like tourism, agriculture, ICT, transport, financial 
services and fisheries. Prudent monetary and fiscal 
policies will be critical in responding to pressures. 
Also, improving the quality of and access to health 
and education services is essential if the poor are 
to benefit from the future growth of a private-
sector-led economy.

 
LE: Why do you think international donors 
continue to have confidence in Sierra Leone? 

MLK: We have continued to engage in difficult 
reforms and stable macroeconomic policy-making, 
and we have taken on politically challenging 
and technically difficult reforms. For example, 
we have taken strong and responsible policy 
measures to tackle the mobilisation of domestic 
revenue, which have sent a strong signal to 
the international community. And we have set 
forth public-resource management programmes 
that demonstrate our commitment to relying 
first and foremost on our own resources. We 
have also made important progress in other 
areas, such as in the fight against corruption, 
through the activities of the Anti-Corruption 
Commission. 

LE: What message would you send to investors 
about Sierra Leone’s economic opportunities? 

MLK: Sierra Leone is a dynamic country with 
many opportunities. We have over 5.4 million 
acres of fertile land with sufficient rainfall, 
sunshine and ecologies to sustain the cultivation 
of food and export crops. The country boasts 
some of the most beautiful beaches in West 
Africa. The sea is deep, providing us with a 
natural harbour that can accommodate large 
fishing vessels to harvest over 200 species of 
seafood. 

We have a diverse geography and rich history. 
But our people are our greatest source of pride. 
We are some of the most hospitable people in 
the world with unrivalled religious tolerance, a 
growing young, dynamic and urban population, 
and an expanding middle class. We know 
international investment is necessary to unlock 
our strengths and assets. So we are offering 
incentives to foreign investors in key sectors. 
For example, we are encouraging investment 
in agriculture and agribusiness by offering a 
ten-year corporate tax waiver and reductions 
in duty for agricultural machinery imports. 
Our recently adopted Land Policy will also 
facilitate access to rural land. These efforts have 
already led to an inflow of investments from 
companies like Gold Tree, Addax and Socfin. 
We are also encouraging investments in our 
fisheries sector, particularly via public-private 
partnerships in the construction of fishing 
harbours, as well as by working to control 
illegal and unregulated fishing activities, and 
opening up export opportunities to Europe.

Given Sierra Leone’s impressive natural 
assets, tourism is a fertile ground for foreign 
investment. We have reduced import duty for 
construction materials for example, to encourage 
investments in tourism assets such as hotels 
and entertainment facilities. Alongside these 
sectorial policies, the government is improving the 
overall business environment and is continuously 
working to ensure macroeconomic stability. 

finance 
momodu l. kargbo, minister of finance and economic development 

Private sector development will 
be a cornerstone of our economic 

diversification strategy.”
momodu l. Kargbo, minister of finance and economic 

development 
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fInanCIal SECuRITy foR ThE fuTuRE

i n t e r v i e w

joseph s. mans, director general — 
national social security insurance Trust

SIERRA LEONE’S NATIONAL Social Security and Insurance 
Trust (NASSIT) is a government body that was established in 
2001 to administer the national pension scheme. 

Leading Edge (LE): What are some of the issues you have 
focused on in your three years at the helm of NASSIT?

Joseph S. Mans (JSM): My first priority when I took over 
as Director General was to strengthen the governance of the 
scheme and provide leadership that ensured financial stability 
and sustainability. My leadership has focused on raising public 
confidence in NASSIT, improving quality of service, retaining 
competent staff and expanding social security coverage in the 
country. 

LE: What challenges does NASSIT face and how do you 
intend to solve these?

JSM: One of the challenges is operating in an environment 
where over 80% of the active workforce are employed on an 
informal basis. We have been working to increase coverage 
among informal workers, but have only managed to sign 1% 
of them up to the NASSIT scheme. Furthermore, only half of 
those are active members. Our research shows that this group 
perceives the scheme as being more favourable for formally 
employed staff. To address this, we have initiated measures to 
provide a more attractive scheme to informal workers. 

In addition, the introduction of two new products — social 
health insurance and employment injury insurance — to 
our existing range is expected to improve social protection 
coverage and benefits for our members. We are also working on 
improving compliance among employers. Together with other 
agencies, we are setting up a special court that will address 
compliance issues, and our goal is to increase compliance and 
reduce employers’ debt to a minimal level. 

LE: Your ambition is to see NASSIT become the best 
insurance trust in the sub-region. How will you achieve this?

JSM: The overriding mission of NASSIT is to administer a 
social security scheme that provides financial security to all 
employees in Sierra Leone. We offer financial support in the 
form of old age, disability and survivors’ benefits built on 
sound social insurance principles. The policies that I have put 
in place are all geared towards achieving this. During my first 
year in office, we worked with other agencies to retrieve large 
contribution arrears that were owed to NASSIT by various 
institutions. In addition, we have recently opened two new 
satellite offices in the west and east of Freetown to improve 
customers’ access to our services.

We are also investing in information and communication 
technologies to improve the management of our scheme’s 
membership data. We are implementing an electronic 
record system aimed at enhancing the integrity of the data 
and combating risks such as malicious damage, and fire and 
other natural hazards. And we have undertaken a nationwide 
biometric verification exercise for all government pensioners 
to minimise identity fraud. 

This use of technology to improve efficiency and data 
accuracy will enable timely and prompt benefit payments. 
Lastly, as the scheme matures, it will be necessary to develop 
a formal written funding policy that will provide clearly stated 
objectives for all stakeholders. Overall, we aim to expand 
our coverage, improve the process of benefits payments and 
enhance governance in the organisation.

LE: NASSIT is one of the most important institutional 
investors in Sierra Leone. What social projects is it 
involved in?

JSM: Recently, pension funds have been urged to look beyond 
the rate of return and invest prudently in socially responsible 
projects. NASSIT has taken this approach and invested in 
socially friendly and economically viable schemes through 
Special Purpose Vehicles. Projects include the construction 
of shopping plazas, transport terminals, car parks and 
student hostels. Although these can offer low returns and a 
long payback period, we benefit in the long term because by 
creating jobs we are able to sign up more members. 

interview witH
JosePH s. mans, Director general — 

national social securit y insurance trust



36 LEADING EDGE  

ThE only REInSuRanCE InSTITuTIon  
In SIERRa lEonE IS fIllIng a VITal gaP  
In ThE REgIon

i n t e r v i e w

abiola ekundayo, managing director and Ceo — 
waiCa reinsurance Corporation

WITH OFFICES IN Sierra Leone, as well as in Nigeria, 
Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Tunisia and Kenya, WAICA Reinsurance 
Corporation (WAICA Re) provides general and life reinsurance 
services to the insurance sector in Africa, the Middle East 
and parts of Asia.

Leading Edge (LE): You moved to Sierra Leone in 2011 
to head WAICA Reinsurance Corporation. Since 2011, 
the country has gone through a wave of both exciting and 
very difficult periods. Can you describe your experience 
in Sierra Leone over the last few years? 

Abiola Ekundayo (AE): Initially, I wasn’t sure about moving 
from Nigeria to Sierra Leone. However, I found out that 
many good things were happening in Sierra Leone and that 
the country has great economic potential. There have been 
significant challenges in recent years, but Sierra Leone has 
managed to keep its head above the water. 

The country has actually gone through some very positive 
changes recently, largely due to the management skills of 
President Ernest Bai Koroma. Interestingly, he used to be 
an insurance professional and the head of the West African 
Insurance Companies Association, which is the entity that 
gave birth to WAICA Re. I have personally enjoyed my stay in 
Sierra Leone and I am positive about the country’s prospects. 

LE: To a certain extent, WAICA Re was born as a response 
to the lack of reinsurance capacity in the West African 
region. Why is it so important for the sub-region’s insurance 
sector to have companies like WAICA Re? 

AE: WAICA Re was founded by five countries in the sub-region: 
Gambia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Ghana and Nigeria. In its early 
days, the objective of WAICA Re was to create a reinsurance 
pool in which a consortium of insurance companies shared 
the profits and losses of their activities. The organisation has 
since evolved to become a fully fledged reinsurance company, 
filling a vital gap in the region’s insurance sector. Previously, 
insurance companies in the region had to incur expensive 
costs to purchase reinsurance solutions abroad. 

Today, WAICA Re provides these services across the region 
and is, in fact, the only reinsurance institution in Sierra Leone, 
Liberia and the Gambia. WAICA Re has also contributed to 
reducing the outflow of foreign exchange in the region. We 
have a win-win situation in which we provide local companies 
with a faster and more convenient solution, whilst helping 

countries in the sub-region keep their currencies strong.
LE: WAICA Re has consistently recorded remarkable 
financial performance. Over the last four years, revenues 
have gone up from USD 7 million to USD 49 million. What 
factors have made it possible for the company to achieve 
such outstanding growth and profits?

AE: The insurance industry is very technical and it is a 
challenge to consistently deliver good results. However, at 
WAICA Re we have a very committed and professional team 
that is consistently innovating. As a team, we are conscious 
that creating shareholder value is our main objective and we all 
work towards achieving that goal with honesty and integrity. 

One other key factor behind our success is the speed at 
which we process claims. When we receive a claim and 
everything is in order, we ensure the client is compensated 
straight away. It is also worth mentioning that the company 
has a strong capital structure, which is very important in the 
insurance sector as it gives stakeholders confidence that we 
can withstand adverse situations. 

LE: Most of WAICA Re’s business is conducted outside of 
Sierra Leone. Why did you decide to set up your headquarters 
in Sierra Leone’s capital Freetown?

interview witH
abiol a eKunDayo, managing Director anD ceo —  

waica reinsurance corPoration
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freetown’s strategic location makes it an ideal location for the headquarters of financial-service companies

AE: I am very happy to answer this question. 
Firstly, we have clients all over the world, from 
Liberia to India to the Middle East. We operate in 
a very international industry, so it doesn’t really 
matter where we set up the business as long as 
we maintain good communication. 

However, WAICA Re did not set up shop in Sierra 
Leone by coincidence. The strategic location of 
the country and the strong support we received 
from President Koroma is what convinced us 
to have our headquarters in Freetown. From 
the beginning, President Koroma has given us 
incentives to operate in Sierra Leone and expand 
our business from here. We have signed an 
agreement with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
in which the government of Sierra Leone agreed 
to grant us land for the construction of our new 
headquarters. 

The new building is still at the design and 
planning stage, but I can safely say that it will 
become a landmark in the city of Freetown. 
Overall, we are very happy and appreciative of 
the immense support we have received from 
President Koroma’s government.

LE: How would you describe the development of 
Sierra Leone under the leadership of President 
Koroma? 

AE: Firstly, it is important to remember that this 
country was at war for a considerable length of 
time. Within just a few years, President Koroma 
managed to turn things around to the extent that 
Sierra Leone became one of the fastest growing 
economies in the world. The Ebola outbreak was 
a setback from which the country bounced back 
quickly. The statistics clearly demonstrate that 
President Koroma has turned the country around. 
In fact, if it weren’t for natural disasters, such as 
the Ebola outbreak or the recent heavy flooding 
and mudslides, Sierra Leone would now be a 
leading economy in the sub-region.

At WAICA Re, we remain committed to supporting 
the growth of Sierra Leone and its companies. We 
will continue creating jobs and supporting the 
government and people of this country. I foresee 
a bright future for Sierra Leone — and WAICA 
Re will be honoured to be part of that future. 

we remain committed to supporting the 
growth of Sierra leone and its companies. 

we will continue creating jobs and 
supporting the government and people of 
this country. I foresee a bright future for 

Sierra leone.”  
abiola ekundayo, managing director and Ceo — 

waiCa reinsurance Corporation

finance
abiola ekundayo, managing director and ceo — waica reinsurance corporation
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i n - D e P t H

AS SIERRA LEONE’S banking sector has expanded 
to include 14 commercial banks, one in particular 
stands out as an example of how the market has 
progressed in the last decade and what is possible 
for foreign investors to achieve: Nigeria’s United 
Bank for Africa (UBA). As one of the continent’s 
largest financial institutions, with operations in 20 
African countries, New York, London and Paris, it 
will celebrate the tenth anniversary of its subsidiary 
UBA (Sierra Leone) in 2018.

During that decade, the company “has made 
a major impact on the private sector, and on the 
economic and business landscapes in Sierra Leone,” 
says Chinedu Obeta, Managing Director and CEO 
of UBA (Sierra Leone). The bank started operating 
in the country with just one office, but success 
has seen it grow to eight branches in Freetown, 
Makeni and Bo. UBA (Sierra Leone)’s goal is to be 
the “undisputed leading and dominant financial 
service institution in Sierra Leone,” states Obeta 
and so the company has strategically expanded its 
product offering as Sierra Leone’s banking needs 
have become more sophisticated. As a result, it now 
offers a full range of financial services, including 
commercial, retail, consumer and institutional 
banking; corporate and trade finance; as well as 
foreign-exchange operations.

UBA (Sierra Leone) was one of the first banks 
to recognise that the country is moving away from 
being a cash-based economy and it has opened 18 
Visa and Mastercard-enabled ATMs to date. It was 
also an early mover into Visa point-of-sales terminals 
at the country’s major hotels, supermarkets and 
restaurants. This forward-thinking approach has 
led it to having over 15,000 active Visa cards in 
use by its clients — the highest number deployed 
by any commercial bank in Sierra Leone. “These 
have impacted positively on the bank’s financial 
performance,” says Obeta,“and the bank is now 
strategically positioned to fully utilise new and 
exciting opportunities in the industry.”

By anticipating new opportunities, UBA (Sierra 
Leone) has gained “a broad client base of over 
53,000 customers, including government bodies, 
small and medium-sized enterprises, larger national 
and multinational companies, and diversified 

business groups. We also act across all economic 
sectors, from telecommunications to manufacturing, 
agriculture, food and construction,” explains Obeta. 
Its success is bringing rewards: it was the second 
most profitable commercial bank in the country 
in 2015 and was named Best Bank of the Year for 
2016 by the influential Sierra Leone Council of 
Chief Executives.

UBA (Sierra Leone)’s progress has also been 
beneficial for the country. The bank paid over USD 
1 million in taxes to the government in 2016 and 
it currently employs 124 Sierra Leoneans, with 
more set to gain jobs as the company continues 
its branch expansion programme into provincial 
areas in Bo and Makeni. Obeta is proud of these 
acheivements and, as a major player in Sierra 
Leone’s banking industry, he believes it is the duty of 
UBA (Sierra Leone) to engage actively in corporate 
social responsibility initiatives. Recently, these 
have ranged from donating USD 800,000 to the 
country’s Ebola and mudslide recovery efforts, to 
small-scale programmes such as donating textbooks 
to schools and solar lamps to orphanages.

Obeta’s personal goals are “to lead UBA (Sierra 
Leone) to becoming one of the top three banks in 
the country, in terms of asset base and deposit 
liability, and the most profitable bank in Sierra 
Leone by 2020. I intend to galvanise my team to 
achieve these goals.” 

unITEd bank of afRICa dETERmInEd To 
modERnISE bankIng In SIERRa lEonE
sierra leone’s banking sector is opening up and an increasing number of foreign investors are entering the 
market. united bank for africa is one such company and an analysis of its activities helps explain how the 
market is developing.

Chinedu obeta, managing director and Ceo —  
united bank for africa (sierra leone)
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PRIoRITISIng InfRaSTRuCTuRE To bEnEfIT 
ThE CounTRy and InVESToRS 
sierra leone is revitalising its transport, energy and water infrastructure, with its main port — the Queen 
elizabeth ii Quay — showing the way forward by attracting significant investment from international 
companies who have recognised the country’s potential to become a logistics hub for west africa.

In terms of transport 
infrastructure, Sierra Leone 

benefits from a unique 
competitive advantage — its 
main port in Freetown, the 
Queen Elizabeth II Quay, 

which is located in the largest 
natural harbour in Africa 

and one of the biggest in the 
world

The port is an example of the successful integration 
of the private sector into the public realm. The 
state-owned Sierra Leone Port Authority acts as 
landlord for the facilities, while operating functions 
have been divested with the aims of improving 
cargo handling and storage, and allowing more 
private players to enter the field. In 2010, Bolloré 
Ports, a division of the French company Bolloré 
Transport and Logistics, was granted a 20-year 
concession to manage, operate and maintain the 
container terminal, which consists of four of the 
berths and their surrounding areas and assets.1 

Since then, Bolloré has been investing in 
developing and modernising the port, and in 2016 
it started construction work on a self-funded USD-
120-million expansion of its terminal that will see 
the quay extended by 270m and to a depth of 13m, 
and the building of a power plant dedicated to 
the terminal. The new state-of-the-art dock will 
accommodate vessels with up to 6,000 twenty-foot 
equivalent units (TEUs), taking the total capacity 
of the terminal from 90,000 to 750,000 TEUs. 
Managing Director Development of Bolloré, Eric 
Melet, explains his company’s commitment to 
investing in Sierra Leone: “The port of Freetown 
is one of the gateways of international trade for 
West Africa and the countries of the hinterland.” 2 

SINCE THE END of the civil war, the government 
has prioritised infrastructural development 
projects as a first step in relaunching Sierra 
Leone’s economy. It has focused on an approach 
that welcomes private-sector involvement and 

foreign direct investment. With 
strong success stories to hold 
up in the areas of ports and 
telecommunications, government 
and businesses alike are hopeful 
of attracting that investment.

In terms of transport 
infrastructure, Sierra Leone 
benefits from a unique competitive 
advantage — its main port in 
Freetown, the Queen Elizabeth 
II Quay, which is located in 
the largest natural harbour in 
Africa and one of the biggest 
in the world. The port, blessed 
with a spectacular location, 
acts as the country’s main 

logistics gateway for imports and exports. Offering 
protected anchorage and six berths, it currently 
has a depth at berth of 7-10m, a 1,067-meter-long 
quay, four large warehouses and 31,000m2 allotted 
to container stacking.

42 lEadIng EdgE  

freetown’s port, the Queen elizabeth ii Quay, is located in the largest natural harbour in africa and one of the biggest in the world
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In 2015, operation of the port’s other two berths, 
making up the bulk terminal, were awarded in 
a ten-year concession to a subsidiary of the UK-
based Nectar Group, Nectar Sierra Leone Bulk 
Terminal. Nectar also intends to invest significantly 
in order to upgrade facilities and equipment, 
improve security and introduce a comprehensive 
management system.3 There are further plans 
to expand the port, for which a Chinese investor 
is expected to be announced in 2017. Although 
most attention is focused on Queen Elizabeth II 
Quay, Sierra Leone also has three smaller ports: 
two inland on the Freedom Pampa river, and one 
further north for exporting iron ore.

Sierra Leone’s airport, in Lungi, near Freetown, 
has yet to be developed to the same extent as its 
port and is currently insufficient for the country’s 
growing needs. However, it has a runway that is 
long enough to accommodate large international 
carriers. The government is actively seeking to 
engage more air traffic of this sort and the terminal 
has been refurbished a number of times in the last 
decade. There are still limitations to its capacity to 
handle freight traffic, but contracts with private 
infrastructure and services companies have been 

entered into to address some of the shortfalls. A 
British company has been contracted to update 
airside infrastructure and a French company to 
handle ground services and cargo. Meanwhile, 
planning is underway to build a new airport near 
Mamama, in the mid-west of the country.

Expanding Sierra Leone’s road network is key for 
both the mining and agricultural sectors. This means 
connecting hard-to-reach areas of the country and 
helping people get in and out of Freetown faster, 
more easily and more safely. Progress has been 
made, with the official public road network now 
totalling about 11,000km, although many more new 
roads are still needed. Feeder roads in the interior 
are particularly important both economically and 
socially, by improving connections to important 
agricultural areas, allowing farmers easier access 
to market and contributing to poverty alleviation. 
Meanwhile, work is well underway on Sierra 
Leone’s new highway, the Wellington-Masiaka, 
under a build, operate and transfer agreement 

with the China Railway Seventh Group. The 
highway is considered a strategic investment: 
linking Freetown with all provincial areas, it will 
greatly reduce commuting time and improve the 
safety of travel around the country. In Freetown, 
other large-scale infrastructure projects are also 
in progress, including the construction of a 95m 
bridge. 

