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SIERRA LEONE

BACKGROUND: Sierra Leone became independent from the U.K. in 1961. A devastating civil war in the 
1990s killed thousands and displaced about a third of the population. Opposition candidate Ernest Bai 
Koroma of the All People’s Congress, elected president in 2007 in Sierra Leone’s first peaceful transition 
of power, won reelection in 2012. Gem-quality diamonds account for high rates of economic growth and 
nearly half of exports, but Sierra Leone remains extremely poor, and many people depend on subsistence 
agriculture. Damage to the country’s institutions has hindered development of its substantial mineral, 
agricultural, and fishery resources. The 2014 Ebola epidemic in West Africa killed nearly 4,000 of Sierra 
Leone’s people, and the country was not declared Ebola-free until 2016.

S ierra Leone’s economic freedom score is 51.8, making its economy 
the 151st freest in the 2018 Index. Its overall score has decreased 

by 0.8 point, with steep declines in fiscal health and property rights 
outweighing higher scores for the government integrity and judicial 
effectiveness indicators. Sierra Leone is ranked 33rd among 47 coun-
tries in the Sub-Saharan Africa region, and its overall score is below the 
regional and world averages.

The government is trying to improve Sierra Leone’s legal framework, 
tax administration, and public debt management to address pervasive 
corruption. Other structural weaknesses also strain the fragile economy. 
Growth is hampered by a restrictive regulatory environment, inade-
quate infrastructure, and weak enforcement of contracts. Protection of 
property rights is nearly nonexistent. The financial system remains in 
post–civil war recovery mode and lacks the capacity to provide suffi-
cient credit for the entrepreneurial business activity needed to reduce 
dependence on diamond production.

NOTABLE SUCCESSES:
Trade Freedom

CONCERNS:
Rule of Law, Regulatory Efficiency, 

and Financial Freedom

OVERALL SCORE CHANGE 
SINCE 2014:

+1.3

POPULATION: 
6.4 million

GDP (PPP): 
$10.8 billion
4.9% growth in 2016
5-year compound 
annual growth 5.0%
$1,672 per capita

UNEMPLOYMENT: 
3.0%

INFLATION (CPI): 
11.3%

FDI INFLOW: 
$516.0 million

PUBLIC DEBT: 
53.4% of GDP
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20.060.069.469.530.551.3

65.989.879.922.029.633.6

(No change)(No change)(No change)(–1.6)(+0.8)(+1.7)

(–10.3)(–0.4)(–1.4)(+3.1)(+2.6)(–3.8)

The constitution protects property rights, but the 
legal framework functions ineffectively. There is no 
land titling system. The judiciary has demonstrated 
a degree of independence, but low salaries, police 
unprofessionalism, and a lack of resources continue 
to impede judicial effectiveness. Corruption remains 
endemic at all levels of government, and perceptions 
of corruption in Sierra Leone are among the highest 
in Africa.

The top individual income and corporate tax rates 
are 30 percent. Other taxes include goods and 
services and interest taxes. The overall tax burden 
equals 14.5 percent of total domestic income. Over 
the past three years, government spending has 
amounted to 18.4 percent of total output (GDP), and 
budget deficits have averaged 4.2 percent of GDP. 
Public debt is equivalent to 53.4 percent of GDP.

Business freedom is held back by inadequate infra-
structure, such as power and roads. In 2016, Sierra 
Leone made starting a business easier by reducing 
registration fees. The labor force is informal and 
lacking in specialized skills. Approximately 90 per-
cent of laborers work in the informal sector, mostly 
in small-scale agriculture. The government reduced 
fuel and electricity subsidies in 2017.

Trade is significant for Sierra Leone’s economy; the 
combined value of exports and imports equals 77 
percent of GDP. The average applied tariff rate is 
10.3 percent. Nontariff barriers impede some trade. 
The government does not screen foreign investment, 
but the inadequate rule of law still discourages long-
term investment. The state controls the majority 
of bank assets, and much of the population lacks 
access to banking services.
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