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ONE OF THE LEAST COMMITTED WEST AFRICAN 
COUNTRIES TO REDUCING INEQUALITY 

SIERRA LEONE

Promising steps have been taken 
to fight inequality: spending on 
public services has increased, as 
have the top Personal Income Tax 
(PIT) rate and the minimum wage, 
while new steps are being taken 
to improve tax collection, 
including cracking down on 
unnecessary tax incentives.

Sierra Leone went into COVID ill-prepared 
with social protection reaching only 6% of 
the population. However, it responded 
rapidly and significantly to COVID, increasing 
spending by 11% (or 2.9% of GDP) to support 
health, social protection and small farmers.

Since making primary education free in 2018, 
spending has risen dramatically, but only 1% 
of poorest children complete secondary 
schooling.
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Sierra Leone went into COVID ill-prepared with 

social protection reaching only 6% of the 

population. However, it responded rapidly and 

significantly to COVID, increasing spending by 

11% (or 2.9% of GDP) to support health, social 

protection and small farmers.

Since making primary education free in 2018, 

spending has risen dramatically, but only 

1% of poorest children complete secondary 

schooling.
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Government has committed to increase 

corporate tax collection and clamping down 

on tax evasion but reliance on taxing the 

poorest is not helping to reduce inequality 

significantly.

Rural poverty is twice as high as urban 

poverty, and food insecurity remains very 

high.

Debt will rise to 79% of GDP in 2020[i]– 

from 72% in 2019[ii] – as a result the 

COVID shock reducing growth and 

increasing borrowing to finance COVID 

response.

Performs badly on protecting workers 

rights, and tackling wage inequality – 

coming near the bottom (14th) in ECOWAS + 

[15 ECOWAS countries plus Mauritania]

 and in Africa (38th).

~ OUT OF 15 ECOWAS MEMBER STATES + MAURITANIA   #OUT OF 46 COUNTRIES (NOT ALL COUNTRIES HAVE DATA AVAILABLE)

SCORE ON THE CRI INDEX: 

ECOWAS+ AND AFRICA WIDE RANKS
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DEBT AND THE ROLE 
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FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS

2021 Budget Speech at https://mof.gov.sl/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Budget-Speech-and-Profile_2021.pdf

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/dsa/pdf/2020/dsacr20116.pdf
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Government has committed to increase 

corporate tax collection and clamping down 

on tax evasion but reliance on taxing the 

poorest is not helping to reduce inequality 

significantly.

Performs badly on protecting workers rights, 

and tackling wage inequality – coming near 

the bottom in ECOWAS+ (14th) and in Africa 

(39th).

LABOUR RIGHTSTAXATION

AGRICULTURE

DEBT AND THE ROLE 

OF INTERNATIONAL 

FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS

Rural poverty is twice as high as urban 

poverty, and food insecurity remains 

very high.

Debt will rise to 79% of GDP in 2020[i]– from 

72% in 2019[ii] – as a result the COVID shock 

reducing growth and increasing borrowing to 

finance COVID response.
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Sierra Leone has the seventh lowest inequality in ECOWAS +[15 ECOWAS countries plus 

Mauritania], but this is still affecting growth negatively, and has risen slightly recently. In 

spite of recent improvement, it is 145th of 158 countries in the CRII, 38th of 46 in Africa and 

13th in ECOWAS +. It scores especially badly on public services and labour rights.

Sierra Leone has sharply increased education and health spending in recent years, but 

these and especially social protection spending remain far too low to allow universal 

secondary school completion, health care access or social protection. As a result, they are 

not reducing inequality enough. Sierra Leone has a progressive income tax system but a 

regressive VAT, and lacks inheritance, gift or wealth taxes. Though rising, its tax collection 

remains low, mainly as a result of tax exemptions and dodging, and is not reducing 

inequality significantly. Labour policies are strong on union rights, but women’s rights are 

very poor; the minimum wage is high but poorly enforced, and 90% of workers are 

informally/vulnerably employed without and rights. Government spending in agriculture is 

too low, debt service is dramatically crowding out SDG spending, and COVID-19 response has 

tackled inequality only by increasing social protection coverage.