Away from transport infrastructure, another 
example of successful private sector involvement 
is to be found in telecommunications, where 
telephone usage rose by 30% after liberalisation 
of the sector and the licensing of four operators. 
Providing access to energy and water, however, 
is still a challenge. Connectivity rates for power 
appear to be around 13%, with particular access 
difficulties in rural areas, and US Aid estimates 
that the power sector consisted of around 
100MW of operational capacity as of late 2016. 
But the government has pledged to increase this 
to 1,000MW by 2025. With the help of private 
investment, hydropower and other renewables 
could provide the answer. 

The country’s existing hydroelectric plant, the 
country’s main power source, has been running at 
two-thirds of its capacity. A project with private 
company Joule Africa aims to expand this by 
202MW in 2017. The private sector is also involved 
in other schemes: Finland’s Wärtsilä is building a 
57MW heavy fuel oil generation plant and China’s 
Hunan Group is constructing three small-scale 
mini electric dams, each with the capacity to 
supply 10,000 households with power. These 
improvements, in addition to easing life for many 
Sierra Leone citizens, will also have a transformative 
effect on business, by reducing the extraction 
cost of iron ore and allowing smelting plants to 
be built to improve its quality before shipping, 
for example. Meanwhile, work has started on the 
West African Power Pool’s large-scale project to 
build a system of power lines connecting Sierra 
Leone, Guinea, Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire. 

Lack of access to water and sanitation is a 
problem on a similar scale. Since 2007, various 
projects have increased access to water in both 
urban and rural areas, but there is still work to be 
done. The natural resources are in place, as Sierra 
Leone receives enough annual rainfall to furnish 
its domestic, industrial and irrigation water needs, 
albeit unevenly distributed geographically and 
seasonally. The private sector could do much to 
ease this burden and could also produce valuable 
returns. The Ministry of Agriculture affirms that 
proper irrigation would triple rice yields, enabling 
the country to become a major exporter. 

Despite advancing in leaps and bounds in recent 
years, there is still a great deal of infrastructure work 
to be carried out, but ministers and contractors 
in various sectors are convinced that the building 
of this infrastructure is a profitable investment 
opportunity for in-the-know private firms. 

Despite advancing in leaps and bounds in recent 
years, there is still a great deal of infrastructure work 

to be carried out, but ministers and contractors in 
various sectors are convinced that the building of this 
infrastructure is a profitable investment opportunity 

for in-the-know private firms

i n f r a s t r u c t u r e
prioritising infrastructure to benefit the country and investors
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U$D 72
WAS SPENT ON INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT IN 2016,  

UP FROM U$D 57 MILLION IN 2012

750,000 TEUs 
WILL BE ThE CAPACIT y OF ThE PORT'S 

CONTAINER TERMINAL ALONE

132,500 
PEOPLE WILL BENEFIT FROM ThE CONSTRUCTION 

OF 125 BOREhOLES WITh hAND AND SOL AR-
POWERED PUMPS IN ThE RURAL WATER SUPPLy 

AND SANITATION PROJECT

U$D 120 
IS BEING INVESTED By ThE BOLLORé GROUP  

TO UPGRADE FREETOWN’S PORT

47% 
OF ThE RURAL POPUL ATION NOW hAS  

ACCESS TO WATER, UP FROM 26% IN 2007

U$D 66
WAS SPENT ON ROAD 

INFRASTRUCTURE IN 2016, UP 
FROM USD 46 MILLION IN 2012

300MW
POWER GENERATION  

CAPACIT y IN 2017, UP FROM 
10MW IN 2007

525km
OF TRUNK ROADS AND  

7 BRIDGES WERE BUILT OR 
IMPROVED BETWEEN 2007 AND 

2017 IN 10 DONOR-FUNDED 
PROJECTS. A FURThER 385KM 

AND 6 BRIDGES ARE BEING 
WORKED ON IN SIMIL ARLy 

FUNDED PROJECTS

9
DISTRICT hEADqUARTER  

TOWNS hAVE BEEN SUPPLIED 
WITh ThERMAL AND  

MINI-hyDROELECTRIC  
POWER SySTEMS

134km
OF ROADS, OThER  

ThAN FEEDER ROADS, WERE 
IMPROVED BETWEEN 2007 AND 
2017 IN GOVERNMENT-FUNDED 

PROJECTS, WITh AT LEAST 
ANOThER 744KM IN PROGRESS 

1,357km
OF TRANSMISSION LINES WILL 

BE CONSTRUCTED TO CONNECT 
ThE ELECTRICIT y NETWORKS OF 
SIERRA LEONE, CôTE D'IVOIRE, 

LIBERIA AND GUINEA

InfRaSTRuCTuRE In SIERRa lEonE
Key Infrastructure Developments

mIllIon 

mIllIon 

mIllIon 



45sierra leone 2017

i n - D e P t H

Coordinated in-house operations supporting the 
various activities of the business has been one 

factor behind Gento Group’s prowess

WHEN MOHAMED GENTO KAMARA foresaw 
the great opportunity available from investing in 
Sierra Leone’s infrastructure, whilst simultaneously 
contributing to his nation’s development on a 
national and international level, Gento Group was 
born. Since its inception the company has gone on 
to employ nearly 1,000 Sierra Leoneans.

Gento Group’s core focus is major national 
and provincial arterial roads, incorporating urban 
motorways, bridges, culverts and road drainages. 
Beyond these basics, the company’s expertise 
extends to urban infrastructure and industrial, 
commercial, residential and sports building projects. 
So varied are the company’s areas of influence 
across infrastructure that it is now made up of three 
subsidiary companies: Gento Estate, Beton-Villa 
and Gento Quarry.  

Gento Estate is a housing-estate development 
company, incorporated into the group’s structure 
in 2013 as a response to the housing deficit in 
Sierra Leone. This challenge is not unique to Sierra 
Leone; a shortage of affordable housing is one of 
the most common obstacles African markets face. 
Those African countries that are making marked 
efforts to sustain economic growth — Sierra Leone 
being a key one of these — know only too well the 
importance of improving the fundamentals of 
their housing sectors to make sure they can reap 
the benefits. The vision behind Gento Estate is to 
deliver quality and affordable homes to those who 
are in a substandard housing situation. Currently 
underway is the building of an estate which Gento 
Group describes as “a safe haven for the middle and 
upper class […] accommodating lifestyle needs. A 
symbol of status that expresses achievement and 
elegance.” The company is taking a global approach 
to managing the estate, with staff responsible for 
a wide range of tasks: administrative, leasing, 
maintenance, grounds, painting and cleaning. 

Beton-Villa Construction, Gento Group’s 
civil engineering arm, is a company that mainly 
focuses on building roads and bridges. However, 

Beton-Villa has the capacity to provide myriad 
road construction solutions — small or large, and 
for commercial or residential clients — and also 
prides itself on having the tools and knowledge 
to tackle any weather challenges. Sustainable and 
environmentally viable solutions are a priority at 
every stage of the process, from the initial planning 
stages to the final maintenance phase.

Completing the company’s expertise is its third 
company, Gento Quarry, which offers both quarry 
and haulage services. Its granite-crushing activities 
make it one of the largest stone-crushing companies 
in Sierra Leone. The company and its crusher 
are based in the west of the county at the city of 
Waterloo, on a site containing high-quality iron rock. 
The haulage services it provides span minor road 
repairs and major infrastructural developments, 
including heavy-duty haulage.

Gento Group has adopted a vertical integration 
strategy across all three of its companies. Such 
coordinated in-house operations supporting the 
various activities of the business has been one 
factor behind Gento Group’s prowess. In 2016, 
Gento Group CEO and Country Director Mohamed 
Gento Kamara was listed as number 45 in Ecomedia 
Corporation’s Top 100 Most Influential Sierra 
Leoneans ranking. His company has built a solid 
reputation in the building and engineering sector, 
to the extent that the government of Sierra Leone 
has relied on Gento Group to construct their head 
offices and ministries. 

ThE InfRaSTRuCTuRE oPPoRTunISTS
solving the problem of sierra leone’s dilapidated or non-existent roads, as they once were, has enabled 
gento group to position itself as one of the country’s leading entities in the management of complex 
infrastructure projects.

gento group’s sphere of influence in 
 infrastructure is wide and varied
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a ConSTRuCTIon InduSTRy ThRIVIng  
on InCREaSIng ComPETITIon

i n t e r v i e w

mohamed gento Kamara, 
Ceo and Country director — gento group

MOHAMED GENTO KAMARA is CEO and Country Director 
of Gento Group, an indigenous Sierra Leonean company 
that has developed an impressive reputation in the country’s 
construction industry. Here, he provides Leading Edge with 
his experienced views about current and future developments 
in Sierra Leone’s infrastructure sector.

Leading Edge (LE): Gento Group has become one of the most 
influential indigenously owned Sierra Leonean businesses. 
Tell us about how it became one of the country’s leading 
construction companies.

Mohamed Gento Kamara (MGK): When we first started the 
business, we focused mostly on road construction. We went on 
to partner with local and foreign companies in implementing 
several projects. Today we operate with three subsidiaries 
offering services in the construction and rehabilitation of 
transport infrastructure, as well as in the development of 
residential housing projects. Some of our key partners over the 
years include a local company called Beton-Villa Construction, 
which is now one of our subsidiaries, and an Italian company 
called Factory Italian Motor Electric Turin (FIMET). The 
expertise of FIMET and their support has been very valuable 
for our success. 

Gento Group has become a key player in the construction 
sector, undertaking the building of multiple roads and bridges 
across the country. As an entrepreneur and CEO, I am happy 
to contribute to our country’s development — we employ about 
1,000 people at Gento Group, and are currently implementing 
multiple projects worth USD 18 million in various parts of 
Sierra Leone. We also work closely with communities across 
the country, providing support to our people where needed.

LE: A big number of international players are entering the 
Sierra Leone market seeking investment opportunities. 
How are you coping with competition?

MGK: I believe that competition is very important as the arrival 
of more companies translates to rising job opportunities for our 
people. Increased competition also ensures higher operational 
standards as every player attempts to raise the bar. This, of 
course, has a positive impact on the development of the country, 
be it in construction, finance, agriculture or any other sector. 

We are a company that believes very strongly in ethics, 
discipline and dedication. I consider myself a very dedicated 
person and I believe this is a critical quality to have in business. 
As a team, we have maintained a high sense of commitment from 
our first day of business. Our efforts have obviously produced 
great results and I believe we will continue to thrive, even as 
the market becomes more competitive. 

LE: What are your predictions for Sierra Leone’s construction 
and infrastructure sectors? Do you see growth opportunities 
for your business?

MGK: I am very optimistic about the future and I see many 
business opportunities. Sierra Leone still needs to make 
huge investments in developing new roads, bridges and rail 
infrastructure. This presents opportunities for players in the 
construction industry. We currently face many transportation 
problems in Sierra Leone, partly due to a weak infrastructural 
network. Our cities rely on produce and materials coming from 

interview witH
moHameD gento Kamara, 

ceo anD country Director — gento grouP

Sierra leone still needs to make 
huge investments in developing 

new roads, bridges and rail 
infrastructure.”
mohamed gento Kamara, 

Ceo and Country director — gento group
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all parts of the country, so it is important to have 
efficient transport links. Sierra Leone also benefits 
from vast minerals resources, which are mostly 
located in remote parts of the country. To export 
these minerals we need good roads and efficient 
logistics. Any country that wants to develop must 
have good transport infrastructure and I think 
there are many further opportunities to develop 
Sierra Leone’s.

 
LE: According to the Sierra Leone Investment 
and Export Promotion Agency (SLIEPA), there 
is an opportunity for construction companies to 
participate in the development of over 3,700km 
of roads as part of a USD 800 million medium-
term road construction project. How would 
you assess the efforts of President Koroma in 
improving the country’s infrastructure?

 
MGK: I believe President Koroma and his 
government have done, and are still doing, a 
great job in improving the country’s transport 
network. We have seen big changes in the last few 
years. As I have already stated, construction of 
transport links is very important for any country’s 
development. We expect to see multiple projects 
implemented in Sierra Leone in the near future 
to improve connectivity across various business 

centres. Currently, there is work going on in parts 
of the country where gold and diamond mines are 
located. The government has also recently started 
road construction in cocoa-growing regions of 
the country. 

I believe President Koroma is doing a great 
job. It is of course not easy to change everything 
overnight. However, having a good infrastructure 
construction plan, as our country does now, will 
ensure we attain our development objectives.

LE: Sierra Leone will hold elections in March 
2018. What message would you send to the 

future governing class about infrastructure 
investment and partnership with Gento Group?

MGK: I will reiterate that good infrastructure is 
essential for the country’s continued development. 
We are a resource-rich country with ambitious 
plans for development over the next 15 years. It 
is important that we invest in infrastructure to 
facilitate the transportation of raw materials and 
open business opportunities across the country. 
Sierra Leone needs companies willing to invest 
and work towards building new infrastructure 
and Gento Group makes a great partner for this. 
Our expertise and reputation make us a reliable 
partner for the government and other private sector 
players in the pursuit of achieving the country’s 
ambitious infrastructure development goals.

LE: Your company’s logo bears the flag of Sierra 
Leone and you personally provided support to 
the country during the 2014 Ebola outbreak. 
Please tell us more about your corporate social 
responsibility contribution. 

MGK: Well, we are driven by a deep sense of 
patriotism. I lived in the UK for several years 
and I consider myself fortunate to have spent a 
small part of my life there. In the UK, I learnt 
generosity and the importance of serving 
communities. When I returned to Sierra Leone, 
I continued helping others and even spread this 
mentality to the people around me. Of course, 
unlike in the UK, there are many more people 
here who need help. 

Whenever there is a need to assist local 
communities or help the country during a natural 
disaster, I always bring my small contribution. 
I believe that if we are to change the social and 
economic situation in our country, we have to 
begin by changing the lives of individuals and 
then, collectively, we will become a better country. 

LE: Lastly, what would you tell international 
investors about Sierra Leone? 

MGK: I would tell them Sierra Leone is an attractive 
investment market with many opportunities. Sierra 
Leone borders the Atlantic Ocean, which means 
we can be a strategic connection between the 
Western world and parts of Africa. Sierra Leone 
also has a rich supply of mineral resources. We 
are currently investing heavily in agriculture with 
plans of doubling our agricultural production by 
2025. To extract the mineral resources, and attain 
our goals in agricultural production, we need 
investors and I believe investors from all sectors 
are welcome here. We have a conducive business 
environment that enables companies to thrive 
and make good returns. I would therefore urge 
international companies to think about investing 
in Sierra Leone. 

The construction of transport links is very 
important for any country’s development. 

we expect to see multiple projects 
implemented in Sierra leone in the near 
future to improve connectivity [...] It is 
of course not easy to change everything 

overnight. however, having a good 
infrastructure construction plan, as our 
country does now, will ensure we attain 

our development objectives.” 
mohamed gento Kamara, Ceo and Country director — gento group

infrastructure
mohamed gento kamara, ceo and country director — gento group
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InVESTIng In TRanSPoRT 
InfRaSTRuCTuRE To gaIn a ComPETITIVE 
adVanTagE In TRadE and logISTICS

i n t e r v i e w

leonard balogun Koroma,  
minister of Transport and aviation

Leading Edge (LE): How has Sierra Leone’s transport 
infrastructure evolved under the current administration?

Leonard Balogun Koroma (LBK): President Ernest Bai 
Koroma has led the greatest road infrastructure development 
scheme in the post-colonial history of Sierra Leone. If you 
take a look at Freetown, for example, there are several roads 
under construction. But these developments are not just 
happening in the capital city — all 12 districts of Sierra Leone 
have been granted road development projects. In previous 
years, we relied on donor aid to undertake projects like this. 
In contrast, President Koroma’s administration decided to 
look at our own core capabilities and found ways to finance 
these strategic projects internally. That is a very important 
step forward.

LE: In 2016, President Koroma launched the 62km 
Wellington-Masiaka toll road — a USD-160-million 
investment. What is the significance of this project?

LBK: The Wellington-Masiaka project, that links Freetown 
with the agricultural region around Masiaka, is a turning point 
for the country due to the high quality of its construction, which 
is comparable to that of US and European highways. The project 
is also significant because it will pay for itself. This highway will 
be incredibly beneficial for a number of reasons. Firstly, the toll 
road will give Sierra Leoneans a much faster way to access the 
provinces. Secondly, by improving our road network, we expect 
to reduce road accidents and damage to vehicles caused by poor 
infrastructure. The Wellington-Masiaka highway is just one 
of the flagship infrastructure projects that are taking place in 
Sierra Leone — we are also undertaking several other significant 
schemes across the entire country. And we are already enjoying 
the benefits of some completed projects. For example, in 2007 
it took me nine hours to get from Freetown to my hometown, in 
Kono. Today, the same distance can be covered in just four hours.

LE: According to the African Development Bank, if Sierra 
Leone improved its connectivity it could become a trade 
corridor for the region. What is the country doing to pursue 
this objective? 

LBK: Sierra Leone has the potential to become an 
extremely powerful trade, aviation and transhipment hub. 
Geographically, we are one of the closest African countries 
to South America, which is a tremendous competitive 
advantage. Additionally, we have a privileged location in 
terms of proximity to landlocked West African nations. We 
also have the potential to become an exporting hub for the 
Mano River Union countries: Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea 
and Côte d’Ivoire.

The government is striving to identify our core capabilities 
and make good use of them. We have one of the deepest 
natural harbours in the world, for example. However, the 
port that we inherited from the British was designed for a 
population of 250,000 people and it does not meet current 
needs. For that reason, we are continuously upgrading our 
port infrastructure and, before the end of 2017, a Chinese 
company will announce the details of a major port expansion 
project. We also have plans to build a new airport. We 
believe that these infrastructure improvements will give us 
a competitive advantage in trade and logistics.

interview witH
leonarD balogun Koroma,

minister of transPort anD aviation

Sierra leone has the potential  
to become an extremely  
powerful trade, aviation  
and transhipment hub.”

leonard balogun Koroma,  
minister of Transport and aviation
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LE: Foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows 
have increased substantially in the last two 
years, according to Banco Santander. What is the 
importance of FDI for the further development 
of Sierra Leone’s infrastructure and transport 
systems?

LBK: Sierra Leone cannot attain its future 
infrastructure development goals without FDI, 
preferably based on build, operate and transfer 
contracts. The government is under constant pressure 
to finance many other sectors of the economy as 
well, so the contribution of the private sector is 
critical. We have made many good partnerships 
with international investors to implement key 
infrastructure projects. For example, French 
logistics company Bolloré Group has made a 
USD-120-million investment in a port expansion 
project in Freetown. The Wellington-Masiaka toll 
road is being developed by China Railway Seventh 
Group. We intend to work with other international 
companies to execute numerous other projects of 
this calibre.

Over the last decade, the Sierra Leonean economy 
has relied too much on mining. We are now trying 
to diversify by developing other areas, such as 
tourism and agriculture. We recognise that proper 

infrastructure is critical to the success of these 
other sectors, so our goal is to create an enabling 
environment for these industries to flourish — and 
FDI will play a key role in helping Sierra Leone 
achieve that.

LE: Which areas offer investment opportunities 
for international investors? 

LBK: Firstly, Sierra Leone has plenty of natural 
resources. We have great potential in the mining 
sector with huge deposits of gold, iron ore, diamonds 
and rutile. Every mineral with commercial value 
can be found in Sierra Leone. Secondly, Sierra 
Leone is a beautiful country with many attractive 
locations for tourism. 

Thirdly, we are strategically located with the 
potential to become a prominent trade hub. 
Additionally, our people are hardworking, friendly 
and very welcoming. So, I would argue that Sierra 
Leone offers opportunities for all kinds of investors 
across many different sectors. My message to 
investors is: you should be in Sierra Leone.

LE: You are widely regarded as one of the most 
experienced politicians in President Koroma’s 
administration. What do you think will be his 
legacy?

