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GABON

BACKGROUND: Gabon gained independence from France in 1960 and was ruled by Omar Bongo for more 
than 40 years until his son, Ali Bongo Ondimba, became president in 2009. Opposition leaders accused 
the Bongo family of electoral fraud to ensure dynastic succession. In 2011, Bongo’s Gabonese Democratic 
Party took 95 percent of the seats in parliamentary elections that were boycotted by the opposition. 
Bongo secured his second seven-year term in heavily disputed August 2016 elections. Despite abundant 
natural wealth, poor fiscal management and overreliance on oil have stifled the economy. Power cuts and 
water shortages are frequent. Due to the oil wealth of a few, Gabon has one of Africa’s highest average per 
capita incomes, but most Gabonese are poor.

Gabon’s economic freedom score is 58.0, making its economy the 
109th freest in the 2018 Index. Its overall score has decreased by 0.6 

point, with lower scores for property rights, government integrity, and 
fiscal health offsetting improvements in investment freedom, govern-
ment spending, and labor freedom. Gabon is ranked 13th among 47 
countries in the Sub-Saharan Africa region, and its overall score is above 
the regional average but below the world average.

The government is trying to reduce Gabon’s economic reliance on oil, 
rebuild financial buffers eroded by the global oil price slump, and make 
major structural reforms such as curtailing public spending, reducing tax 
exemptions, and improving tax administration to improve the business 
climate and generate economic growth. Recent increases in economic 
freedom have benefited relatively few. The regulatory structure remains 
highly bureaucratic, and the rule of law is weak.

NOTABLE SUCCESSES:
Fiscal Policy, Government Spending, 

and Monetary Stability

CONCERNS:
Rule of Law, Financial Freedom, and 

Business Freedom

OVERALL SCORE CHANGE 
SINCE 2014:

+0.2

POPULATION: 
1.9 million

GDP (PPP): 
$35.9 billion
2.3% growth in 2016
5-year compound 
annual growth 4.3%
$19,056 per capita

UNEMPLOYMENT: 
18.5%

INFLATION (CPI): 
2.1%

FDI INFLOW: 
$703.2 million

PUBLIC DEBT: 
62.0% of GDP
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(–3.8)(+3.6)(–2.7)(–4.2)(+1.1)(–6.0)

Contracts and laws protecting property rights 
are not strongly enforced, although the recording 
system for securing an interest in property is reliable. 
Gabon adheres to African Intellectual Property 
Office laws and has acceded to other international 
intellectual property agreements. The judiciary 
is inefficient and not independent. Corruption is 
rampant, and officials can demand bribes or engage 
in other corrupt practices with impunity.

The top individual income tax rate is 35 percent, and 
the top corporate tax rate is 30 percent. Other taxes 
include a value-added tax. The overall tax burden 
equals 21.2 percent of total domestic income. Over 
the past three years, government spending has 
amounted to 22.6 percent of total output (GDP), 
and the budget balance has shifted from a surplus 
to a deficit. Public debt is equivalent to 62.0 percent 
of GDP.

Gabon lacks clearly established and consistent 
processes for entering the market, and businesses 
face bureaucratic delays, high production costs, a 
small domestic market, and poor infrastructure. 
Labor laws are rigid. The government is considering 
reinstating fuel subsidies to preserve social stability, 
and the state continues to influence prices through 
subsidies to state-owned enterprises.

Trade is significant for Gabon’s economy; the 
combined value of exports and imports equals 68 
percent of GDP. The average applied tariff rate is 
14.5 percent. Nontariff barriers impede some trade. 
Government openness to foreign investment is 
above average. The underdeveloped financial sector 
remains state-controlled. Credit costs are high, and 
access to financing is scarce. The state-owned devel-
opment bank controls long-term lending.
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