To achieve its ambitious goals in National Development Plan (MTNDP 2019-23), Sierra Leone 

will need to accelerate anti-inequality efforts by: i) spending even more especially on social 

protection and health to reach universal coverage; ii) making its tax system reduce 

inequality by making VAT less regressive, introducing inheritance and gift taxes, cutting 

income tax exemptions and fighting tax dodging; iii) enhancing women’s labour rights, 

enforcing its minimum wage and extending rights and social protection to informal and 

vulnerable workers; and iv) receiving broader debt relief to free funds for anti-inequality 

spending.  

CRI INDEX COUNTRY PROFILE

Sierra Leone has the seventh lowest inequality in ECOWAS+1, but this is still affecting growth 

negatively, and has risen slightly recently. In spite of recent improvement, it is 145th of 158 

countries in the CRII, 39th of 47 in Africa and 13th in ECOWAS+. It scores especially badly on 

public services and labour rights.

Sierra Leone has sharply increased education and health spending in recent years, but these 

and especially social protection spending, remain far too low to allow universal secondary 

school completion, health care access or social protection. As a result, they are not reducing 

inequality enough. Sierra Leone has a progressive income tax system but a regressive VAT, and 

lacks inheritance, gift or wealth taxes. Though rising, its tax collection remains low, mainly as 

a result of tax exemptions and dodging, and is not reducing inequality significantly. Labour 

policies are strong on union rights, but women’s rights are very poor; the minimum wage is high 

but poorly enforced, and 90% of workers are informally/vulnerably employed without labour 

rights. Government spending in agriculture is too low, debt service is dramatically crowding 

out SDG spending, and COVID-19 response has tackled inequality only by increasing social 

protection coverage.

To achieve its ambitious goals in National Development Plan (MTNDP 2019-23), Sierra Leone will 

need to accelerate anti-inequality efforts by: 

i)  spending even more especially on social protection and health to reach 

universal coverage; 

ii) making its tax system reduce inequality by making VAT less regressive, 

introducing inheritance and gift taxes, cutting income tax exemptions and 

fighting tax dodging; 

iii)  enhancing women’s labour rights, enforcing its minimum wage and extending 

rights and social protection to informal and vulnerable workers; and 

iv)  receiving broader debt relief to free funds for anti-inequality spending.  
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SCALE OF INEQUALITY  

Sierra Leone has the seventh lowest inequality in West Africa whether measured by its Gini 

coefficient (0.357) or its Palma Ratio between top 10% and bottom 40% of incomes – 1.5. 

Nevertheless, its Gini coefficient remains well above the level assessed by the IMF as affecting 

growth negatively (0.27), so inequality needs to be reduced in order to accelerate growth. 

While Sierra Leone made major progress on reducing inequality between 2003 and 2011, 

driven by migration to urban areas and levelling-up of wages, it rose during 2012-18. 1 

Action is needed to stop growing concentration of income in the top 10%, from 42% in 2011 

to 46% in 2018.2  

1

KEY POLICIES TO FIGHT INEQUALITY 

– LESSONS FROM THE CRI

The third edition of the CRI Index ranks 158 governments on their commitment to reducing 

inequality. It measures their policies in three areas proven to reduce inequality significantly: 

1) Public services (health, education and social protection); 2) Taxation; and 3) Workers’ rights. 

2

SCORE ON THE CRI INDEX: GLOBAL, ECOWAS+ AND AFRICA WIDE RANKS

ECOWAS+ INDEX SCORE ~ #11 #10 #14 #13

#38 #31 #39 #39

#146 #99 #148 #145

AFRICA INDEX SCORE #

OVERALL INDEX SCORE *

* OUT OF 158, ~ OUT OF 15 ECOWAS COUNTRIES PLUS MAURITANIA  #OUT OF 46 COUNTRIES (NOT ALL COUNTRIES HAVE DATA AVAILABLE)

PUBLIC SERVICES PILLAR TAX PILLAR AVERAGE RANKLABOUR RIGHTS PILLAR

1 SCALE OF INEQUALITY

2 KEY POLICIES TO FIGHT INEQUALITY – 

LESSONS FROM THE CRI

Sierra Leone has the seventh lowest inequality in West Africa whether measured by its Gini 

coefficient (0.357) or its Palma Ratio between top 10% and bottom 40% of incomes – 1.5. 