LBK: President Koroma has been the first 
transformational leader that Sierra Leone has had 
since its independence. From energy to agriculture 
to road infrastructure, he has turned the country 
around. When the All People’s Congress Party began 
its term in government in 2007, there were many 
challenges to be addressed. In just one decade 
we have been able to accomplish so many things. 
President Koroma is scheduled to step down in 
2018 and I hope our next president will continue 
to lead our country to prosperity. However, I don’t 
think it will be easy for the next president to fill 
President Koroma’s shoes. 

LE: What do you think are your greatest 
accomplishments as Minister of Transport 
and Aviation?

LBK: One of the achievements I would like to 
highlight is bringing greater competition into 
the transport sector. When I took office, only one 
company offered transport services for crossing the 
estuary between Freetown’s airport and the city. 
Today, there are three different companies covering 
this route and, thanks to increased competition, 
these players have had to upgrade their facilities 
and improve their service levels. Also, no other 
Minister of Transport and Aviation has managed 
to bring as many international airlines to the 
country as I have. In the first ten months of 2017, 
we have seen six inaugural flights from airlines 
flying all over the world. 

As we plan for the future, we are developing 
the Freetown Water Transport Plan, where we 
intend to alleviate traffic congestion by setting 
up a network of water taxis and buses. In other 
words, a revolution has taken place in Sierra Leone’s 
transportation sector. I am very satisfied with my 
legacy as Minister of Transport and Aviation and, 
with the grace of the President, I still have time 
to do even more. 

The wellington-masiaka project, that 
links freetown with the agricultural 

region around masiaka, is a turning point 
for the country due to the high quality of 
its construction, which is comparable to 

that of uS and European highways.” 
leonard balogun Koroma, minister of Transport and aviation

Sierra leone cannot attain its future 
infrastructure development goals without 
fdI, preferably based on build, operate 

and transfer contracts.” 
leonard balogun Koroma,  minister of Transport and aviation

infrastructure 
 leonard balogun koroma, minister of transport and aviation
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on TRaCk foR  
unIVERSal aCCESS To ElECTRICITy
sierra leone’s energy infrastructure needs significant investment, but the government has projects in 
motion and clear plans in place to electrify the nation.

Electricity supply to small 
and medium enterprises 

and to households is key to 
a sustainable development 
[...] The cost of darkness is 

significantly higher than the 
cost of power.”

henry o. macauley, minister of energy

actions needed between 2017 and 2030 to meet 
the goal of universal access,4 increase productivity, 
create wealth and improve quality of life for all 
Sierra Leoneans. The roadmap includes details 
of on and off-grid projects that will require USD 
3 billion in expenditure.

The roadmap’s focus is on renewables for 
generating more power. The country’s high rainfall 
levels and topography mean there is significant 
potential for hydroelectric power. Mini-hydro 
systems have a role to play and studies have also 
identified over 30 locations suitable for large-scale 
hydroelectric plants, which the government would 
like to investigate further under public-private 
partnership agreements. To complement this, 
investment is being made in solar power, as the 
country receives 2,187 hours of sunshine a year 
and the driest season is also the sunniest. 

There is also the opportunity for biomass energy 
production, utilising the increasing waste from 
agriculture and urbanisation, and the government 
is offering incentives to companies that want to 
make biofuels from oil-palm plantations.

However, in the face of the urgent need for 
generation, new heavy fuel oil thermal plants offer 
a low-cost option for reliable power. The largest 
plant of this type in the pipeline is the Western 
Area Power Generation Project in Freetown, 
where Finnish company Wärtsilä is constructing a 
57MW power plant in the first stage of a proposed 

THE GENERATION, TRANSMISSION and 
distribution of electricity in Sierra Leone are 
currently failing to meet demand — only about 
13% of the total population has access to 
electricity1 and that figure is much lower in 
rural areas. The Minister of Energy, Henry O. 
Macauley, is clear that “electricity supply to small 
and medium enterprises and to households is key to 
a sustainable development,”2 and the government 
believes that investment in energy infrastructure 
is crucial, as “The cost of darkness is significantly 
higher than the cost of power,” he insists.3 

In 2007, the country had 10MW of energy 
generation capacity. That had risen to 100MW 
by 2014 and to 300MW by October 2017. The 
government now wants to be generating 1,000MW 
in 2020 and 1,800MW in 2030, which it estimates 
will be enough to reach its goal of universal access 
to electricity.  “The work and mission are far from 
complete, but we have made great strides,” the 
minister says. He is well aware that reaching this 
goal will require greater private sector involvement.

To help achieve this and to improve efficiency, 
the country’s National Power Authority has been 
split in two, to create the Electricity Generation 
and Transmission Company, and the Electricity 
Distribution and Supply Authority (EDSA). And 
to provide investors with greater confidence, 
there is also a new Energy and Water Regulatory 
Commission overseeing the sector. Donors such 
as the US aid agency Millennium Challenge 
Corporation (MCC), the World Bank and the UK’s 
Department for International Development (DFID) 
have provided funds and loans to strengthen the 

capabilities of these 
bodies. 

In 2014, the country 
launched a National 
Energy Strategic Plan 
for building its energy 
generation capacity. This 
was followed in September 
2017 by the Ministry of 
Energy’s Roadmap for 
the Electricity Sector, 
produced with the 
MCC. This identifies the 
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128MW facility. When complete, the plant, which 
is being funded by a wide range of donors, will 
be 63.5% owned by Globeleq, a joint venture 
between the CDC Group and Norfund, Norway’s 
development institution.

Generation capacity will receive another 
big boost from a 143MW expansion of what is 
currently the country’s largest power plant: the 
50MW Bumbuna hydroelectric station in Tonkolili. 
Joule Africa and Energy Services Company will 
build, own and operate the extended plant, with 
construction work beginning in 2018. 

Various other generation projects have been 
established that will particularly benefit urban 
areas. For example, 20MW of emergency thermal 
power plants have been installed in Freetown, the 
Abu Dhabi Fund for Development is supporting 
a USD 12.6 million solar facility in the capital and 
Solar Era is developing a 5MW solar power plant 
near Bo, in the first phase of a 25 MW hybrid 
photovoltaic-thermal project funded by the US 
Trade and Development Agency. 

Access to all this new energy is being ensured 
by improvements and extensions to transmission 
and distribution networks in a number of 
initiatives supported by donors such as the Islamic 
Development Bank, the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency, DFID and the World Bank. 

But Sierra Leone’s greatest need is in its rural 
areas. The government’s solution here is to set up 
micro-grids. The capital towns of nine districts 
have recently been provided with new thermal 
or mini-hydroelectric power plants of between 
1 and 6MW in size, which will be used to supply 
their regions. Additional mini-hydro dams have 
been constructed across the country, including 
three funded by the Chinese government. The 
Ministry of Energy is also working with the United 
Nations Industrial Development Organisation on 
the development of a 12MW hydroelectric plant 
for Moyamba District.

In one extensive project, the rural population 
living between the cities of Bo and Kenema will 
benefit from a USD 53 million project to rehabilitate 
and extend a distribution network that will connect 

the two cities’ electricity supplies and provide 
reliable access to local villages. The initiative, 
which has funding from the African Development 
Bank (AfDB) and DFID, was launched in 2017 
and will help over 54,000 households.

Most of the new rural micro-grids, however, 
will be powered with solar energy because, “Off-
grid renewable energy is the future for countries 
like Sierra Leone,” says the Minister of Energy.5 In 
the USD-45.5-million Rural Renewable Energy 
Project, funded by DFID, more than 500,000 
people will gain access to electricity from at least 
90 solar-powered grids that are being developed 
in rural communities and which will be operated 
by local entrepreneurs. In addition, 50,000 solar-
powered street lights are being distributed across 
the country.

The government is also encouraging individuals 
to install their own solar energy systems. One 
way the government is promoting this is by 
setting up the Renewable Energy Association of 
Sierra Leone, which already has 28 businesses as 
members. And it has started the Barefoot Women 
Solar Initiative, which has trained 50 female solar 
technicians and set up 18 electronics workshops 
in rural communities. By October 2017, these 
technicians had installed solar photovoltaic 
systems for over 3,500 households, as well as 
6,800 solar street lamps.

There is also an element of rural electrification 
in the major West African Power Pool project, 
funded by the AfDB, which will link the electricity 
networks of Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone and 
Guinea with a 1,357-long double high-voltage line. 

As part of the plans for this, 28 rural communities 
in Sierra Leone will be supplied with electricity. 
Detailed engineering design has begun on this 
aspect of the project and the government believes 
there are opportunities for the private sector to 
invest in this network. The construction of the 
West African Power Pool interconnection network 
has led to the country setting its most ambitious 
goal: to have sufficient energy infrastructure in 
place to enable it to export excess locally generated 
electricity to neighbouring countries. 

 i n f r a s t r u c t u r e
on track for universal access to electricit y
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b r i e f i n g

booSTIng ThE baCkbonE of ThE 
EConomy 
with fertile lands and a favourable climate for crops, combined with an extensive coast and bountiful 
fish, sierra leone’s agriculture and fisheries sector offers significant potential — which the government is 
looking to exploit using the 4Ps business model: private, public, partnership and people.

The government is keen to 
develop its agriculture using 

a 4Ps model for projects: 
that is, the traditional three 

Ps of private, public and 
partnership, with the added 

component of people

than 10% of the land, in part because of what the 
Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United 
Nations (FAO) deemed “poor governance of land 
tenure”, but also due to a lack of skills and access 
to microfinancing, notwithstanding the lingering 
effects of the civil war in the 1990s and the recent 
Ebola crisis. 

Addressing these issues and boosting agriculture 
was at the heart of the country’s Agenda for Change 
2008-12 and remains a central objective of the 
current Agenda for Prosperity 2013-18, which is 
the government’s roadmap for poverty reduction 
and economic growth. The latest strategy document 
takes stock of the improvements achieved in the 
previous period: “In recent years, efforts have been 
made to introduce mechanised farming practices 
through the provision of tractors, power tillers and 
other agricultural tools to farming communities. 
Over 400 agricultural business centres (ABCs) have 
been established and provided with appropriate 
support to enhance agricultural productivity and 
promote value addition.” These centres are local 
cooperatives set up by the government with the 
support of FAO to help subsistence farmers, mainly 
women, pool resources, acquire knowledge, access 
markets and become commercial business-farmers. 

The government’s current objectives, as stated in 
the Agenda for Prosperity, are to raise production 
levels for staple foods; increase fish supplies for 
the domestic market by 15% annually, develop 
value-adding activities for agricultural goods 
and fisheries pvwroducts, boost exports of cash 
crops and fish to high-value markets, such as the 
European Union, and improve access to finance 
for producers.

Domestic production of food crops, especially 
rice, has indeed increased in recent years, although 
the proportion of rice imports as a percentage of 
total rice consumption remains high. The yields 
of traditional export crops, such as cocoa and 
coffee, have also increased, with cocoa production 
estimated to have reached 15,500 tonnes in 2015-
16, up from 13,864 tonnes in the previous year.4  
However, “agricultural exports remain low and 
undiversified. Access to market and to credit are 

KING JIMMY MARKET, in central Freetown, is 
the country’s oldest market. It dates back to the 
time when slave ships would dock in the nearby 
harbour, before the city was founded by freed 
slaves in 1787. Nowadays, it is particularly lively on 
Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, when farmers 
and traders flock in from the surrounding regions 
to sell all sorts of colourful fruits and vegetables, 
smoked fish, fufu — a doughy staple made with 
fermented cassava — and other produce. The 
abundance displayed in the bustling market is 
testament to the fertility of Sierra Leone’s lands, but 
it also masks the challenges faced by a country that 
is striving to nourish its fast-growing population 
and fully exploit its agricultural potential.

Representing more than half of Sierra Leone’s 
GDP (54%), agriculture is the backbone of the 
economy and the number one priority of the 
government. The sector employs around 65% of 
the population, but it does not meet the domestic 
need for food and the humanitarian organisation 
World Food Programme believes that a significant 
part of the population is food insecure. As a result, 
even though the country’s food self-sufficiency 

index was about 92% in 2016 
(up from 63% in 2007),1 the 
country has to import much of 
the basic food it consumes. The 
Ministry of Finance has stated 
that the yearly bill just for rice 
imports is USD 100 million2 
and, according to a World Bank 
report, households allocate on 
average up to 20% of their total 
spending to imported rice.3  

On paper, there is no reason 
this situation should continue. 
Not only does Sierra Leone 

have fertile soils and an advantageous warm, 
wet climate, with three-quarters of its territory 
considered arable, but it also has some 400km of 
coastline along a part of the Atlantic Ocean known 
to be particularly bountiful in fish. The challenge 
is to increase both production and productivity, 
given that about 80% of farmers cultivate less 

54 lEadIng EdgE  



severe constraints,” recognises the government. 
But there has been progress in these areas: over 
3,789km of feeder roads have been rehabilitated 
since 2008, linking ABCs to production and 
market centres; 9,304 hectares of inland valley 
swamps have been rehabilitated to facilitate 
multi-cropping farming practices; whilst, with 
support from the United Nation’s International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), more 
than 50 financial services associations have been 
established in rural areas to increase farmers’ 
access to credit.

An area that the government is particularly keen 
to develop is fi   sheries, given the abundance and 

variety of the country’s fish resources. Artisanal 
fish production stands at about 120,000 tonnes 
per year, while industrial fisheries produce about 
20,000 tonnes. Currently, fishing activities represent 
about 10% of the GDP, according to the Ministry 
of Agriculture, and fish is a source of protein for 
the vast majority of the population. In addition, 
the sector employs about half a million people, 
in particular women. The government estimates 
that “wide-scale improvement of fisheries’ activities 
has the potential to bring the sector’s employment 
levels close to one million people and offers revenue 
earning potential of USD 60 million annually.”

To help the country achieve its goals for 
agriculture, Sierra Leone is benefiting from the 
continued support of international donors. Eight 
international institutions and organisations are 
particularly active in the sector: IFAD, FAO, 
the European Union, the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency, the World Bank, the African 
Development Bank, the Islamic Development 
Bank and the World Food Programme. They 
are developing projects to provide technical and 
financial assistance to the government, as well 
as directly to farmers and local communities, 

Wide-scale improvement of fisheries’ activities 
has the potential to bring the sector’s 

employment levels close to one million people 
and offers revenue earning potential of  

USD 60 million annually

a g r i c u l t u r e
boosting the backbone of the economy
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fishermen in Tombo village, one of sierra leone’s largest fishing villages
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of some 4,000 hectares to produce pineapple to 
be processed into canned produce and juice.6 It 
intends to invest USD 1 million in a plant and 
machinery, and believes that this project will 
create about 2,500 local jobs. 

To date, the most important private investor 
in Sierra Leone’s agriculture sector is the Socfin 
Group. Based in Luxembourg, the company 
specialises in sustainable palm oil and rubber 
plantations, has operations in six African countries 
and is part of French business tycoon Vincent 
Bolloré’s empire. Since 2011, it has been farming 
a substantial 18,200-hectare palm oil plantation 
in the south of the country, which gives work to 
about 3,400 people — making Socfin the largest 
private employer in Sierra Leone. The company 
has also provided infrastructure projects for  the 
region, as well as social services. 

Going forward, the Minister of Agriculture, Monty 
P. Jones, says the government is keen to develop 
its agriculture using a 4Ps model for projects: that 
is, the traditional three Ps of private, public and 
partnership, with the added component of people. 
The 4Ps approach is increasingly being adopted 
throughout the developing world in various sectors 
— not only in agriculture, but also in disaster relief, 
urban planning and energy to name a few — and 
is designed to bring a fair and sustainable share 
of benefits to local producers. For Sierra Leone, as 
it works to recover the healthy growth it enjoyed 
just before the outbreak of the Ebola epidemic, a 
business model designed to be profitable for both 
investors and local people seems a particularly 
sensible and promising way forward. 

which aim to increase and rationalise production, 
improve land management, diversify crops and 
empower women — who are key to bringing about 
a sustainable agriculture sector.

Apart from these prominent institutions, since 
the beginning of the 2000s, China has emerged 
as one of Sierra Leone’s main donors and foreign 
investors, with about 30 Chinese companies 
present in the country. In the agriculture sector, 
China’s flagship project is Hainan Rubber Industry 
Group’s development of 35,000 hectares of land 
for the cultivation of irrigated rice and 100,000 
hectares for a rubber plantation — representing 
an estimated total investment of USD 1.3 billion.  
The deal, organised in 2013 between Freetown 
and Beijing, includes the establishment of the 
Sierra Leone China Agriculture Development 
Company, a joint venture financed through the 
Export-Import Bank of China, and the creation of 
five rubber farms, three processing factories, and 
a rice farm, along with infrastructure connection 
projects, such as bridges, culverts and feeder 
roads. China is also set to invest in the fishing 
sector: following a visit by President Koroma to 
China, a memorandum of understanding will be 
signed between the two countries for developing 
cooperation in agriculture and fisheries.5  

Sierra Leone hopes that more private investors 
will see the opportunities that abound in its 
agriculture and fisheries sector. The decision last 
year by the giant US-based multinational Dole 
Tropical Foods to invest in the production of 
pineapple in Sumbuya, in the south of the country, 
is seen as encouraging. Dole is to cultivate an area 
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AGRICULTURE IN SIERRA LEONE

PRODUCTION DEVELOPMENTS IN AGRICULTURE 2007-17

MAIN AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS
TOP 10 CROPS GROWN TOP EXPORT PRODUCTS (2016)
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U$D 588,112 
WAS DISBURSED TO 837 FARMER-BASED 

ORGANISATIONS IN 2016 AND 2017

1,987
FARMER-BASED ORGANISATIONS  

hAVE BEEN SET UP

51 
FINANCIAL SERVICES 

ASSOCIATIONS AND 17 
COMMUNIT y BANKS hAVE BEEN 

OPENED IN RURAL AREAS  
TO IMPROVE FARMERS’  

ACCESS TO CREDIT

265 
TRACTORS hAVE BEEN 

DISTRIBUTED TO FARMERS, 
ALONG WITh 410 POWER 

TILLERS, 244 RICE ThREShERS, 
42 RICE REAPERS AND  

382 RICE MILLS

1,465 
OF FOREST L AND hAVE BEEN 
REPL ANTED OR MAINTAINED

402
AGRICULTURAL BUSINESS 

CENTRES (ABCS) hAVE BEEN 
ESTABLIShED TO ENhANCE 

AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTIVIT y 
AND PROMOTE VALUE ADDITION

9,304
OF INL AND VALLEy SWAMPS 
hAVE BEEN REhABILITATED  

FOR AGRICULTURE

92% 
RICE SELF-SUFFICIENCy IN ThE 
COUNTRy, UP FROM 61% IN 2007

3,789km 
OF FEEDER ROADS hAVE  
BEEN IMPROVED TO LINK  

ABCS TO PRODUCTION AND 
MARKET CENTRES

84
PL ANT-hEALTh CLINICS hAVE 

BEEN SET UP TO PROMOTE 
qUALIT y CROPS

1.8
OF CROPS ARE PRODUCED  

ON AVERAGE FROM 1 hECTARE, 
UP FROM 0.8 TONNES IN 2007
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foCuSEd on a long-TERm STRaTEgy 
foR modERnISIng agRICulTuRE

i n t e r v i e w

monty P. jones, minister of agriculture, 
forestry and food security

Leading Edge (LE): Sierra Leone’s medium-term growth is 
projected to increase to around 6.8% by 2020, according 
to International Monetary Fund statistics. What is the 
role of agriculture in the economic and social growth of 
the country?

Monty P. Jones (MPJ): Agriculture is the backbone of the Sierra 
Leonean economy, employing 60-70% of the population and 
contributing up to 54% of the country’s GDP. The 2014-15 Ebola 
outbreak had a negative impact on the sector and the economy 
in general. As a government, we have designed a well-defined 
development framework that will take our country back to the 
historic growth levels recorded before Ebola struck. To achieve 
growth, we need to increase our production and combat the 
high levels of hunger in our country. This is a goal we seek to 
accomplish by 2025 with the support of the European Union 
and the United Nations. 

Maximising our agricultural potential is important in the 
improvement of our country’s food security. We want to invest in 
commercial farming and food processing, and increase exports 
of our agricultural products. Sierra Leone is currently spending 
USD 200 million annually to import basic food commodities. 
Our goal is to reduce this reliance on food imports by producing 
enough to feed our population and still have plenty for export. 
This is a big challenge, but we believe that we have a good 
strategy, which, coupled with the right investments, will enable 
us to achieve these goals. 