Nevertheless, its Gini coefficient remains well above the level assessed by the IMF as affecting 

growth negatively (0.27), so inequality needs to be reduced in order to accelerate growth. 

While Sierra Leone made major progress on reducing inequality between 2003 and 2011, driven 

by migration to urban areas and levelling-up of wages, it rose during 2012-18.2 Action is needed 

to stop growing concentration of income in the top 10%, from 42% in 2011 to 46% in 2018.3  

The third edition of the CRI Index ranks 158 governments on their commitment to reducing 

inequality. It measures their policies in three areas proven to reduce inequality significantly: 

1) Public services (health, education and social protection); 2) Taxation; and 3) Workers’ 

rights. 
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In April 2018, Sierra Leone’s newly elected president, Julius Maada Bio, made tackling inequality 

and taxation the hallmark of his campaign.4  Since then, some promising steps have been taken: 

spending on public services has increased, as have the top Personal Income Tax (PIT) rate and 

the minimum wage, and new steps are being taken to improve tax collection, including cracking 

down on unnecessary tax incentives. Sierra Leone’s CRI ranking has therefore improved and is 

expected to improve further, but from a low base, leaving it 145th globally, and 13th in ECOWAS+. 

Much more can be done and this profile identifies the key policy measures to be taken.

2a  PUBLIC SERVICES PILLAR

On public services, Sierra Leone ranks very low, and while it has been increasing spending 

recently, these have not yet translated into high access for the poor.

• EDUCATION

Since making primary education free in 2018, and committing to universal secondary education, 

spending has risen dramatically: but after reaching the Education for All benchmark of 20%, it 

has fallen back to 17%. There remains a large mountain to climb to allow the poorest children to 

complete secondary schooling (currently only 1% do).

• HEALTH

Health spending has trebled since 2010, but is still at only 11% of the budget – well below the 

Abuja commitment of 15%. More is needed, given that only 40% of Sierra Leonians have access 

to universal health services and are paying high out-of-pocket spending.

• SOCIAL PROTECTION

Social protection spending is very low, and suffered small cuts pre-COVID. Pension coverage 

is very low at 2% and only 6% of the population has any social protection. A national social 

protection strategy is needed for concerted action on spending and coverage.

• IMPACT ON INEQUALITY

Overall, public services spending is estimated to be reducing inequality by only 6% (0.02 Gini 

coefficient), which places Sierra Leone third from bottom in ECOWAS+.
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2b  TAX PILLAR

 

On tax, Sierra Leone does better than some of its peers in ECOWAS+ (10th) and Africa (31st). 

However, there are clear areas for extra action, particularly on improving tax collection.

• PROGRESSIVE TAX SYSTEM

Sierra Leone performs well on tax policies “on paper”, though only 6th in ECOWAS+ and 13th in 

Africa. This reflects a CIT rate of 30% - slightly above the ECOWAS+ average of 27.8% - and a 

relatively progressive PIT system with a top rate of 35%. However, the system is made more 

regressive by a Goods and Services Tax which fails to exempt all basic food to reduce the tax 

burden on the poorest. The capital Freetown recently implemented a progressive property tax,5  

but there are no inheritance, gift or wealth taxes.

• TAX COLLECTION

On tax productivity Sierra Leone performs much worse – mainly due to low corporate tax 

collection. This leaves it with a tax-GDP ratio of only 12% in 2019, leaving the government 

starved of vital resources to invest in public services. But the government has committed to 

driving up revenue collection, by renegotiating mining, construction and telecommunication 

contracts to end exemptions, and clamping down on tax evasion by mining companies.6 

• IMPACT ON INEQUALITY

Due to reliance on collecting Goods and Services Tax, and low income tax collection, Sierra 

Leone’s tax system is not helping to reduce inequality significantly.

2c  LABOUR RIGHTS PILLAR

Sierra Leone performs badly on protecting workers rights, and tackling wage inequality – 

coming near the bottom (148th) globally, in ECOWAS+ (14th) and in Africa (39th).

• LABOUR RIGHTS

On the labour rights – freedom of association and collective bargaining rights – Sierra Leone 

scores relatively well, with scores improving between 2015 and 2017. 