LE: These are very ambitious goals. What does Sierra Leone 
need to do to achieve this level of agricultural production to 
support domestic food demands and also expand exports?

MPJ: Sierra Leone’s potential for agricultural development is 
very high. We have a huge amount of annual rainfall, recording 
an average of 3,000mm of rain during six to eight months of 
the year. We also have plenty of arable land, with millions of 
hectares still available for cultivation. I believe that we are not 
getting the best deals for our mineral resources. If we made 
better deals with investors in the minerals sector we would 
have more revenue that would enable us to make investments 
in other areas of our economy, such as agriculture. 

I think more investment in agriculture would help us double 
the percentage of arable agricultural land under production to 
30%. We also need to improve agricultural technology and build 
the capacity of farmers and other players in the agricultural 
value chain. We need to move away from subsistence farming 

and engage in serious commercial farming to fully maximise 
the potential of our agricultural resources. And we must attract 
foreign investment to the sector and encourage cooperation 
between big companies and our farmers. Bringing in international 
expertise and helping local farmers understand new technologies 
and skills will ensure we move from unsustainable subsistence 
farming into robust, modern agriculture. 

LE: What specific efforts are your ministry currently making 
to accomplish these goals?

MPJ: At the moment, the ministry is supporting farmers by 
providing fertilisers and seeds. We brought in around 17,000 to 
20,000 tonnes of fertiliser last year. This year we are trying to 
distribute about 260,000 tonnes of fertiliser to farmers across 
the country. This is the highest amount of fertiliser imported in 
our country’s history and we are seeking to surpass this figure. 
Our goal is to ensure annual fertiliser use increases to about 
500,000 tonnes, which will hopefully lead to better yields and 
increased productivity. However, this requires money and, as I 
mentioned earlier, financial resources are a big challenge for us. 
I am optimistic that in a decade we will have made significant 
progress. Regardless of the challenges we face today, our 
agricultural sector has a bright future and we remain focused 
on a long-term growth strategy.

interview witH
mont y P. Jones, 

minister of agriculture, forestry anD fooD securit y
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The government has supported farmers by distributing fertilisers

Cattle are the most farmed livestock in sierra leone

LE: Sierra Leone is attracting investments from 
big multinationals such as Dole Tropical Foods, 
which began operations in the country last year. 
Tell us more about some of the big foreign players 
in the agriculture sector. What is the ministry’s 
foreign investment strategy for the future?

MPJ: I think what Dole Tropical Foods is doing 
in Sierra Leone is very good. They are investing 
in the production of mangoes, oranges and other 
crops. We like their business model and their 
commitment to our country. We want to work with 
them to improve our agricultural production and 
to support the participation of Sierra Leoneans 
in their production and processing activities. 

We have attracted investments from other big 
multinationals, such as Luxembourg-based Société 
Financière des Caoutchoucs (Socfin) Group which 
is growing oil palm here. Socfin and other players 
in the oil-palm business are reaching high levels 
of production to meet demands in the domestic 
market and for exporting.

As far as international investments go, we are 
implementing a new business strategy — the 4Ps 
model of public, private, people and partnership. 
With this model, we will have well-distributed profits 
for all stakeholders without affecting the revenues 

of the companies investing. This model will ensure 
we bring more resources and technology into the 
sector, while supporting the social development 
of the country.

 
LE: Sierra Leone, like many African countries, is 
seeing a huge number of people migrating from 
rural farmlands to urban centres to find jobs. What 
are you doing to encourage the participation of 
more Sierra Leoneans in the agricultural sector? 
How do you ensure that people already involved 
in the sector are able to benefit economically 
from their farming ventures?

MPJ: We are investing in training our farmers, 
who mostly have very few business skills and 
tend to produce just enough food for their own 
consumption. We have also started an initiative in 
which we are disbursing funds to registered groups 
of farmers. This financial support provides farmers 
with the opportunity to expand their production by 
investing in better farming equipment and better 
farm inputs. So far we have seen amazing results 
and farmers have become more competitive. We 
are also seeing a huge number of people going back 
into farming as they now have access to finance. 
In one year, 2016, we have been able to cut the 
rice deficit  by approximately 14,000 tonnes. We 
expect to keep increasing rice production in 2017 
and in the years ahead. 

Sierra leone’s potential for agricultural 
development is very high. we have a huge 

amount of annual rainfall, recording an 
average of 3,000mm of rain during six 

to eight months of the year. we also have 
plenty of arable land, with millions of 

hectares still available for cultivation [...] 
more investment in agriculture would 

help us double the percentage of arable 
agricultural land under production.” 

monty P. jones, minister of agriculture, forestry and food security

agriculture
monty p. jones, minister of agriculture, forestry and sood security
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fIShERIES: a PRIoRITy foR gRowTh

i n t e r v i e w

bassem mohamed, managing director — 
sierra fishing Company

SIERRA FISHING COMPANY, which has been operating in 
Sierra Leone for over 50 years, is a vertically integrated seafood 
business and the country’s largest supplier in the sector. It is 
currently investing to produce products with added value and 
to become a global player. 

Leading Edge (LE): How important is the fisheries industry 
in Sierra Leone’s social-economic development?

Bassem Mohamed (BM): The fishing industry is very important 
as it provides around 90% of the protein in the national diet. 
According to statistics, we have one of the highest global intakes 
of protein derived solely from fish. The sector also employs over 
500,000 people directly and indirectly supports many others, 
and it has a major role to play in female employment, with 
women carrying out more than 90% of fish trading. We have the 
largest diversity of species and population of fish in West Africa. 
During the civil war, we experienced a significant decline in the 
national fishing fleet and, by the time the war ended in 2002, fish 
stocks had replenished and were at a much higher level than in 
neighbouring countries. Although we are harvesting more fish 
today, the government is focused on ensuring this is done in a 
sustainable manner to maintain stocks at healthy levels. This is a 
priority for many industry stakeholders because we understand 
that the fisheries industry has a huge impact on our people.

LE: President Koroma has prioritised the fisheries sector as a 
key agent for growth. How would you assess the government’s 
efforts to help improve the competitiveness of the sector and 
aid its sustainable growth?

BM: At the moment, the government has placed a moratorium on 
the issuing of new fishing licenses in order to prevent depletion 
of fish stocks. In 2018, a national review of our fisheries will take 
place to measure the health of the fish stock. This will give us a 
good idea about the quotas that can be set for the future and how 
many vessels we can have in the fleet. The government is being 
proactive in addressing possible future challenges. Additionally, 
it is pushing for European-Union (EU) certification to give local 
companies access to that market. This is not an easy process, as 
it requires significant infrastructure investment — something 
that the private sector is beginning to take the lead on with 
support from the government and international donors. With 
that support, we should be able to export to the EU within two 
years. In the meantime, we continue to expand our share of the 
market in our region, with strong levels of exports to Senegal, 

Liberia, Ghana and Nigeria.
LE: What role has Sierra Fishing played in the development 
of the national economy?

BM: In the early 1980s, we were the top exporter in the country. 
The fisheries sector was then the highest revenue generator for 
Sierra Leone in terms of both domestic and export revenue. As 
a company, we directly employed about 5,000 people at that 
time. When the civil war erupted in 1992 the business gradually 
came to a halt and in 2000 we had to divide the company. Now 
we employ 1,000 people including fishermen. We have a large 
network of agents, comprising about 400 women who run the 
trading network out of our cold-room facilities in provincial 
headquarters. We bring about 3,000 tonnes of fish to the market 
every month. Local fishermen cannot go fishing during the rainy 
season, but industrial fishing entities, such as Sierra Fishing, 
continue to operate even when rainfall is heavy. If we were to also 
stop fishing during the rainy seasons, there would be major fish 
shortages in the local market. Our policy is to supply domestic 
market needs first before looking at export opportunities.

LE: How significant are your export activities for the company 
and the country? Do you have plans for further expansion?

BM: Exports are important as they are a key foreign-exchange 

interview witH
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infrastructural development of freetown’s port makes it 
easier for fisheries to export their products

earner. As a company, we are happy to be bringing 
foreign exchange into our economy, particularly 
because exchange rates are quite volatile in the 
local market, but we do have a large amount of 
exposure to the local market due to our commercial 
activities. In 2015, for example, our profits dropped 
dramatically due to currency devaluation. There is 
significant potential for us to increase the size of 

our exports and we are looking to do this. 
In 2010, we invested USD 14 million to upgrade 

our facilities and set up a new processing factory 
that will handle products for export to the EU. We 
finished the processing plant in 2012, but it is yet to 
be commissioned as we still do not have access to 
the European market. Expanding our exports will 
be significant in helping to stabilise the financial 
position of the company, and it will have a direct 
and positive impact on the national economy. 

LE: Does Sierra Leone’s port have capacity to 
support the international expansion plans of 
local companies like Sierra Fishing?

BM: Shipping has not always been easy in Sierra 
Leone, but recently we have seen a lot of infrastructural 
development focused on Freetown’s port with the 
goal of making it a logistical hub. The fact that we 
have a strategic plan in place is very encouraging 
for stakeholders in the shipping and logistics 
industries. Previously, if you wanted to send a 
container to Nigeria, it would first have to go to 
Algeciras in Spain, before heading back down to 
Nigeria. We have since made some improvements 
and I believe that when we become a major transit 
hub it will be even easier to send goods directly to 
many destinations. This will be a huge boon for 
imports and exports. We have a natural deep-water 

harbour and I think that with the right investments 
and good management, our port has great potential.

LE: Given Sierra Fishing’s long history, what 
advice would you give investors on building a 
successful long-term business in this country?

BM: We are a Sierra Leonean company, so we 
have nowhere else to turn, and that makes us 
determined to make things work, no matter how 
hard the situation is. We have to be resilient and 
make sure the business succeeds. I would tell the 
international community that Sierra Leone is a 
beautiful country and our people are extremely 
welcoming. 

We respect the rule of law and that means that 
you can operate here with greater security than you 
can in some of our neighbouring countries. In the 
more-than-50 years that we have been in business, 
we have never had the threat of the government 
seizing our assets. This meant that we were able 
to continue doing business even when the country 
was going through some difficulties. We are now a 
peaceful and stable country, and there have been 
many improvements made to make it easier to do 
business here. Investors should feel welcome to 
come and do business in this market. 

LE: What would you tell people who are still a 
little sceptical about Sierra Leone?

BM: I would encourage everyone to come and see 
for themselves. After all, seeing is believing. From 
the moment you land at the Freetown International 
Airport, you will discover that this is a beautiful 
country, the people are warm and welcoming, and 
there is so much do and enjoy. You will fall in love 
with the country and you may never want to leave. 

The potential for further development is huge. 
We are still recovering from the war, which means 
there is a great demand for development in almost 
every sector, from industry to tourism to agriculture. 
Investors who come in now will have an advantage 
in the future. There is a window of opportunity for 
investors who want to enjoy first-mover advantage 
 — now is the time to come to Sierra Leone. 

although we are harvesting more fish 
today, the government is focused on 
ensuring this is done in a sustainable 

manner to maintain stocks at  
healthy levels.”

bassem mohamed, managing director — 
sierra fishing Company

There is a window of opportunity for 
investors who want to enjoy first-mover 
advantage. now is the time to come to 

Sierra leone.”
bassem mohamed, managing director — 

sierra fishing Company

agriculture
bassem mohamed, managing director — sierra fishing company
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b r i e f i n g

moVIng fRom aId To TRadE
sierra leone wants to reduce its reliance on international donors by boosting its manufacturing and industry 
sectors, and by taking advantage of its location and trade agreements to become a trading hub in africa.

In 2011, the French logistics giant Bolloré 
started managing the Freetown Port container 
terminal, which has since registered a 30% 
increase in traffic, according to the Ministry of 
Trade and Industry. Bolloré is now financing a 
USD-120-million upgrade and expansion of the 
port, which should be fully operational by 2018, and 
the company is aiming to “raise the productivity 
of the port infrastructures to the level of Africa’s 
top ports in the very short term.” 2  

The stakes are high for Sierra Leone, because 
90% of Africa’s imports and exports transit by sea 
— representing a USD-1-trillion maritime industry. 
But although the continent has over a hundred port 
facilities, only a few are world-class and capable of 
handling the 6% of worldwide water-borne cargo 
traffic and about 3% of global container traffic that 
docks in Africa3: Durban (South Africa), Mombasa 
(Kenya), Djibouti, Lagos (Nigeria), Abidjan (Côte 
d’Ivoire), the Suez Canal (Egypt), and Tangier 
(Morocco). The government’s objective is that 
the Queen Elizabeth II Quay joins the list of elite 
ports in Africa and achieving this will go a long 
way to securing Sierra Leone’s economic future. 

The country sits at the door of a huge market 
of over 1.2 billion Africans and a growing African 

MOVING FROM AID to trade is, in essence, 
the fundamental challenge that Sierra Leone is 
facing as it strives to kick-start its economy. When 
the civil war ended, the country was reliant on 
international aid, with net official development 
assistance disbursals representing 31.7% of gross 
national income in 2002. That figure gradually 
fell to 9.2% in 2013, as Sierra Leone regained its 
economic footing, but rapidly went back up to 
21.6% in 2015 as a result of the Ebola outbreak1 
and since then foreign aid has been decisive in 
keeping the country afloat. In order to reduce its 
dependence on donors, the government is now 
keen to develop trade by building on the country’s 
strategic assets. 

The first and foremost of these is Sierra Leone’s 
enviable position on the west coast of Africa, midway 
between the north and south Atlantic Ocean: a 
natural gateway into Africa’s vast hinterland. 
One major advantage that the country has is the 
fact that its capital, Freetown, is located by the 
largest natural harbour on the continent. “Given 
its potential, the port at Freetown — the Queen 
Elizabeth II Quay — is one of our biggest strengths 
for trade,” says the Minister of Trade and Industry, 
Momodu Allieu Pat-Sowe. 

64 lEadIng EdgE  

ongoing investment in the Queen elizabeth ii Quay in freetown is expected to make it one of africa’s top ports in the near future
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consuming class. According to McKinsey, nearly 
two-thirds of the estimated 303 million African 
households will have discretionary income by 2025. 
Even though statistics covering the continent’s 
rising middle class vary, it is undeniable that 
millions are coming out of poverty and thus 
becoming potential consumers for products 
exported from or traded through Sierra Leone, 
in particular in West Africa. 

One avenue for boosting trade is being part 
of trade blocs, which is why Sierra Leone is a 
founding member of the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) that unites 15 
nations. The region has a total population of some 
330 million and, according to ECOWAS’ latest 
figures, total trade between the member states 
is worth about USD 208.1 billion. Nigeria is by 
far the biggest player in ECOWAS, representing 
about 76% of the total trade. 

Additionally, Sierra Leone is part of two other 
trading blocs: the Mano River Union, which has 
neighbouring Liberia, Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire 
as the other members; and the Community of 
Sahel-Saharan States, which is aiming to establish 
a free-trade union between 29 states. 

Sierra Leone has also deepened its cooperation 
with the World Trade Organisation (WTO) by 
ratifying the Agreement on Trade Facilitation 
that came into force in 2017. Furthermore, 
Sierra Leone is eligible for preferences from 
the European Union, under the Everything But 
Arms Initiative, and the US, under the African 
Growth and Opportunity Act. It also benefits 
from unilateral trade preferences granted by 
many other developed countries.

Increasing trade is a laudable objective that 
makes great sense for Sierra Leone’s economy, 
but it raises the issue of what goods it will trade. 
Currently, the mining and quarrying sector account 
for about 90% of annual exports, according to the 
WTO. The number one export item is diamonds 
(63% of the total), followed by cocoa (22%) and 
coffee. The main export partners are Belgium 
and the Netherlands (mostly diamonds), China 
(mostly iron ore) and the US (mostly minerals).4 
This situation renders Sierra Leone particularly 
vulnerable to fluctuations in commodity prices, as 
has recently been shown. In addition, it does not 
bring added value to the economy as the exported 
goods are mainly raw commodities. 

This is why the government is so keen to develop 
its manufacturing and industry sectors, which 
together only account for 7.9% of GDP and are 
mostly related to mining. This has been a priority 
for some years now: the National Industrial Policy 
document, which was drafted in collaboration with 
international donors, was issued in 2011. In this 
paper, the government recognised that, “In effect, 
the country’s industrial fabric and inevitably the 
industrial performance, including the level of 
processing of its vast mineral, agricultural and 
fisheries wealth, have remained comparatively 
low and undeveloped.”

The main objectives of the National Industrial 
Policy are to raise the manufacturing sector’s 
contribution to GDP — currently 1.9% according to 
African Economic Outlook (2017) — to over 20% 
by 2030; to increase the share of local content in 
manufactured products; to increase the volume 
of exports of locally manufactured goods from 
0.1% to 1% by 2030 through the development 
of skills, competitiveness and infrastructure; 
to diversify the production base; to put in place 
suitable funding systems for businesses; and to 
promote indigenous and foreign investments. 

Sierra Leone’s achievements since 2011 are 
double-edged. The country’s progression was 
stopped in its tracks during the catastrophic 
2014-15 period, so in some ways it is back to 
square one. But seeds have been sown and the 
public authorities would argue that much has 
been done in the past few years to facilitate 
private investment and trade. For example, Sierra 
Leone has simplified and speeded up the process 
of registering a business and overhauled its tax 
framework, and it has gained 12 places in the 
World Bank’s Doing Business report. 

Another lever the government has to foster 
in manufacturing and private businesses is the 
creation of Special Economic Zones. Its 2013 
Special Economic Zones policy states that, in line 
with many other African countries, Sierra Leone 
“sees the development of Special Economic Zones 
(SEZs) as a critical element of a programme to 
facilitate private-sector investment and transform 
the manufacturing sector.”

Sierra Leone’s first SEZ opened in 2011 about 
30km east of Freetown in Waterloo and the 
first tenant is a UK-based company producing 
pineapple and mango juice concentrate, Africa 
Felix Juice. Called First Step, the 54-acre site is a 
public-private partnership, 75%-owned by a US 
non-governmental organisation, World Hope. 

Any company setting up in First Step benefits from 
a three-year tax holiday, duty and tax exemptions 
on imported goods, and guaranteed supplies of 
electricity and water. As its name implies, it’s only 
a first step, but one the government intends to 
repeat by creating more SEZs in other parts of 
the country. 

given its potential, the port at freetown 
— the queen Elizabeth II quay — is one of 

our biggest strengths for trade.”
momodu allieu Pat-sowe, minister of Trade and industry

t r a D e  &  i n D u s t r y
moving from aid to trade
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100% CommITmEnT To SuPPoRTIng 
InTERnaTIonal InVESToRS

i n t e r v i e w

momodu allieu Pat-sowe, 
minister of Trade and industry

Leading Edge (LE): It has been 15 years since the end of 
Sierra Leone’s civil war, which killed more than 50,000 
people. Since then, the country’s economy has endured major 
shocks including the Ebola crisis and the fall of commodity 
prices. How would you describe the state of Sierra Leone’s 
economy today?

Momodu Allieu Pat-Sowe (MAPS): Sierra Leone has faced 
many difficult moments but it has always bounced back. We came 
from decade-long war and in a few years managed to rebuild 
our economy to become one of the fastest growing economies in 
the world in 2013. Under the leadership of President Ernest Bai 
Koroma we reached historic growth levels. His first economic 
blueprint, Agenda for Change 2008-12, focused on reducing 
poverty and achieving sustainable growth. We prioritised critical 
sectors of the economy, such as infrastructure, education, health 
and energy, which delivered many benefits for our people. We 
also managed to bring in huge investments, particularly in the 
mining industry.

Today, we continue to focus on developing our country by 
increasing investment in sectors such as agriculture where there 
is opportunity for growth. We believe that by strengthening 
areas like mining and agriculture we will attract even more 
foreign investment and be able to engage actively in regional 
and global trade. Overall, I believe that the economy has 
recovered from the effects of the Ebola outbreak and we are 
now recording impressive growth figures that will only get 
better in coming years. 

LE: In an interview with Leading Edge, the Minister of 
Transport Leonard Balogun Koroma affirmed that Sierra 
Leone has the potential to become a trade hub in the region. 
What are Sierra Leone’s key competitive advantages? 

MAPS: In the previous administration, I served as Minister of 
Transport and during my term in the ministry I actively lobbied 
foreign investors to take up the opportunities in the sector. We 
signed multiple concessions including a 20-year agreement with 
the African subsidiary of the French logistics company Bolloré 
Group to manage the Freetown port container terminal. We 
have since seen a 30% increase in traffic at that terminal and we 
are now expanding the total capacity of it with the construction 
of a new berth that will accommodate larger vessels. These 
investments in the port are vital as we continue expanding and 
creating new Special Economic Zones to attract international 
investors. I think this is what Minister Balogun was alluding 
to — that as we go  on attracting investment and improving our 
logistics, we will become a key player in intra-regional trade. 

Given its potential, I think the port of Freetown is one of our 
biggest strengths as far as trade is concerned. We also have 
a competitive advantage in several other sectors, including 
agriculture. We have the potential to engage in global trade with 
many agricultural products such as coffee, cocoa, honey, palm 
oil, rice and nuts. We have plenty of arable land with millions 
of hectares still available for cultivation, a diverse ecology that 
supports a wide range of crops and a favourable climate. We 
are trying to revive rice exports by investing in new processing 
technologies that will enable us to bring a high-quality and 
competitive product to the market.

interview witH
momoDu allieu Pat-sowe,

minister of traDe anD inDustry

These investments in the port  
are vital as we continue  

expanding and creating new 
Special Economic zones to 

attract international investors.” 
momodu allieu Pat-sowe, minister of Trade and 

industry
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LE: During the 2014 Ebola crisis, investments 
dropped drastically, although there have been 
some improvements in recent years. What is 
your view of the country’s potential to attract 
investment in the future?

MAPS: We have recently seen the level of 
investments improve significantly and I believe 
we will soon attract even higher foreign direct 
investment flows. If we had not suffered the Ebola 
epidemic, our country’s economy would be in a 
much stronger place. That episode taught us the 
importance of supporting and investing in local 
industries to reduce dependence on imports, which 
can frustrate your currency if you have a crisis that 
disrupts normal trade operations. We are working 
towards increasing our export volumes and to do 
this we need international investors. We are offering 
investors many incentives and an opportunity to 
make high returns from the numerous sectors in 
our country with immense potential. I believe our 
people are the nation’s greatest asset and we will 
continue investing in education to improve the 
skills and talent of our human capital. 

LE:  What is your message to prospective investors 
interested in opportunities in Sierra Leone?

MAPS: In the deal with Bolloré, the government 
maintained ownership of the port while providing 
Bolloré with all the facilities and support it needed 
to invest in the rehabilitation and expansion of 
the port. And today, we have a modern port that 
handles a high level of cargo. This is the kind of 
outcome we hope to see in many other sectors. We 
would like any company to come here knowing 
that it can make long-term investments, with the 
confidence that the government will provide all 
the necessary support. We are working hard to 
improve the ecosystem — and investment in the 
port and other infrastructure, such as roads, is 
proof of this. I can proudly say that Sierra Leone 
offers a promising business environment and that 
the government is 100% committed to supporting 
international investors. 

numerous ferries cross freetown’s harbour every day

To improve access to international markets, we 
ratified the World Trade Organisation’s Agreement 
on Trade Facilitation which came into force in 
2017 to reduce red tape in cross-border trade by 
simplifying and harmonising movement of export 
and import goods across borders. Sierra Leone is 
also a member of the Economic Community of 
West African States, which gives us access to a 
market of over 330 million people. 

LE: What is the government doing to support 
the private sector? How do you make sure 
businesses have a conducive environment that 
allows them to thrive?

MAPS: It is extremely difficult for the private sector 
to operate when there is too much government 
interference. In a developing country like ours, 
it is important to have an open market, and to 
provide the right facilities and regulations that 
allow businesses to thrive. Before President 
Koroma’s government came to office in 2007, it 
took up to a month to open a business. Now, you 
can register and open a business in as little as 24 
hours. You can even start the process from outside 
Sierra Leone. The point is, we have put measures in 
place to facilitate an easier process for companies 
that want to do business here. 

We have removed bureaucratic barriers in order 
to accelerate all the processes of starting a business 
to make it possible for foreigners to arrive and 
begin trading as soon as possible.  We are now 
creating a system that will allow foreign companies 
to repatriate their assets at any time and without 
any restrictions. We believe that less bureaucracy 
and fewer restrictions attract more investments 
and we are working towards this goal in order to 
attract as much investment as possible. We are 
also paying attention to local content, especially 
locally owned small-scale businesses — for example, 
we are providing long-term financing to small 
enterprises and offering training to entrepreneurs 
to help grow and expand their businesses. 

we have removed bureaucratic 
barriers in order to accelerate all 

the processes of starting a business 
to make it possible for foreigners 

to arrive and begin trading as soon 
as possible.  we are now creating 
a system that will allow foreign 

companies to repatriate their assets at 
any time.” 

momodu allieu Pat-sowe, minister of Trade and industry

traDe & inDustry
momodu allieu pat-sowe, minister of trade and industry
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ThE VoICE of ThE buSInESS CommunITy

i n t e r v i e w

james s. Koroma, Ceo — sierra leone Chamber of Commerce,  
industry and agriculture

THE SIERRA LEONE Chamber of Commerce, Industry and 
Agriculture describes itself as the leading voice for the country’s 
business community. As well as promoting growth, via events and 
training, the Chamber offers alternative dispute resolution services 
and a resource centre that enables businesses to make the most of 
opportunities arising from the African Growth Opportunity Act.

Leading Edge (LE): Few entities have a better understanding 
of the performance of the economy than the Chamber of 
Commerce, Industry and Agriculture. What are your predictions 
for the Sierra Leonean economy for 2017?

James S. Koroma (JSK): Before talking about prospects for 2017, 
it is important that we take stock of the country’s performance 
over the past few years. Prior to 2014, the expansion of iron-ore 
and cash-crop exports had resulted in GDP growth accelerating 
between 2011 and 2012. Our economy was rising and attracting 
investments when we were suddenly stricken by the twin shocks 
of the sharp drop in the price of iron ore and the Ebola epidemic 
in 2014. This resulted in concurrent financial and health crises, 
for which we were unprepared. The Ebola crisis also taught us 
important lessons, the most important of which was the need to 
diversify the economy. For this diversification, we needed to have 
an attractive business environment for foreign companies and we 
needed to provide the right framework for local businesses to thrive. 

The government, in partnership with the Chamber, has recently 
begun promoting the Made in Sierra Leone brand, with the goal of 
supporting local manufacturers to help them access new markets 
abroad and grow exports. The idea behind this is to create wealth. 
Additionally, through the African Growth Opportunity Act, Sierra 
Leonean businesses are taking the opportunity to export to the 
US under a duty-free and tax-free regime. We think that the new 

initiatives for marketing our products and expanding access to 
markets abroad will strengthen Sierra Leonean businesses.

I think there are plenty of business opportunities for the private 
sector, both for 2017 and in coming years. Looking to the future, 
small and medium-size enterprises (SMEs) will play a key role 
in the growth of the country — and the obligation of the private 
sector is to make sure that these enterprises build their capacities 
in order to be competitive. In view of this, the Chamber is focused 
on the training of SMEs on topics such as how to assess a market 
opportunity and how to get access to financing. As a country, it is 
very important to move towards a future in which entrepreneurs 
receive the support they need to expand their businesses. 

LE: In addition to SMEs, Sierra Leone has welcomed an 
increasing number of international investors over the last few 
years. In what ways are those investors helping to strengthen 
the private sector in the country?

JSK: International companies are helping the private sector to 
get more access to financing and increasing the capacity of the 
labour market. They are organised and function to international 
standards, which raises the bar for other businesses in the country. 
Education and training are essential, because they empower Sierra 
Leoneans to play a meaningful role in the economy. So we are 
currently working with the Ministry of Education to revise the 

interview witH
James s. Koroma, ceo — sierra leone cHamber of commerce, 

inDustry anD agriculture

Through the african growth 
opportunity act, Sierra leonean 

businesses are taking the 
opportunity to export to the uS 
under a duty-free and tax-free 

regime.”
james s. Koroma, Ceo — sierra leone Chamber of 

Commerce, industry and agriculture
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JSK: One of the first things I began working on was 
outlining a new strategic plan for the Chamber. This 
plan revolves around maximising member value 
by increasing the effectiveness of the organisation. 
As you know, for a vision to be achievable, it 
needs to be communicated, well understood and 
implemented. So that’s what we are doing. Another 
key priority for us is strengthening the dialogue 
between the public and private sectors. Our aim 
is to work together with the relevant institutions 
and be a nexus between the government and the 
business community. In addition, we are looking at 
constructing an exhibition centre, which, amongst 
other things, will allow us to provide training 
opportunities to SMEs. 

LE: What are the main benefits of being an affiliate 
of the Chamber?

JSK: Being a member of the Chamber improves 
you with publicity and marketing exposure. For 
instance, we regularly organise business events where 
our affiliates meet each other, network and find 
opportunities to do business together. In addition, 
we facilitate easier access to international trade. Later 
this year, we plan to organise a trip to China where 
Sierra Leonean businesspeople will meet Chinese 
investors to explore cooperation opportunities. 
All in all, membership of the Chamber provides a 
good opportunity for entrepreneurs to showcase 
their products, find partners and explore business 
opportunities — and you can get all that for less 
than USD 500.

LE: What final message would you send potential 
investors?

JSK: I would tell them that, despite the challenges, 
our country is full of opportunities. Sierra Leone is 
blessed with vast amounts of fertile land and huge 
deposits of mineral resources. Our people are friendly, 
hospitable and extremely resilient. I would strongly 
encourage international investors to come to Sierra 
Leone, where we will give them all the support they 
need and treat them as part of the community. 

curriculum to include training in entrepreneurship. 
We are also partnering with the Ministry of Labour 
to improve employers’ access to talent.

LE: One of the objectives of the Ministry of Trade 
and Industry is to improve Sierra Leone’s ease of 
doing business. How would you rate the efforts 
of the government on that front?

JSK: If we take a look at the main pillars of the World 
Bank’s ease of doing business framework, we can 
say that there has been some improvement recently. 
For instance, some years ago, registering a business 
in Sierra Leone was a long, drawn-out process that 
could take months. Now, with the establishment 
of the Corporate Affairs Commission, a business 
can be registered in 48 hours or less. However, not 
everybody is aware of these changes and we need 
to publicise the information so that people know 
about the services available to them. Another issue 
being addressed is the time it takes for goods to be 
cleared at the main port — Queen Elizabeth II Quay. 
Finally, I think Sierra Leone still has a high tax rate 
in comparison with other countries. It is important 
for the government to understand that it is possible 
to reduce taxes and increase government revenue 
at the same time. 

LE: You took over as CEO of the Chamber of 
Commerce, Industry and Agriculture this year. 
What will be the key priorities of your mandate?

The government, in partnership with  
the Chamber, has recently begun 

promoting the made in Sierra leone 
brand, with the goal of supporting local 
manufacturers to help them access new 

markets abroad and grow exports.”
james s. Koroma, Ceo — sierra leone Chamber of Commerce, 

industry and agriculture

traDe & inDustry
james s. koroma, ceo — sierra leone chamber of commerce, industry and agriculture

sierra leone’s vast amounts of fertile lands offer many opportunities
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ChIna PREdICTS a bRIghT fuTuRE  
foR SIERRa lEonE

i n t e r v i e w

wu Peng, ambassador of the People’s republic of China  
to the republic of sierra leone

Leading Edge (LE): What role has China played in the 
reconstruction of Sierra Leone’s economy?

Wu Peng (WP): During the 2014-15 Ebola epidemic, China was 
the first country to offer emergency humanitarian assistance 
and we led the international response, sending not just funds 
and materials, but also medical teams. Additionally, Chinese 
companies that were in Sierra Leone at the time — like China 
Railway Seven Group and Shandong Oil and Steel Company 
— stayed and supported the economy. Which was a huge 
statement. In fact, when the important mining company 
African Minerals went bankrupt, Shandong purchased the 
entire business and its Tonkolili iron-ore mine in an investment 
worth USD 2 billion: the biggest a Chinese company had 
ever made in the country. This was a signal of confidence in 
the Sierra Leonean economy at a time when some investors 
were sceptical. 

At the height of the outbreak, operations had to be halted 
temporarily for safety reasons, but China continued its support 
and, at President Koroma’s request and as soon as was feasible, 
Chinese President Xi Jinping persuaded Shandong to restart 
operations in Tonkolili in early 2016. That was a critical move 
as it meant that iron-ore exports to China could begin again, 
benefiting the Sierra Leonean national balance sheet. In 2016, 
it exported an average of 500,000 tonnes a month to China. 
That has increased in 2017 to 800,000 tonnes a month, in 
line with the Sierra Leonean government’s wishes and, at the 
moment, I believe that Shandong’s exports make up a third 
of Sierra Leone’s total annual exports.

There are many similar kinds of projects being undertaken 
by Chinese companies to assist the country. Another example 
is China Railways Seven Group which, in 2017, invested about 
USD 160 million to build Sierra Leone’s first toll road. This 

is a major project that is providing critical help to the local 
economy by employing a lot of local people. The Chinese 
government has also continued to encourage other Chinese 
companies to expand their operations to Sierra Leone and 
accelerate investments here. 

LE: Why has Sierra Leone become an increasingly attractive 
destination for Chinese investors?

WP: There are several key reasons, perhaps the most important 
of which is that we have maintained extremely good political 
and diplomatic relationships since 1971 — which encourages 
business as it provides a stable platform. In December 2016, 
President Koroma paid a very successful state visit to President 
Xi in China, during which the two leaders agreed to upgrade 
bilateral relations between our countries to the highest possible 
level, a Strategic Partnership of Comprehensive Cooperation. 
This has resulted in new investments and a new consensus 
on how to develop economic and trade relations between 
China and Sierra Leone.

Secondly, since the 1970s, China has undertaken many 
development aid projects in Sierra Leone, which were 
implemented by Chinese companies. The Siaka Steven 
Stadium — the national sports arena — is just one example 
of a project delivered by Chinese businesses through Chinese 

interview witH
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I have already spoken to many 
potential Chinese investors to 

encourage them to invest in large-
scale, commercial farming.”  

wu Peng, ambassador of the People’s republic of China  
to the republic of sierra leone
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LE: What does Sierra Leone need to do to 
develop its economy?

WP: We believe that certain sectors should be 
targeted, chiefly from the consumer perspective. 
This country needs jobs, as almost 60% of Sierra 
Leonean young people are unemployed. This 
is something that Chinese companies have, at 
times, complained about in the past — but my 
advice to them has always been to speak to the 
government, as it is very open to this kind of 
dialogue from its local and foreign partners. 
I like to remind people that Sierra Leone is 
still a developing country and I believe that it 
should follow its own path — with advice from 
partners, but it should be its own path, one that 
works for the unique conditions found in this 
country. I am very confident, because of Sierra 
Leone’s people. They are very entrepreneurial, 
determined to make their lives better and to work 
hard to achieve that. This makes me confident 
that Sierra Leone’s future is bright.

LE: What do you think China’s role should be 
in Sierra Leone’s future development?

WP: When I think about what we can do to 
help Africa and, of course, Sierra Leone, I come 
straight to the recent policy launched by President 
Xi Jinpeng: the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 
Our Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, has discussed the 
idea of expanding this initiative throughout the 
African continent. BRI is not a geographical idea, 
it is a strategy to promote global business. It is 
a Chinese take on globalisation and something 
that Africa can benefit from. 

Secondly, China’s economy is now driven less by 
the need for investment and more by consumption. 
We have major online players, such as Alibaba, 
who are changing how Chinese consumers shop. 
Our middle class and young consumers are 
changing the world. In 2018, China will be holding 
a major international import-export conference 
and African countries, including Sierra Leone, 
should grab this golden opportunity to increase 
their trade with us. 

Finally, I believe that my job here is focused on 
supporting two key areas: agriculture and starting 
the process of industrialisation. I have already 
spoken to many potential Chinese investors to 
encourage them to invest in large-scale, commercial 
farming in Sierra Leone as this country has the 
natural resources and right conditions. 

Some 75% of the country’s landmass is fertile, 
agricultural land and, of this, only 15% is actually 
being used. Sierra Leone has to import a lot of 
food, which takes up a huge amount of its imports 
and damages the national finances. If we can 
help Sierra Leone become self sufficient in food 
production, that will be the first step towards 
the country’s industrialisation. 

government grants. Some of the companies that 
came to undertake these projects have stayed in 
the country and built up their operations as other 
opportunities have presented themselves. In this 
way, state-led development aid has encouraged 
private investments. 

Thirdly, the government’s greatest achievement 
is that Sierra Leone has been incredibly successful 
at maintaining peace and stability. This has 
allowed it to create good conditions in which 
businesses can thrive, which has given Chinese 
companies the confidence to invest here. 

LE: What are some of the projects China and 
Sierra Leone are working on as part of this 
new chapter in bilateral relations?

WP: During the 2016 visit, the two heads of state 
reached several important agreements. Firstly, 
China decided to help Sierra Leone develop its 
national healthcare infrastructure. The first 
stage of that has been to build a USD-45-million 
tropical disease provision centre, which should 
begin operating in 2018. We are also going to 

increase staffing levels and technology support 
at a biosafety laboratory we helped set up and 
at the China-Sierra Leone Friendship Hospital.

The other major sector China is committed to 
is infrastructure development. Throughout the 
country, we have built many of the new roads 
and bridges, both via state grants and through 
private Chinese contractors. By the end of 2017, 
we will have launched a project to help construct 
a new ring road and we already have two teams 
surveying the route. We are also involved in the 
planned expansion and modernisation of the 
Queen Elizabeth II Quay, Sierra Leone’s main 
port. Plans have not been finalised, but we expect 
to see contracts signed by the end of 2017. This 
will be a huge project and the second-largest 
Chinese private investment in Sierra Leone. 

Additionally, we are cooperating with Sierra 
Leone in food security, by sending shipments 
of rice worth USD 7.5 million to help ease the 
country’s rice shortage.

Sierra leone has been incredibly 
successful at maintaining peace and 
stability. This has allowed it to create 
good conditions in which businesses 
can thrive, which has given Chinese 

companies the confidence to invest here.” 
wu Peng, ambassador of the People’s republic of China  

to the republic of sierra leone
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oluniyi robbin-Coker, Chairman —
sierra leone import export Promotion agency (sliePa)

Leading Edge (LE): How has investment into Sierra Leone 
evolved?

Oluniyi Robbin-Coker (ORC): In the financial year 2011-12, we 
attracted USD 1 billion in foreign direct investment (FDI) — an 
exceptional amount for a post-conflict and developing country 
like ours. At that time, there was a lot of economic activity going 
on. Investors were prospecting for oil, gold and other mineral 
resources, and they were making some sizeable advances and 
discoveries. By 2012-13, we received the highest levels of FDI 
recorded in our country’s history. However, flows began declining 
almost overnight after the Ebola outbreak and the commodity-
price crash. 

In the early days of the Sierra Leone Import Export Promotion 
Agency (SLIEPA), there was a lot of focus on the agriculture 
sector, particularly oil palm and sugar production. We saw 
significant investment in those areas driven by the demand for 
biofuel and food. The biofuel element was linked to oil prices and 
was therefore adversely affected when prices dipped. Oil palm 
prices have since decreased from over USD 1,000 per tonne to 
roughly USD 650-700 per tonne. The fall of commodity prices 
has affected the levels of foreign investment in Sierra Leone and 
economic recovery in some sectors. But we have recently seen 
improvements and more investment is now coming in. We are 
also seeing existing investors committing more money to their 
projects here, some of which was planned pre-Ebola but put on 
hold. Some investments are now happening through acquisitions 
or transitions of ownership. In the telecommunications sector, 
for instance, Orange has acquired the Airtel franchise. 

LE: What is Sierra Leone’s competitive advantage as an 
investment destination?