• WOMEN’S LABOUR RIGHTS

Women workers are particularly badly protected in Sierra Leone: there are no equal pay laws; 

laws to prevent gender-based discrimination in the workplace; or adequate laws against rape.
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• MINIMUM WAGE

Sierra Leone, however, does very well in terms of minimum wage legislation (ranking 11th 

globally) because it has been increasing minimum wages sharply for several years. It has 

also been investing more funds in minimum wage enforcement. 

• COVERAGE OF WORKERS’ RIGHTS

In spite of these protections in law, 90% of the population have no formal contracts and 

labour protections, because they work in the informal or vulnerable jobs. These groups are 

particularly full of women. 

• INEQUALITY OF WAGES

Sierra Leone ranks 146th globally on wage inequality, with minimum wages still too often 

going unenforced and top wages rising sharply in the formal sector. 
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3 OTHER POLICIES IMPACTING INEQUALITY IN SIERRA LEONE

FIGHTING INEQUALITY THROUGH INVESTMENT IN SMALLHOLDER FARMERS 

Agriculture has risen sharply as a share of GDP since 2002, and now represents 54%,7 and 

57% of the labour force.8 Rural poverty is twice as high as urban poverty,9 and food insecurity 

remains very high.10 In 2014 West African countries recommitted to the Comprehensive Africa 

Agricultural Development Programme (CAADP), which called for governments to increase budget 

allocations to the sector to at least 10%. Sierra Leone commits only 5.45%, ranking it 6th in 

ECOWAS+.

FIGHTING INEQUALITY IN THE TIME OF COVID-19

Sierra Sierra Leone went into COVID ill-prepared. In spite of rising health spending in recent 

years, only 40% of citizens were covered by universal health services as COVID hit. It 

implemented strict initial anti-COVID measures including border closures and quarantines, 

as well as a partial lockdown, which have been gradually eased. As a result, the health 

consequences of COVID have been limited, with only 6396 cases and 121 deaths, though both 

have been rising faster in 2021.11   However, its vaccine programme is moving extremely slowly, 

with only 236,000 doses given by October 13, enough to vaccinate only 1.5% of the population.12   

As with most low-income countries, this largely reflects the failure of the international 

community to supply sufficient doses. 

On the other hand, the economic impact of COVID has been severe, with real GDP falling by 

2.2% in 2020, compared with recent growth averaging 4.5%.13  Only 1 in 10 Sierra Leonians were 

protected by workers’ rights (the 8th worst globally), and social protection reached only 6% of 

the population. As a result, the pandemic has hit the poorest harder, with the proportion of the 

population in poverty estimated to have risen from 57% to 59%, reversing recent declines.14 

However, Sierra Leone responded rapidly and significantly to COVID, planning to increase 

spending by 11% (or 2.9% of GDP) to support health, social protection and small farmers, and 

actually spending 3.5% of GDP in 2020. This notably allowed it to boost social protection, 

providing cash transfers to 661,000 people or 9% of the population, and to transfer twice as 

much per month as the pre-COVID level. It is currently planning on spending 0.8% of GDP in 

2021, largely on accelerating its vaccination programme.15

DEBT AND THE ROLE OF IFIs



/// 10 

DEBT AND THE ROLE OF IFIs

 

In 2019, public debt was 72% of GDP, of which 44.2% was external.16 The COVID shock reduced 

GDP growth and increased borrowing to finance COVID spending and budget financing gaps. 

As a result, debt has risen to 74% of GDP in 2020.17  Debt servicing was 21% of government 

revenues in 2019, twice as high as health spending and 8 times social protection. In 2021 the 

IMF is forecasting that it will peak at 66% of budget revenue in 2023, four times education 

spending and seven times health spending.18  Because Sierra Leone has not been borrowing on 

international bond markets, it has opted for debt relief. It is participating in the G20 Debt Service 

Suspension Initiative (DSSI) which will reduce its service by around 10%19,  and from service 

cancellation by the IMF.20  However, the relief so far falls well short of needs, and debt service 

continues to crowd out anti-inequality spending massively, requiring further action.