ORC: Sierra Leone’s richness of natural resources is its key 
competitive advantage. We have prime, arable land with steady 
rainfall that supports intensive agriculture. We also have a natural 
deep-water harbour that is strategically located on international 
trade routes. Additionally, we are working hard to reform our 
economy. We have simplified the process of registering a business 
and overhauled the tax framework and we have also made 
provisions in law to protect minority investors and established a 
fast-track commercial court. All these efforts are geared towards 
creating a more conducive business environment for investors.

Land is very affordable here and this is important, particularly 
for investors in the agricultural sector. We have seen some investors 
acquire land in close proximity to the port and take advantage of 

savings on warehousing and transportation. However, one area 
we need to improve is the skills and expertise of the millions 
of energetic young people we have, who want to work but lack 
the right skills. So, while the availability of low-cost labour is an 
advantage, the productivity of that labour needs to be improved 
and wee need to align our skills development to the needs of the 
private sector.

LE: What is SLIEPA’s role in enabling investors to navigate 
the rules and regulations governing businesses?

ORC: SLIEPA is a facilitator. Investors come to us to seek assistance 
in managing their relationships with the various ministries and 
agencies that they need to deal with when they are establishing 
their new businesses. That can mean meeting with the Ministry of 
Lands, the Ministry of Trade and Industry or the local chieftains 
on whose land the business will be established. Investors need 
support for managing the disclosures of environmental impact 
reports and in connecting with potential suppliers and clients. 
We are here to guide them and help them navigate that process. 
We are at the full disposal of investors who want us to make 
introductions to stakeholders and help them work through both 
the formal and informal processes that might speed things up. I 
would urge investors to connect with SLIEPA and make use of 
our resources, knowledge and expertise.
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LE: What should Sierra Leone’s export strategy 
entail? Which markets and which products are 
most attractive?

 
ORC: Sierra Leone’s economy is still heavily reliant 
on imports. Before we address exports, which are 
important, doing something about substituting 
imports is even more critical. We still import eggs, 
onions and rice — foodstuffs that we should be 
producing ourselves. The first thing we need to do 
is boost domestic production. Only then should we 
focus on export markets. 

The second thing is that we shouldn’t only focus on 
long-distance export markets, because a significant 
amount of our agricultural products, such as ginger, 
are sold in neighbouring countries rather than 
outside the sub-region. 

In terms of products, I think we need to develop 
our tourism sector and target a more specialised 
tourism market. We need to market niche products 
— like adventure tourism, including deep-sea game 
fishing — and offer competitive packages. We also 
need to reinvest in products that did well in the 
past. For instance, we used to export high volumes 
of cocoa butter, powder and liquor. We need new 
investments to rehabilitate cocoa plantations and 
rebuild value-adding plants. If we do this, we can 
re-open previous export markets and also expand 
into new ones. 

LE: How does SLIEPA work with SMEs to ensure 
they thrive in regional and international markets?

ORC: SLIEPA’s mandate is not just finding 
investment but also assisting in the development 
of exports. For a company to become an exporter, it 
needs to develop a fairly robust domestic business 
first. One of the areas in which SLIEPA has made a 
significant impact is packaging. We have organised 
workshops and identified investors in packaging 
and I believe our work is paying off, as we are seeing 
new products in the shops that are manufactured 
and packaged here.

We also assist in identifying export opportunities 
and markets and we have worked with a number 
of companies that manufacture locally and export 
throughout the sub-region. For example, we have 
just started our first commercially significant exports 
of cashew nuts, something that is not one of our 
traditional exports like cocoa and coffee. 

SLIEPA worked with a local company in the 
cashew-nut value chain that asked for assistance 
accessing new market opportunities and support 
through the whole the export process. We also act 
as a focal point for embassies and international 
institutions that want to ease the export procedure 
by reducing trade barriers. We liaise with them on 
how best to conduct cross-border trade and how 
local businesses can participate.

traDe & inDustry
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Improving Investment and Facilitating Export

Sierra Leone Investment 
and Export Promotion 
Agency (SLIEPA)
O.A.U Drive, Tower Hill, Freetown
Tel.: +232 (0) 252 338 63
info@sliepa.org / www.sliepa.org

We are dedicated to helping investors and exporters do business 
in Sierra Leone. We facilitate investments by providing market 
research targeted to specific needs, promotional tools and 
an understanding of recent reforms to the business climate 
that have solidified Sierra Leone as a secure and attractive 
destination for investors.

THE FIRST PORT OF CALL FOR 
SUCCESS IN SIERRA LEONE
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with its blood diamond reputation a distant memory and the global mining economy back in the saddle, 
sierra leone is set to benefit from simplified mining laws and the ever-growing production capacity of its 
reopened mines.

with better prices in the 
international market, we are 
attracting more and stronger 
investments in our iron-ore 
mines and other extractives, 
indicative of a boost to our 

export earnings.”
ernest bai Koroma, 

President of the republic of sierra leone

some of Africa’s largest deposits of gold, platinum, 
zircon and bauxite. And when church minister 
Emmanuel Momoh discovered a 709-carat 
diamond stone in Sierra Leone in March 2017 
— the 13th largest diamond ever to be pulled 
from the ground — the world was reminded 
just how mineral-rich the small West African 
nation could be. (The diamond was put up 
for auction, with proceeds destined for the 
community in which it was found.) During the 
first six months of 2016, the country’s diamond 
production rose to 359,080 carats from 290,380 
carats produced in the first six months of 2015.5 
According to the International Monetary Fund, 
recent investments in new mining production 
capacities will increase volumes in the non iron-
ore mineral sectors, specifically rutile, bauxite 
and diamonds. Investments are being made to 
expand Sierra Leone’s output of zircon, a mineral 
used in ceramics production. In 2016, Australian 
mineral-sands maker Iluka reclaimed control 
of Sierra Rutile Limited for USD 353 million, 
exactly 15 years since it sold the business because 
operations had been stalled during the civil war. 
Iluka is making an additional investment of USD 
60 million to expand its existing mines in Sierra 
Leone and increase rutile output.

The resurgence of Sierra Leone’s mining 
sector is expected to boost economic growth. The 
industry is already a big employer. By the end 
of 2016 Sierra Rutile was employing over 1,600 
people. And prior to its closure and eventual 
sale of the Tonkolili mine, AML was one of the 
country’s largest employers with almost 7,000 
workers. Mining companies are also making 
social contributions by financing health and 
education projects in the communities in which 
they operate.

President Koroma’s administration has instituted 
reforms in the regulatory and overall business 
environment to increase foreign investment in 
sustainable mining activities. Changes in mining 
laws have brought improved clarity in taxation, 
royalty regimes, community development 
agreements, the application for mineral rights, 

IN 2017, RISING commodity prices sparked 
renewed optimism in the mining industry. 
According to the PwC Mine 2017 report, 2016 was 
the year of bolstered balance sheets and a return to 
profitability, following an aggregate loss of USD 28 
billion in 2015. Sierra Leone is re-emerging as an 
attractive destination for international investors. 
Its mining companies are showing positive signs 
of recovery from the effects of the 2014-15 fall in 
commodity prices, making new investments in 
the sector and beginning fresh projects.

The nation’s President Ernest Bai Koroma 
says that “With better prices in the international 
market, we are attracting more and stronger 
investments in our iron-ore mines and other 
extractives, indicative of a boost to our export 
earnings.”1 In January 2017, for example, Chinese 
state-owned Shandong Iron and Steel Company 
announced a USD-700-million investment into 
an iron-ore processing plant at its Tonkolili mine, 
in the north of Sierra Leone. 

Iron-ore prices have continued to improve 
since the record low of USD 37 per tonne logged 
in December 2015.2 In mid-October 2017, iron 
ore was trading for USD 60 per tonne. Annual 
comparisons also indicate significant improvement 
with prices averaging USD 72 per tonne for the 
year 2017 (in mid-October), compared with USD 
56.5 over the course of 2016.3 Many analysts expect 
iron-ore prices to strengthen in 2018, driven 
by China’s booming steel industry. In August 

2017, financial services 
firm Macquarie Group 
upgraded its forecasts 
indicating expected 
average iron-ore prices 
of USD 73 per tonne in 
the first quarter of 2018, 
a massive 46% upgrade 
on its previous forecast 
of USD 50 per tonne.4

While it is mainly 
known for its diamonds 
and iron-ore reserves, 
Sierra Leone also holds 
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and guarantees in terms of transfer of funds 
and dispute resolution. The 2012 enactment of 
the National Minerals Agency Act created the 
National Minerals Agency, to enhance efficient 
licensing, geological services and regulatory 
management of the mineral sector. 

The government has also made huge investments 
in improving transport infrastructure to ease 
the movement of people and goods. In 2013, 
President Koroma signed USD-8-billion deals 
with Chinese companies for the construction of 
roads, power plants, a port, 250km of railway and 
an international airport. One significant ongoing 
project is the USD-120-million expansion of 
port facilities at the Freetown Queen Elizabeth 

II Quay by French operator Bolloré Ports. On 
completion in September 2018, the port will 
have expanded its holding capacity from the 
current 90,000 containers to 750,000 twenty-
foot-equivalent containers. The new dock will 
also be able to accommodate larger vessels of up 
to 6,000 containers. Sierra Leone is additionally 
aiming to ramp up its electricity output, to make 
mining operations cheaper, and to increase the 
smelting and processing of resources before 
shipment outside the country. 

Mining has traditionally been a lynchpin in Sierra 
Leone’s economy. Prior to the 1990s, the mining 
sector employed around 250,000 people, generated 
15-18% of the country’s GDP and accounted for 
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mining is beginning to take back its place as one of sierra leone’s biggest sectors in the economy
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90% of its export earnings.6 However, in 1992 
rebels disrupted diamond-mining operations and 
began using so-called blood diamonds to fund 
civil unrest. At the end of the conflict in 2001, 
Sierra Leone began to rebuild its economy and 
put a stop to the sale of illicit stones. The artisanal 
mining of diamonds was Sierra Leone’s leading 
industry in 2002. By 2003, a UN ban on Sierra 
Leone’s diamonds was lifted and the country 
began trading diamonds in compliance with the 
Kimberley Process, an initiative seeking to stem 
the flow of conflict diamonds. 

Under the leadership of President Koroma, 
Sierra Leone’s domestic mining was rejuvenated, 
thanks to political stability, strong global demand 
for minerals and the discovery of huge iron-ore 
deposits in Tonkolili, a district in the Northern 
Province of Sierra Leone. Rapid expansion of 
the country’s mining industry under President 
Koroma’s rule, particularly in the nascent iron-
ore sector, catapulted Sierra Leone’s economic 
growth to historic levels. 

GDP growth climaxed in 2013 at 21%, making 
Sierra Leone one of the fastest-growing economies 
in the world at the time. In 2013, the minerals 
sector accounted for 93% of export earnings, 
with iron ore alone contributing more than 55%. 
However, then came the 2014-15 Ebola outbreak, 
which dealt a devastating blow to Sierra Leone’s 
mining sector. 

Over the years, Sierra Leone has worked to 
put its history of blood diamonds behind it by 
adhering to strict international standards. In 
September 2017, London-listed Stellar Diamonds 
announced plans to invest USD 45 million in its 
first post-Ebola diamond project in Sierra Leone. 
The Tongo-Tonguma project is expected to be 
West Africa’s second-biggest diamond mine. It 
is projected to produce 200,000 carats per year 
over the 21-year mine life and generate USD 45 
million in annual gross revenue.7 

The dramatic decline of iron-ore prices from 
record levels of about USD 190 per tonne in 
February 2011 further frustrated Sierra Leone’s 
mining sector and overall economy. As a result, in 
December 2014 UK company African Minerals shut 
down Sierra Leone’s second-biggest iron-ore mine. 

Other mines also scaled down, some even 
halting operations, temporarily leading to lower 
mineral-production volumes and exports for 
Sierra Leone. According to the Bank of Sierra 

Leone, iron-ore production in 2015 declined by 
96%, while the overall mining sector suffered 
an 87% slump in activity. As a result, in 2015 
the mining sector’s contribution to GDP fell 
to 4.28% compared to 26.24% in 2014. When 
the country was eventually declared Ebola-
free in November 2015, President Koroma’s 
administration shifted its focus to the National 
Ebola Recovery Strategy, which was successful 
in reigniting economic growth, and since then 
the mining sector has resurged.

Today, iron-ore shipments are successfully 
heading to China again. The Tonkolili mine, 
which had been closed by AML, reopened in 
2016 after being acquired by Shandong in 2015. 
This site holds some of the largest iron-ore 
deposits in Africa, with estimated reserves of 
12.8 billion tonnes of ore graded at 64% iron. 
With a current annual production capacity of 20 
million tonnes, the project is expected to have 
a huge impact on the Sierra Leonean economy. 
BMI Research’s outlook is extremely positive: 
“We believe Sierra Leone’s iron-ore production 
will remain on an uptrend in the coming years 
and that the country will outpace Mauritania as 
the second-largest producer in Africa by 2019.” 

China is likely to provide a steady market for 
Sierra Leone’s iron ore in the medium term. In 
the first half of 2017, China’s iron-ore imports 
overall went up 9.3% to 539.3 million tonnes, 
compared to the same period in 2016. In 2017, 
Sierra Leone was providing the country with about 
800,000 tonnes a month, according to Wu Peng, 
Ambassador of the People’s Republic of China  
to the Republic of Sierra Leone, up from 500,000 
tonnes a month in 2016. Analysts expect that as 
China’s iron-ore consumption increases, countries 
like Sierra Leone will benefit immensely. Indeed, 
it was 2015’s slowdown in Chinese consumption 
accompanied by the slump in iron-ore prices 
that brought to a halt the bonanza that had been 
expected to last half a decade. 

With Sierra Leone’s future prospects looking 
good and the IMF projecting medium-term 
growth levels of up to 7%, there is no doubt that 
mining will play a critical role in attaining this 
growth. As it works with investors to unearth 
Sierra Leone’s rich supply of natural resources, 
the government is keen to ensure that mining 
activities are operated sustainably, creating jobs 
and delivering wealth for all stakeholders. 
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sahr wonday, director general — 
national minerals agency

Leading Edge (LE): How would you describe the importance 
of the mining and extractives sector to Sierra Leone’s 
future economic and social development? What is the 
true potential of the sector?

Sahr Wonday (SW): The mining sector has been and will 
continue to be a key contributor to Sierra Leone’s economic 
growth and national development. Looking at the statistics, it 
is evident that the industry is a big contributor to government 
revenue and national GDP. In 2012, revenues from mining 
amounted to 12% of monies collected by the National Revenue 
Authority (NRA). This substantially increased to 24% in 
2013 and there were projections that revenues from mining 
could amount to 35% of GDP by 2015, but the twin effects 
of the Ebola outbreak and the global decline of commodity 
prices in 2014 made it impossible to meet that projections. 
Despite the challenges posed by low commodity prices, 
and even though not all the large-scale mining companies 
were operating, the minerals sector continued to be a major 
contributor to Sierra Leone’s revenue in 2015. 

The true potential of the mining sector is still unknown 
so, with support from the World Bank, we will soon be 
conducting an airborne geophysical survey that will be 
followed by groundwork to increase our geological knowledge. 
However, from exploration results so far, there is potential 
for the sector to make huge contributions to our GDP. 

At the moment, three large-scale mining companies are 
about to initiate operations in Sierra Leone. China Kingho 
is set to commence iron-ore mining in the south, Sierramin 
Bauxite will soon begin bauxite mining at Port Loko in the 
north and Sierra Diamonds is starting diamond mining in 
the east. These companies will be joining other large-scale 
mining entities that are already in operation.

LE: In 2012, the National Minerals Agency Act separated 
policy formulation and implementation in the sector, 
giving the latter task to the National Minerals Agency 
(NMA). How has the establishment of the NMA benefited 
the mining sector?

SW: The NMA is mandated with implementing sector strategies, 
ensuring that Sierra Leoneans benefit from exploitation and 
minimising negative impacts of the mining process. The 
NMA was created at a time when Sierra Leone was poised 
to transform mineral wealth into tangible benefits for Sierra 
Leoneans. Even so, the performance of the agency so far 
has been very impressive, particularly in helping to expand 
revenues from minerals. For the first time in many years, 
government revenues from the sector exceeded projections in 
2013, hitting a total of USD 56.7 million. In 2014, despite the 
Ebola outbreak, total revenue from the minerals sector was 
USD 49.7 million. There was a noticeable decline in 2015, 
but with increasing signs of an upturn we expect revenues 
to go up in 2017 and in the coming years. 

We have worked with the tax agency to ensure effective 
calculation and collection of all revenues due to the government. 
In 2015, for example, the NMA noticed that some mining 
companies were understating the salaries paid to foreign 
staff to reduce their income tax obligations. The agency, in 
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and Registrar General, where businesses can be 
registered within 48 hours. Sierra Leone also has 
one of the best mining sector policies, and legal 
and regulatory regimes on the continent. We have 
clear laws and regulations to protect business 
investments and create win-win situations for 
all stakeholders. Our taxes and royalties are fair 
and competitive. Additionally, there are on-going 
efforts to harmonise tax regimes in accordance 
with regional and continental initiatives such 
as the African Mining Vision. 

Since 2014, we have been compliant with the 
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative — the 
global standard for good governance of mineral 
resources. We continue to pursue transparency 
and accountability principles, such as making 
all mining agreements accessible online.

We have a professional mining-agreements 
negotiation team that assiduously works with 
potential investors to negotiate a good deal 
for both the investor and the country. We also 
understand that mining operations can only 
thrive where there is adequate infrastructure 
to support them. So, over the last decade, 
President Ernest Bai Koroma has supported 
an unprecedented amount of infrastructural 
development projects in Sierra Leone. We are 
building and expanding our bridge and road 
network, extending our electricity generating 
capacity, strengthening communication systems 
and improving water supply. 

LE: Sierra Leone is focused on ensuring 
sustainable mining. How do Sierra Leoneans 
benefit from and participate in the sector?

SW: We have discussed several strategies with 
mining companies aimed at promoting the 
implementation of section 163 of the Mines 
and Minerals Act of 2009, which relates to 
local content. The agency is presently reviewing 
complete staff lists from all mining companies, 
detailing the names, designation, nationality 
and qualifications of employees at all levels. 
The aim is to check compliance with local 
content requirements, and to identify training 
and capacity development needs that can be 
discussed with companies. 

The agency is also compiling a database of 
Sierra Leoneans with requisite skills for possible 
employment in the mining sector. We have also 
worked with stakeholders to ensure that mining 
companies and primary host communities sign 
Community Development Agreements across the 
country. This is a mechanism to ensure that a 
percentage of mining companies’ revenues are 
channelled towards implementing development 
projects in local communities. We are keen 
to ensure that the welfare and benefits of the 
individuals and communities affected by mining 
are respected. 

collaboration with the NRA, took up the issue 
with those companies and we were able to recover 
millions of dollars in outstanding debts.

The NMA has also worked with companies to 
speed up the exploration process, leading to an 
increase in the number of companies applying 
for mining licenses. In 2013, five large-scale 
operators applied for licenses. We have also weeded 
out less-serious and non-compliant exploration 
companies, thereby freeing up additional areas 
for serious investors. A total of 137 licenses of 
non-compliant mineral right holders have been 
recommended for cancelation, of which 90 have 
already been cancelled. 

The NMA has also contributed to increased 
geological knowledge by collecting and analysing 
exploration data from all exploration companies 
in Sierra Leone. We consider credible geological 
information crucial for attracting investment. 
Through regular monitoring visits, we have 
ensured mining companies’ increased compliance 
with all mining laws, policies and regulations. 
This has resulted in more responsible and 
sustainable mining practices. Overall, we have 
made significant progress in ensuring maximum 
benefits for Sierra Leoneans from our mineral 
resources.

LE: In 2017, Chinese state-owned mining 
company Shandong Iron and Steel announced 
a USD-750-million investment in the sector, 
which has been described as the largest 
industrial investment in the history of Sierra 
Leone. What are the main incentives for 
investors involved in long-term projects in 
Sierra Leone?

SW: Our current development blueprint, Agenda 
for Prosperity 2013-18, envisions the mining 
sector as a key driver of economic growth and 
sustainable development. The government is 
currently implementing targeted reforms to ensure 
investments in the mining sector become less 
cumbersome. There is a one-stop-shop for business 
registration at the Office of the Administrator 

Sierra leone has one of the best mining 
sector policies, and legal and regulatory 
regimes on the continent. we have clear 
laws and regulations to protect business 

investments and create win-win situations 
for all stakeholders.”
sahr wonday, director general — 

national minerals agency

mining
sahr wonday, director general — national minerals agency
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b r i e f i n g

ThE Ebb and flow of SIERRa lEonE’S 
SoCIal dEVEloPmEnT
one step forward and two steps back might be the feeling of those who have been directly involved in 
sierra leone’s social development activities in the past five years, but when the data is analysed in light of 
the obstacles along the way, the gains are actually substantial and the attitude is positive.

Sierra Leone has a broad youth 
empowerment culture starting 

with policy and internship 
programmes, and spanning 
youth villages, youth basket 

funds and youth service 
schemes. Entrepreneurial 
activities among young 

people have also been actively 
encouraged by the government

younger population is obvious, given 63% of Sierra 
Leoneans are under 25, and strides have been made 
in youth policy through the 2012 National Youth 
Policy document, alongside an implementation 
framework in the form of the Blueprint for Youth 
Development. The National Youth Commission, 
whose main purpose is to promote youth creativity, 
potential and skills for national development, 
revised the national youth policy in collaboration 
with the Ministry of Youth Affairs in 2013. Since 
then, it has taken registration of 344 organisations 
for young people and 320 youth-serving agencies.

It is through the work of the Chief Olusegun 
Obasanjo Skills Acquisition Centre — an IT centre 
dedicated to the country by Nigeria in 2008 — 
that since 2013, 1,550 young people have been 
trained in skills ranging from computer software 
applications to life skills and a further 263 have 
been educated in certificate courses, public health, 
community development and civil engineering. In 
the same period and under the NYC’s Graduate 
Internship Programme, 1,030 graduates have been 
placed in institutions to gain skills in the world 
of work. These are but a few examples in a broad 
youth empowerment culture starting with policy 
and internship programmes, and spanning youth 
villages, youth basket funds and youth service 
schemes. Entrepreneurial activities among young 
people have also been actively encouraged by the 
government; no easy feat in a country where very 
few entrepreneurs have high status in society.

Strengthening regional integration will play 
a key part in providing gainful and productive 
employment opportunities for young people, and 
also for women. Sierra Leone is an active member 
of the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) and the Mano River Union (MRU). 
The government’s greatest regional integration 
goal is to increase trade volumes across borders 
with neighbouring countries, especially the MRU 
and ECOWAS region. Intra-regional trade is weak 
across the MRU region and accounts for less than 
1% of total trade volumes. This can be improved by 
investing in infrastructure connecting borders and 
towns across neighbouring countries within the 

SIERRA LEONE came in at number 179 of 185 
on the 2016 Human Development Index (HDI) 
report released by the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP). Nothing to shout about, perhaps, 
but a year earlier it had edged up a position on the 
same index placing it 181st out of 188 countries with 
an HDI value of 0.413. That might still have left it 
below the 0.518 average for Sub-Saharan Africa, 
but it did mean it overtook its beefier neighbour, 
Guinea, for the first time. Minor gains, you might say. 

But it is only fair to broaden the horizon and look 
at Sierra Leone’s progress in human development, 
not in the last few years but over the past decade, 
and remember that the country had to deal with the 
devastating effects of the Ebola epidemic in 2014 and 
2015, which would hinder the social development of 
even the most sophisticated societies. These figures 
show that the HDI increased from 0.344 in 2005 
to 0.413 in 2014. All that said, as it stands today 
there is a 41.7% loss in human development due 
to inequalities in education, health and income.1 

However, the government recognises that 
redressing inequalities and promoting health 
education and employment are key cogs in the socio-
economic development policies, which were put so 
meticulously in place, and then re-established after 
the twin shocks of Ebola and the drop in iron-ore 
prices (in late 2013). Perhaps most salient among its 

efforts have been those directed 
towards ensuring access to 
quality education at all levels 
and across the population. 
According to the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG) 
Report for 2015, significant 
progress was made by Sierra 
Leone in attaining universal 
primary education (MDG 2): 
gross enrolment sat at 122% in 
2013, while in the same period 
the proportion of pupils starting 
grade 1 who reached the final 
grade of primary education 
was 76%.2 

Indeed, prioritising the 
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MRU region, and by creating free 
economic zones and trade hubs 
in strategic border towns. Such 
moves are widely predicted to 
enhance intra-African trade and in 
turn provide the aforementioned 
employment opportunities for 
target groups.

Boosting the manufacturing 
sector will also open up jobs 
for women. The government 
introduced a raft of measures 
in the 2017 budget to promote 
the Made in Sierra Leone brand, 

including purchasing locally made furniture for all 
government offices and serving soft drinks made in 
Sierra Leone at all functions funded by resources 
from the consolidated revenue fund.3 The next step 
is to build on policies supporting a commercially 
viable manufacturing sector, adding value to a range 
of locally produced goods and providing jobs for 
Sierra Leonean men and women. 

In terms of educating women, literacy rates for 
15 to 24-year-olds increased from 48% in 2010 to 
69% in 2013, with the rate being higher for males 
(76%) than females (62%).4 The government has 
responded by earmarking female education as 
priority; while two years of government subsidies 
for primary and secondary schools came to an end 
as of the 2016-17 academic year, the government 
said it would continue to pay for girls at the junior 
secondary school level. Minister of Education, 
Science and Technology, Minkailu Bah, said “In 
the first year, payment will be made for three 
terms; in the second year, payment will be made 
for two terms; and in the third year, payment will 
be made for only one term.”5 Primary education 
would continue to be free. Also regarding female 
education, President Ernest Bai Koroma announced 

“education provisions [were being put] in place for 
girls who became pregnant during the Ebola period 
and are unable to return to school.”6 

There are myriad health issues specific to 
women that the Ministry of Health and Sanitation 
is tackling. Pregnant women, along with children 
under the age of five, are the most vulnerable to 
malaria, which accounts for over 40% of outpatient 
morbidity for all age groups and 37.6% of total 
hospitalisations. Mothers and children are at 
the heart of the ministry’s goals. The maternal 
mortality ratio declined from 1,600 in 2005 to 
1,100 per 100,000 live births in 2013, reflecting 
improvements in reproductive health. The ministry 
has also introduced a maternal death surveillance 
and response (MDSR) strategy to enable the sector 
to generate its own data on maternal deaths, and 
to act on it. In 2016, 704 deaths were reported 
through the MDSR system. 

The overall goal of the ministry is to establish 
a functional national health system delivering 
efficient, high-quality health care services that are 
accessible, equitable and affordable for everybody 
in Sierra Leone. The unprecedented Ebola epidemic 
presented unpredictable challenges for the sector, 
and what has been described as a Marshall Plan 
approach was required to enable recovery. The vast 
majority of gains that had been made in services since 
2010’s Free Health Care Initiative were reversed as 
a consequence of the outbreak. In fact, the Ebola 
crisis caused uneasiness and a general mistrust of 
the health system among society. Then came 2017’s 
mudslides, killing over 500 people and posing the 
threat of cholera outbreaks. 

But Sierra Leone has done nothing if not learnt 
from these recent disasters, which have strengthened 
the health system and jump-started the country 
in a mission to protect itself against potentially 
devastating diseases in the future. To this end, the 

 s o c i a l  D e v e l o P m e n t
the ebb and flow of sierra leone’s social development
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sierra leone’s government has carried out many successful initiatives to reduce poverty

The next step is to build 
on policies supporting 
a commercially viable 

manufacturing sector, adding 
value to a range of locally 

produced goods and providing 
jobs for Sierra Leonean men 

and women
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introduction of postgraduate medical training in 
teaching hospitals across the country. This will 
see locally trained doctors becoming specialists in 
various fields without having to leave the shores of 
Sierra Leone to train abroad. 

Sierra Leone’s upsets can be seen as an opportunity 
for transformative social change; the state of social 
development in Sierra Leone immediately prior to 
iron-ore price drops and the Ebola outbreak was 
improving but did not represent an acceptable 
status quo. As one commentator wrote: “Whether 
we view the country’s immediate pre-Ebola 
educational system as a failure or as a success, the 
outbreak exacerbated that failure or posed a setback 
to the success.”7 Taking a step back and looking 
at inequalities across the board, at the heart of 
today’s change agenda should be the addressing of 
production and productivity, and of the slow pace 
of industrialisation affecting Africa as a continent. 
Economists agree that this is a basic factor in any 
national goal to eradicate poverty and minimise 
social conflicts and inequality. 

Ministry of Health and Sanitation has, for example, 
been working alongside the UK government, and 
in November 2017 opened a newly refurbished 
diagnostics laboratory at Connaught hospital in 
Freetown. It was the final laboratory in a total of 
three built during the collaboration and each one 
will be handed over to ministry leadership alongside 
two additional facilities in Makeni and Bo. A group 
of 15 Sierra-Leonean hospital staff has also been 
trained as technicians to work in the laboratories. 
The project supports the country’s public health 
capacity to detect and control the spread of high-
consequence infectious diseases like Ebola and 
Yellow Fever, using the latest diagnostic techniques.

Still, the ministry recognises it has inadequate 
human resources, a sub-optimal capacity to provide 
general health services and a lack of basic equipment, 
laboratory diagnostic capacity and medicines. It also 
identifies a scarcity of adequate health technologies, 
as well as weak supply-chain management. While 
it tries to address these basic needs, the ministry 
is keeping one eye on the future with the recent 
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the ebb and flow of sierra leone’s social development

4 comprehensive annual school censuses and reports 

country status report on education in sierra leone: an analysis for further 
improving the quality, equity and efficiency of the education system in sierra leone

commencement of the first ever government of sierra leone Public-Private-
Partnership in higher education through the commencement of operation of 
limkokwing university of creative technology in sierra leone

establishment of the ernest bai Koroma university

appointment of chairperson, commissioners and staff to get the teaching 
service commission (tsc) operational

Development of the first-ever inclusive education policy

Development of first-ever early childhood education policy 

Payment of school fees for all non-private school students in the immediate post-
ebola period 

yearly increases in candidates entering and sitting the national Primary school 
examination and basic education certificate examination 

yearly increases in pass rates at the basic education certificate examination and 
west african senior school certificate examination (waec)

Development of performance categories for schools based on performance in 
waec conducted examinations 

commencement of the first-ever ranking of districts in terms of performance in 
waec conducted examinations for schools

commencement of the first-ever national awards for students, teachers and 
schools for performance in waec conducted examinations

increasing number of students benefitting from international awards: from 53 in 
2013/14 to 62 in 2016/17

construction of an additional 225 classrooms in the period July 2016 to July 2017

construction of an additional 165 wells and 362 toilet facilities in schools in the 
period July 2016 to July 2017

first female tsc chairperson and first female principal of college of medicine 
and allied Health sciences (comaHs) appointed

√√
√
√

√
√
√
√
√
√
√
√
√
√
√
√
√
√

KEy EDUCATION MILESTONES IN SIERRA LEONE: 2013-2017
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1,550 
yOUNG PEOPLE hAVE 

BEEN TRAINED IN 
INFORMATION TEChNOLOGy, 

ENTREPRENEURShIP AND LIFE 
SKILLS SINCE 2013

9 
hOSPITALS ARE BEING 

UPGRADED AS NATIONAL 
CENTRES OF EXCELLENCE

15,000 
COMMUNIT y hEALTh WORKERS 

ARE BEING TRAINED  
AND DEPLOyED 

263
yOUNG PEOPLE hAVE RECEIVED 
EDUCATION IN PUBLIC hEALTh, 

COMMUNIT y DEVELOPMENT AND 
CIVIL ENGINEERING SINCE 2013

ANNUAL INCREASES IN 
SChOOL ENROLLMENT 

AND NUMBER OF 
STUDENTS COMPLETING 

ALL LEVELS OF 
SChOOLING

500
EXTRA BEDS WILL FIT IN  
NEW hOSPITALS BEING 

BUILT IN FREETOWN

U$D 0 
IS ThE COST OF hEALTh CARE 
FOR PREGNANT AND NURSING 

MOThERS, AND ChILDREN 
UNDER FIVE

1,030 
GRADUATES hAVE GAINED 

WORKPL ACE SKILLS ThROUGh 
INTERNShIPS SINCE 2013

57 
OThER hEALTh FACILITIES  
ARE BEING CONSTRUCTED  

OR REhABILITATED

37%
LOWER MORTALIT y RATE IN 2017 
FOR ChILDREN UNDER FIVE IN 

COMPARISON WITh 2008
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a hEalThCaRE SySTEm baSEd on 
RESIlIEnCE and RobuSTnESS 

i n t e r v i e w

madina rahman, deputy minister of health and sanitation

Leading Edge (LE): What is the current status of the health 
service and what measures have you implemented to protect 
against future threats such as that which the Ebola virus 
presented?

Madina Rahman (MR): Prior to Ebola, we had a very fragile 
healthcare system, but that has changed tremendously. We now 
have six P3-level laboratories nationwide. They are not just geared 
towards Ebola, but other haemorrhagic diseases such as Lassa 
fever. Prior to the Ebola outbreak, we only had one, up in Kenema, 
which was a major flaw in the system as everyone had to go there. 
Another difference from before the outbreak to after lies in our 
healthcare professionals. Before, we had one epidemiologist in the 
whole country. Now we have 82 trained epidemiologists. We have 
also trained over 15,000 community health workers who service 
local areas to bridge the gap between us and the communities. 
They know the people and are trusted by them. They have been 
instrumental in preventative care measures like vaccinations. 
Previously, many of the vaccines were not stored properly, so 
even if they were administered, there was a strong chance they 
would be ineffective. We now have more than 100 solar-powered 
cold storage sites across the country to resolve this issue. It has 
had a tremendous impact on mortality rates, particularly in rural 
areas as the community outworkers administering the vaccines 
are acting as the first line of response. 

LE: In many ways, the current health service has had to be 
rebuilt from the ground up with the support of international 
donors. How is your ministry helping the President to achieve 
his desire that the healthcare system stands on its own two feet?

MR: We have set up national postgraduate healthcare training, 
to train our own healthcare providers. Another area in which 

we have made progress is the creation of a National Emergency 
Medical Service. Prior to the Ebola outbreak, we only had 30 public 
ambulances. We now have 200 strategically located, publically 
owned ambulances and the emergency service is going to go live 
in the near future. We have also initiated and trained our first 
cohort of paramedics and drivers. 

Additionally, and crucially, we are not centralising everything 
in Freetown, but we are working through the district-level 
administration system. The community health workers are helping 
us to bridge gaps in the coverage and enabling us to bring our 
national health and emergency medical response systems to the 
people. We were crawling and now we are walking — and that’s 
progress! However, we need to run so that we can catch up with 
the progress that other countries in Africa are making.

LE: Your ministry says its mission is to contribute to the 
socio-economic development of the country’s population, 
in tandem with the President’s own vision to drive Sierra 
Leone forward. How can international donors and investors 
help you to strengthen your ministry and the national health 
apparatus that you oversee? 

MR: Building capacity is the number one priority for us and we 
need our partners to help us here. If we do not build national 
capacity now, for how much longer will we be able to go cap in 

interview witH
maDina raHman, DePut y minister of HealtH anD sanitation

Community health workers are 
helping us to bridge gaps in the 

coverage and enabling us to 
bring our national health and 
emergency medical response 

systems to the people.”
madina rahman, deputy minister of  

health and sanitation



89sierra leone 2017

the proper equipment, the proper training, the 
proper people and proper diagnostics, we will always 
be reliant on outsiders. We will be dependent on 
other nationals to come and help us until we can 
strengthen our national resources. 

Dialysis is another interesting area and we just 
opened a new unit at the Connaught Hospital. 
Previously, and that includes during the Ebola 
crisis, if you had any form of kidney disease you 
would die. Now, in Freetown at least, we have the 
capacity to treat survivable illnesses, something 
we had no ability to do beforehand. Whilst is still 
only the case in Freetown, it is a significant step 
forward. If anything happens in the other districts, 
we cannot react. That is an area we need help in. 

I would also like to expand the number of medical 
specialisms that we offer. My own background is 
in nursing — I am a nurse and I specialised in 
oncology, paediatrics and obstetrics. I have 35 
years of practice, almost of all of it in the US. I 
started as a nurse’s assistant before getting my 
medical degrees, building my way up to a MSc in 
Nursing. My passion is healthcare. However, it is 
my business management skills that are helping 
us now as we look to improve our service. 

As a country, we can grow. But we need to 
have the right mind-set. Nationwide, we need to 
have what is known as an attitudinal shift. If you 
take the war period and the years since then into 
account, you can’t necessarily blame people for 
the mentality they have. Pre war, though, things 
were very different. Before I moved to the US, I 
grew up here, was schooled here and worked as 
an international telephone-exchange operator. 
Post war, people behaved differently and they now 
think that the current status quo is the way things 
have always been. That is something we need to 
change. Indeed, it is something we are changing 
and once we have made that attitudinal shift more 
widespread, we will have the building blocks we 
need to construct our future. 

Community members attend a briefing given by social mobilisation teams to facilitate community acceptance of measures being applied to curb ebola

hand to the Chinese and US Country Development 
Cooperation Strategies, and to Public Health England, 
for example? If we strengthen national capacity, in 
the event of another outbreak we will be able to 
start the containment and fight back, whilst external 
help is mobilising. 

We are currently building hospitals to reinforce 
the community health programme, not just in 
rural areas but in the densely populated parts of 
Freetown. We will then need to continue looking 
at basic requirements — among which midwifery 
stands out as an area in which we have progressed. 
We used to have only one midwifery school in the 
country, in the capital. Now we have them in Bo, 
Kenema and Makeni. Having the trained human 
resources and the equipment required to go with 
any new facilities we construct is fundamental. 
By boosting our human resources capacity we will 
manage to build a resilient system. 

LE: Bringing together your overseas and local 
experience, what do you want to see change in 
Sierra Leone, in addition to human capacity 
development?

MR: I’d like to see locally manufactured, high-quality 
pharmaceuticals, made by local manufacturers. I 
find myself returning to capacity building; without 

I find myself returning to capacity 
building; without the proper equipment, 

the proper training, the proper people 
and proper diagnostics, we will always be 

reliant on outsiders.”
madina rahman, deputy minister of health and sanitation

social DeveloPment
madina rahman, deputy minister of health and sanitation
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with many competitive advantages and a government acting to promote tourism and remove the barriers 
to visiting the country, sierra leone’s tourism sector offers huge potential.

the airport to Freetown. And we are implementing 
online visa applications and a visa-on-arrival 
process. We are confident that these things will 
mean that the number of international arrivals 
keep increasing,” enthuses Kargbo.

Increased flights to Sierra Leone should allow 
the country to attract European beach tourists. A 
five to six-hour flight from many European capitals, 
the country’s pleasant dry summer season perfectly 
coincides with Europe’s winter. “It is the perfect 
escape from cold weather,” Kargbo notes. Sierra 
Leone’s Western Area Peninsula and the islands off 
the Atlantic coast are the country’s most valuable 
assets for beach tourism. Within easy access of 
Freetown River Number Two beach ticks all the 
boxes for an idyllic getaway, with pristine white 
sand and transparent water, against a backdrop of 
mountains. There are also resort areas in Tokeh, 
east of Freetown, and luxury resorts peppering 
the beaches near the airport at Lungi. 

Options for a more rustic beach experience 
include Banana Island, a popular weekend getaway 
from Freetown that is seeing some guesthouse 
development, and the more remote Turtle Islands, 
an eight-isle archipelago. In addition to azure water 
and picture-postcard appeal, these islands offer 
bamboo huts and campsites against a backdrop of 
palm fronds and mangrove swamps, with friendly 
locals and fishing boats completing the scene. 