What has been the role of the international financial institutions, charged by the G20 with 

leading the global financial response to the pandemic? The IMF has been supportive of 

increased health and social protection spending, and disbursed US$143 million under the Rapid 

Credit Facility. The World Bank has provided around US$50 million in budget support and health 

sector loans. 

However, beyond temporary increases in spending on health and increasing social protection, 

there has been virtually no analysis of the impact of spending or other policies on inequality. 

The IMF’s broader Extended Credit Facility programme which has continued during this period 

has supported higher tax revenues and education and health spending, but not analysed 

other policies for their impact on inequality. The World Bank’s systematic country diagnosis 

and broader lending programme have also not tackled inequality. Indeed, according to the 

latest forecasts from the IMF, the COVID response is already being unwound, and Sierra Leone 

will be cutting its spending by a cumulative 4% of GDP between 2022 and 202621,  which will be 

disastrous for achieving its national development goals and the SDGs. This austerity needs to 

be avoided, and much more attention needs to be paid to measures to fight inequality as Sierra 

Leone recovers from COVID, or the country will never achieve the goals set out in the National 

Development Plan. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Sierra Leone’s recent policy shifts to reduce inequality – increasing spending on public 

services, the minimum wage, and progressive tax collection – need to be reinforced by 

further actions. Based on the areas where the CRI Index points to clear action, Sierra Leone 

should:

PUBLIC SERVICES

• Increase education spending to 20% of the budget, using this extra money to deliver on 

the commitment to free primary school and to universalise secondary school.

• Continue to increase health spending to meet the 15% Abuja commitment, to make sure 

universal coverage expands dramatically, and eliminate very high out of pocket spending. 

• Increase social protection spending sharply to reach universal coverage by 2030, not just 

of pensions but for children, the disabled, the unemployed and other vulnerable groups.

TAX

• Make the tax system less regressive by increasing VAT exemptions for basic goods, 

introducing inheritance and gift taxes, and exploring prospects for a wealth tax.

• Continue to Increase tax collection sharply by reviewing and ending tax exemptions and 

deductions for corporations and wealthy individuals, and clamping down on tax dodging.

LABOUR

• Dramatically improve labour rights (equal pay, non-discrimination and rape law) for 

women.

• Continue to increase the minimum wage, and ensure it is implemented by all companies.

• Extend worker’s rights and social protection to workers in informal/vulnerable 

employment.



DEBT AND THE IFIS

• Continue to advocate more comprehensive debt relief, so as to free up massive 

amounts of money for anti-inequality spending.

• Ensure that the IMF and World Bank place fighting inequality at the heart of all their 

policy recommendations and together with other experts conduct comprehensive 

analysis of the impact of all proposed policies on reducing inequality in line with 

the government’s priority. 
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From 2003 to 2011 it went from 0.39 to 0.34 in 2011 – in 2018 this had risen to 35.7.  
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?end=2018&locations=SL-ZG&most_recent_value_desc=true&start=2003 

Sierra Leone medium-term National Development Plan (2019 – 2023) at https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2019/07/09/Sierra-Le-
one-Economic-Development-Documents-National-Development-Plan-2019-23-47099

https://wid.world/country/sierra-leone/ 

https://www.ictd.ac/blog/freetown-new-property-tax-system-quintuple-revenue/ 

See also http://slconcordtimes.com/oxfam-igr-release-national-report-on-inequality/

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS?locations=SL 

ILOSTAT data for 2017. https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/country-profiles/ 

https://www.aym-inc.org/data-analysis-shows-poverty-trends-in-sierra-leone/

Data from https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/covid-vaccine-tracker-global-distribution/ as at 13 October 2021.

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2021/08/12/Sierra-Leone-Third-and-Fourth-Reviews-Under-the-Extended-Credit-Facility-Ar-
rangement-463809 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/dsa/pdf/2020/dsacr20116.pdf

See https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/977131623908125668/pdf/Sierra-Leone-2021-Economic-Update-Welfare-and-Poverty-Ef-
fects-of-the-COVID-19-Pandemic.pdf 

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2021/08/12/Sierra-Leone-Third-and-Fourth-Reviews-Under-the-Extended-Credit-Facility-Arrange-
ment-463809 
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