IN ITS QUEST to reboot Sierra Leone’s economy, 
the government is focusing on sectors with high-
growth potential — and very few offer as much as 
tourism. Yassin Kargbo, General Manager and CEO 
of the National Tourist Board Sierra Leone, explains 
why: “We are a peace-loving, stable and hospitable 
country, blessed with delicious cuisine, a rich and 
diverse culture, beautiful lands and mountains, 
vast white-sand beaches, very interesting wildlife 
and ecotourism, and an excellent climate. Sierra 
Leone has huge tourism potential.” 

Independent experts agree. For example, 
Gunnar Garfors, who has visited every country in 
the world, rates it amongst his top twelve places to 
visit, due to its “amazing beaches, idyllic villages 
and smiling people.”  Despite this, it is still a 
“little hidden paradise, ready to be discovered,” 
says Kargbo. Visitor numbers plummeted with 
the onset of Ebola to a low of 24,000 in 2015. 
But 2016 saw an impressive recovery, with over 
74,000 tourists visiting, according to the United 
Nations World Tourism Organisation. That 310% 
annual increase makes Sierra Leone the fastest-
growing travel destination in the world, with no 
other country seeing growth above 40% over the 
same period.  

This rapid growth is the result of “recent 
government efforts in aggressive marketing and 
rebranding strategies,” states Kargbo, adding, 
“We have participated in top-tier tourism events, 
like the Internationale Tourismus-Börse Berlin 
in Germany and the World Travel Market event 
in England. Also, we have invited journalists 
and tour operators to experience Sierra Leone for 
themselves. It is evident that our efforts to change 
perceptions are paying off.”

In 2017, the National Tourist Board and the 
World Bank identified the main challenges faced 
by the tourism sector. They came up with three, 
says Kargbo: “The high cost of travelling to the 
country, the long transfer from the airport to the 
capital and the difficulty in obtaining visas.” The 
government is actively removing these barriers. 
“Eleven airlines now fly here and we hope to see 
this number increase further. We have increased 
the number of boats that transport guests from 
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yassin Kargbo, general manager and Ceo — 
national Tourist board sierra leone



Sierra Leone is also home to rainforest and 
savannah, which offer opportunities to develop 
niche tourism markets such as hiking, fishing, 
and wildlife watching. Tiwai Island, an inland 
biodiversity conservation area, is the country’s 
most famous wildlife reserve. It is treasured for 
its chimpanzees, Diana monkeys and endangered 
pygmy hippos, all living in virgin rainforest. Other 
wildlife sites include the Tacugama chimpanzee 

sanctuary near Freetown, established to rehabilitate 
rescued or orphaned chimpanzees, which offers 
tours and overnight stays in bamboo huts. Further 
afield, the woodland of the Gola Reserve is home 
to over 300 chimpanzees, while the savannah and 
woodland mix of the immense Outamba-Kilimi 
National Park can also provide safari experiences 
with pygmy hippos, forest elephants, bongo antelope 
and monkeys. Birdwatching, meanwhile, is one of 
the chief joys of the Kambui Hills Forest Reserve, 
which features impressive avian biodiversity.

Having carried out a competitiveness assessment, 
the World Bank agrees that Sierra Leone is well 
placed to develop niche tourist offerings around 
its wildlife. The bank also sees potential in 
cultural tourism. The capital of Freetown is rich in 

heritage and offers a unique perspective on slavery, 
repatriation and colonialism. Now an ethnic and 
cultural melting pot, it was founded in 1792 as 
a haven for repatriated former American slaves. 
Its Creole architecture reflects these American 
and Caribbean influences, and its history is born 
witness to in the Sierra Leone National Museum, 
the King’s Gate, which symbolically freed any 
slave who passed through it, and in the living 
history of the Cotton Tree, under which former 
slaves christened their new home. Tours related 
to this legacy could tap into the African-American 
heritage market. As could tours to highlight relics 
from Sierra Leone’s time as a colony during the 
slave trade, such as Bunce Island, home to a 17th-
century castle used by slave merchants.

But Freetown’s appeal doesn’t lie just in its 
history; as more and more contemporary tourist 
facilities are appearing, such as hotels, bars and 
restaurants catering to tourists and locals. “When 
I became general manager of the National Tourist 
Board, I said that Freetown city and nearby Lumley 
Beach would become the Miami and Las Vegas 
of Africa. We have many exciting developments 
coming up,” says Kargbo. The city’s first five-star 
hotel, Radisson Blu Mammy Yoko Hotel, was 
launched by Carlson Rezidor, in 2014. 

And others are joining it, according to Kargbo, 
“In September 2017, the five-star Atlantic Lumley 
Hotel opened to the public. Sierra Palms, another 
luxury hotel featuring a sky bar facing the Atlantic 
Ocean, is set to open at the end of 2017. And the 
Hilton chain is currently building a 200-room hotel 
in one of the most strategic locations in Freetown. 
Our job now is to aggressively market Sierra Leone 
to ensure that these hotels have high occupancy 
at all times.” As well as the city’s slave history, the 
tourist board will be marketing things like the 
region’s literary heritage, through Graham Greene 
walking tours, local markets, getaways to explore 
village life, archaeological tours and scuba diving.

A four-hour drive from Freetown is Bo, Sierra 
Leone’s second city. It is predominantly industrial 
and a hub for diamond mining, but there is beautiful 
scenery just outside town. As a university city, Bo 
also has a youthful atmosphere and a number of 
good places to eat and drink. The West Africa Cycle 
Challenge, which raises money for impoverished 
children whilst taking participants through striking 
landscapes and beaches, goes from Bo to Monrovia 
in Liberia and its success suggests that cycling 
tours could be another growth area.

Sierra Leone has a long way to go to become a 
major player on the international tourism stage, 
but there is increasing interest in Africa at the 
moment. South Africa, the continent’s big hitter in 
tourism, received 10 million visitors in 2016. With 
all its advantages and new focus on promoting its 
tourism industry, Sierra Leone may well continue 
to be the world’s fastest-growing travel destination 
for many years to come. 

we are a peace-loving, stable and hospitable 
country, blessed with delicious cuisine, a 

rich and diverse culture, beautiful lands and 
mountains, vast white-sand beaches, very 
interesting wildlife and ecotourism, and an 

excellent climate.”
yassin Kargbo, general manager and Ceo — national Tourist board sierra leone

t o u r i s m
the world’s fastest-growing travel destination
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sierra leone offers many undiscovered islands for tourists to explore
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TouRISm RETuRnS wITh a dIVERSE  
and ComPETITIVE offERIng

i n t e r v i e w

sidi yahya Tunis, 
minister of Tourism and Cultural affairs 

Leading Edge (LE): In 2014 the World Bank predicted that 
the Ebola outbreak would cost West African economies up 
to USD 32 billion. It observed that some of these losses 
would be felt in the tourism industry. What was the impact 
of the Ebola outbreak on Sierra Leone’s tourism industry?

Sidi Yahya Tunis (SYT): In the years before the 2014 Ebola 
outbreak, Sierra Leone was on a path of economic growth. 
Our country was actually the second-fastest growing economy 
in the region at that time. Ebola weakened our economy and 
dramatically affected the tourism industry. In 2015, only about 
24,000 people visited the country, which was a huge decline 
compared to figures recorded in previous years. In comparison, 
in 2013 about 81,000 visitors entered Sierra Leone through 
the Freetown International Airport.

The substatial effect of Ebola on the tourism industry had 
an impact on the country’s whole economy. In addition, the 
government had to offer support to people who were employed 
in the tourism industry by providing financial and other 
humanitarian aid. Throughout all these difficulties, our people 
remained resilient and we continue to work on achieving our 
objectives. 

LE: What is the country doing to rebuild the tourism 
industry and attract investment?

SYT: After the Ebola outbreak, the president set a priority 
agenda for prosperity in which the government shifted its 
focus from the mining sector to other sectors of the economy 
that have immense potential for growth. These growth sectors 
include tourism, agriculture, fisheries, marine resources and 
trade. The government views these sectors as vital for generating 
revenue and ensuring development across the country. 

In the Ministry of Tourism, we moved quickly to resolve some 
of the weaknesses that were holding back the sector. We have 
been particularly focused on the institutional and regulatory 
frameworks that govern the industry. We realised that most of 
our regulations and laws were either weak or obsolete. Also, we 
did not have a tourism masterplan, so we have since updated 
our laws and created a new regulatory system. As a ministry, 
we have adapted our operations to fit the government’s overall 
growth agenda and introduced new laws that bring us to the 
same level as other countries that have robust tourism industries. 

We have also focused on improving our human resources. 
Initially, we had a shortage of staff and of certain skills in 
the ministry. We have since raised the levels of capacity and 

productivity of our team. Tourism infrastructure has been 
another key focus for us. Sierra Leone has a rich and diverse 
tourism offering, but we recognise that to fully utilise our 
potential we need infrastructure that enables easy access to 
tourist destinations. I believe that once we have a well-defined 
infrastructural plan we will begin to attract huge investment 
in the tourism industry.

LE: Have these reforms begun to pay off ? How many 
visitors do you expect to receive in 2017 and what are your 
medium-term goals for revenue generation? 

SYT: We have a well-defined policy that is producing impressive 
results. We have worked very closely with the Ministry of 
Transport, with a focus on increasing the number of planes 
landing in Freetown International Airport. For instance, in 
the aftermath of the Ebola outbreak, we have actively engaged 
with large airlines to encourage them to fly to Sierra Leone. 
This approach has had a very good effect. Our visitor arrival 
numbers went up from 24,000 visitors in 2015 to 74,000 in 
2016. We expect these figures to rise further in 2017. 

In our estimation, air travel contributed about USD 40 million 
to Sierra Leone’s GDP. This might seem a small figure, but 
when you consider the dire situation we were facing before it 
is evident that our tourism industry is bouncing back. In 2017 

interview witH
siDi yaHya tunis,

minister of tourism anD cultural affairs 
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In addition to beauty, we offer diversity and 
competitiveness in our tourism industry, as well 
as a well-organised and safe environment. In 
fact, Sierra Leone is considered the most peaceful 
country in the West African region. As an added 
bonus, the people of Sierra Leone are very kind, 
gentle, hospitable and open-minded. Taking all 
of this into account, I am confident that we have 
what it takes to become a tourism powerhouse 
in the region.

 
LE: Sierra Leone has made some significant 
progress in recent years. However, the country 
still has a lot to do in terms of eradicating 
poverty and inequality. To what extent can 
the tourism sector contribute to solving these 
social problems?

SYT: I think tourism can make a big contribution 
to the overall development of the country by 
generating income for the nation, and providing 
employment and business opportunities for the 
people. We are working towards a very sustainable 
tourism product that will address a problem we 
see in society today. 

At the moment, many people are migrating 
from rural to urban areas because they believe 
all economic opportunities are to be found in the 
big cities. We would like to demonstrate that by 
creating opportunities where people live, they can 
enjoy sustainable and independent lives without 
moving to urban centres. 

Our country’s most beautiful attractions are 
in rural areas and I believe that, by creating 
opportunities in those remote areas we can 
convince people to stay and not only create better 
lives, but also contribute to the development of 
all parts of the country. 

black johnson beach near freetown, with pristine sands framed by tropical plants and mountains

we hope to increase our tourist arrival numbers, 
provide more employment opportunities for our 
people and increase our annual tourism revenues 
by 50% to USD 60 million.

LE: Lonely Planet once ranked Sierra Leone 
as one of the top ten places to visit in the 
world. What makes Sierra Leone a unique and 
attractive destination? Does the country have 
the potential to become a tourism powerhouse 
in the West African region?

SYT: In the past, our country has suffered from 
negative associations. From the civil war to the 
blood diamond scandal and the recent Ebola 
outbreak, Sierra Leone has traditionally been 
viewed through a negative lens. However, I believe 
we have much more to offer and these narratives 
are not a full representation of the country. 
Thankfully, public opinion is changing and even 
international communities now realise the power 
and beauty of our country.

we have actively engaged with large 
airlines to encourage them to fly to Sierra 

leone. This approach has had a very 
good effect. our visitor arrival numbers 

went up from 24,000 visitors in 2015 to 
74,000 in 2016. we expect these figures 

to rise further in 2017.”
sidi yahya Tunis, minister of Tourism and Cultural affairs 

tourism
sidi yahya tunis, minister of tourism and cultural affairs 
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- Pl aces to go, tHings to Do -

seafooD on tHe beacH
Florence’s Resort, familiarly known as Franco’s, 
is a small hotel in an impeccable beach inlet 
and is renowned for its delicious seafood 
cuisine and Italian dishes. It lies half an hour 
from Freetown city centre and five minutes 
from the adjacent beaches of River Number 
Two and Tokeh. 
Peninsula Road, past Lakka Beach, Freetown
Telephone: +232 76 744406 /+232 77 366366

a slaP-uP meal in freetown
Mamba Point Lagoonda is one of the smartest 
restaurants in Freetown. It has a terrace 
with sea views and serves a mix of sushi, 
Mediterranean, Japanese and Lebanese food 
with gluten-free options too. You can also enjoy 
a curry buffet at the weekend. An ideal choice 
for business meals. 
53 Cape Road, off Aberdeen Road, Freetown 
Telephone: +232 99 100100

business bruncH in tHe city 
The Deck restaurant at Radisson Blu Mammy 
Yoko Hotel offers excellent local food, seafood 
and international cuisine, and the steak comes 
particularly recommended. The buffets are also 
top notch with The Deck hosting the first ever 
Sunday buffet brunch in Freetown. This place 
is perfect for business meals and you can sit 
inside or out. 
17 Lumley Beach Road, Aberdeen, Freetown
Telephone: +232 79 454 000

breaKfast witH tHe locals 
A safe, easy option if you are lingering around 
the financial district looking for breakfast or 
lunch, Crown Bakery in the centre of Freetown 
has been popular with locals for years. Expect 
delicious grills, pizza, pasta, burgers and 
curries, along with pastries and sandwiches to 
take away.
6 Wilberforce Street, Freetown
Telephone: +232 22 223411

west africa’s finest cones
Gigi Bonita’s delicious signature homemade ice 
cream enjoys a certain fame, and the passion 
fruit and lemon sorbet has many fans. 
You’ll find it at the end of Lumley Beach Road, 
just before the golf club.

marKet meanDers
Big Market, or Basket Market, in downtown 
Freetown, is a vast bazaar over two floors, 
selling clothing, bracelets and accessories, 
hand-crafted masks and other souvenirs. Well 
worth a visit. 
On Wallace Johnson Street, open 7am to 7pm 
Monday to Saturday. 
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- Pl aces to go, tHings to Do -

LOGISTICS SERVICES. ANYWHERE.
AYK Group Ltd. 
91 Wilkinson Road, Freetown, Sierra Leone
Tel No: +232 99 604 300
Info@aykafrica.com · www.aykafrica.com 

Our world-class team is on call to provide you with top-quality specialist vehicles including 
private hire. We offer complete turnkey solutions, full logistics support — from vehicles, 
to haulage and machinery — as well as remote location access 

maDe to measure 
Lappa Street is the unofficial title given to a 
road lined with shops selling lappa (a local 
word for fabric). At weekends, cohorts of 
people convene here to buy colourful fabrics by 
the yard, which they will then take to a tailor 
who will turn those fabrics into virtually any 
item of clothing. In downtown Freetown, a 
15-minutes walk from the Big Market — ask 
there for directions.  

some cHimPanzee comPany 
Tacugama Chimpanzee Sanctuary is 40 
minutes from Freetown in the Western Area 
Peninsula National Park. Here, dozens of 
chimpanzees (mostly rescued from illegal 
trafficking) are being cared for and re-educated 
to be freed into the wild. An inspiring and 
entertaining trip out of the city. (www.
tacugama.com)

beacH basics 
Probably Sierra Leone’s number-one tourist 
attraction is its beaches. Many lie just 30-45 
minutes from Freetown, with the most popular 
being River Number Two, Tokeh Beach and 
Lakka Beach. If you go a bit further (two hours 
from Freetown) you’ll find Bureh Beach, which 
is perhaps the only beach for surfing. If an 
amazing sunset as the background to delicious 
lobster for USD 15 a head appeals, none of 
these beaches will disappoint.
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TAXIS
Unless your trip is longer than 
half an hour, you needn’t expect 
to pay more than SLL 20-
30,000 (USD 2.5-4). 

ANTI-MALARIA TABLETS 
Anti-malarials are recommended 
before, during and immediately 
after your stay, as malaria risk is 
high throughout the year in all 
areas. All visitors also need to 
have a yellow fever vaccination 
certificate.

BUSINESS ETIQUETTE 
Appointments must be made in 
advance, you should shake hands 
when meeting someone and when 
saying goodbye, and an exchange 
of business cards is expected.

WEATHER
From April to mid-September, 
the rainy season moves in. 
Weather is normally very 
pleasant following this period 
(approximately 25-33oC).

MONEY
Sierra Leone is mainly a 
cash-based economy, but 
international credit cards can 
be used in some hotels and 
restaurants, and there are 
ATMs in Freetown.

TRAVEL TO AND FROM THE 
AIRPORT
Freetown International 
Airport, known locally as Lungi 
International Airport, is a good 
3.5-hour drive to the capital. 
Taking the ferry is an option; you 
can choose from the Sea Coach, 
Sea Bird, Sovereign Ferries or 
Kissy ferry. Sea Coach will deliver 
you to Pelican Wharf, making it 
the most convenient for many 
hotels, which will offer some form 
of transfer to and from the ferry.

uSEful numbERS / 

POLICE 

019

FIRE SERVICE

999

AMBULANCE 

999

EmbaSSIES

UNITED KINGDOM 

British High Commission Freetown 

6 Spur Road

Freetown

+232 76 541386 /   

+232 78 200190

UNITED STATES 

US Embassy in Sierra Leone

Southridge — Hill Station

Freetown

+232 99 105000

FRANCE 

French Representative Office 

c/o British High Commission

6 Spur Road

Freetown

+232 22 235853 /   

+232 76 802577

GERMANY 

German Embassy Freetown

3 Middle Hill Station

PO Box 728

Freetown

+232 78 732120 /   

+232 76 697645 (Emergency 

calls only)

CHINA

Embassy of the People’s 

Republic of China in the 

Republic of Sierra Leone

Loop Road

Freetown

+232 22 231571

- HelPful Hints -

some guiDance for your visit to sierra leone



Villa 22, OAU Village Hill Station, Freetown
Tel: +232 (0)76603093

info@gentogroup.sl
www.gentogroup.sl

Gento Estate

Beton-Villa

Gento Quarry

Gento Group is one of Sierra Leone’s leading companies in managing complex 
infrastructure projects. We have an excellent reputation in the engineering and 
construction of major national and provincial arterial roads, urban motorways, 
bridges, culverts and road drainages. Our expertise also extends to a whole host 
of urban infrastructure building projects and official government edifices. 

IT IS ONLY IMPOSSIBLE IF YOU THINK IT IS



W E L C O M E  TO
B U S I N E S S  C L A S S

S I E R R A  L E O N E

OUR BUSINESS-CLASS SERVICES AND UPGRADED AMENITIES ARE SPECIFICALLY DESIGNED WITH THE BUSINESS TRAVELLER IN MIND: 
BATHROBES AND SLIPPERS, SATELLITE PROGRAMMING, CLIMATE CONTROL, FREE HIGH-SPEED AND WIRELESS INTERNET, 

A TURN-DOWN SERVICE, A NESPRESSO COFFEE MACHINE, A COMPLIMENTARY MINI BAR AND A DAILY NEWSPAPER. WITH INTERNATIONAL 
SOCKETS AND A WORKSPACE DESK, THE ATTRACTIVE BEDROOMS CREATE THE PERFECT ENVIRONMENT FOR ALL YOUR BUSINESS NEEDS

GUESTS HAVE EXCLUSIVE ACCESS TO OUR STYLISH BUSINESS-CLASS LOUNGE FROM 06:30AM TO 21:30PM, 
WITH RELAXING SEATING AND LOUNGE AREAS IN WHICH TO DINE, MEET, WORK OR CELEBRATE.

 HOTELS DESIGNED TO SAY YES!
Radisson Blu Mammy Yoko Hotel, 17 Lumley Beach Road, Aberdeen, Freetown, Sierra Leone.
T: (232) 79 45 4000, reservations.freetown@radissonblu.com, radissonblu.com/hotel-freetown
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