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INTRODUCTION

UNDP Sierra Leone is collaborating with the Economics Association of Sierra Leone (EASL) , the
Ministry of Planning and Economic Development, the Ministry of Finance, the International
Growth Centre (IGC) and other UN agencies and partners, to host a policy conference aimed at
generating development intelligence and knowledge to inform Sierra Leone’s transformation
journey and economic resilience building.

The Conference is planned under the theme Options for Sustainable Development Financing for
Sierra Leone Amidst the Evolving Global Uncertainties, will be held on the 7" - 8™ October 2025
in Freetown, Sierra Leone. It will spotlight financing and the local and global financing landscape
to help the country to navigate existing and emerging challenges to help raise development
resources for Sierra Leone.

The conference contributes to the implementation and attainment of the Sierra Leone’s
development aspirations outlined by the Medium-Term National Development Plan (MTNDP)
2024-2030 to accelerate transformation and foster human capital development, food security
and jobs creation.

DEVELOPMENT FINANCING LANDSCAPE IN SIERRA LEONE

Mobilizing financing is central to the government’s efforts of achieving the development
aspirations and accelerating economic transformation. With the shrinking donor space and
limited capacity of the government to collect revenue, the fiscal space is overstretched, making
it difficult to meet the financing needs per time. This is further exacerbated by the recent global
shocks and existential macroeconomic challenges which further eroded opportunities to access
financing for developing economies such as Sierra Leone.

Public finance dominates Sierra Leone’s financing landscape. Tax and non-tax
revenue are the primary revenue source for the government expenditure, making
70% of total domestic revenue, and 8% of GDP. This is far below the expected
threshold and regional averages, and it fails to meet the financing needs of the
country increasing the country’s reliance on the debt financing and risk exposure.

Public debt is high but deemed sustainable. While external borrowing is higher,
the cost of domestic debt is high further narrowing the fiscal space and private
sector’s participation. Budget deficits have been largely financed through
borrowing from the domestic financing sector. High debt service repayment,
especially on the domestic debt has created liquidity and solvency challenges,
largely emanating from the low revenue base of the country, as well as high
interest rates.



Private sector access to finance is low. In 2021, about 29% of the adult population
were banked, with more than a quarter of the population saving or borrowing
informally. Mobile money has significantly improved the financial inclusion
landscape, increasing inclusion by more than 50%. Despite this, access to credit
remains low, and the insurance sector is nascent, which highly constrain economic
prospects for growth and private sector investments. The Sierra Leone capital
market is underdeveloped, and the country has not been able to access
international capital markets, further constricting channels for attracting foreign
direct investment flows.

Traditional official development assistance (ODA) is declining. The ongoing
geopolitical conflicts as well as changes in the global development landscape, have
further shrunk the ODA space to developing countries and have raised the stakes
for mobilizing development financing even higher.

As such, intensifying domestic revenue mobilization is paramount to achieve the 5
Big Game Changers for Sierra Leone. This will include strengthening public
financial management strategies, diversifying financing options and adopting more
innovative private sector focused financial instruments, and partnerships with the
private sector.

OBJCTEIVES

The overall objective of the Conference is to mobilize creative solutions and cutting-
edge policy options to assist the country to mobilize sustainable development
financing, with a particular focus on innovative and sustainable sources of financing
to achieve inclusive development goals. The specific objectives of the conference
include:

e Knowledge Sharing: Facilitate dialogue on modern trends and best practices in
development financing, including innovative financial instruments, blended
finance, and impact investing. It will also promote conversations among
researchers, development practitioners, and policymakers to align goals and
initiatives.

» Policy Advocacy: Identify policy gaps and advocate for supportive regulatory
frameworks to promote sustainable and inclusive development financing and
strengthening domestic revenue mobilization.



e Capacity Building: Provide practical insights and training opportunities for
government and other officials working in development finance on integrating
technology and sustainability

e Networking Platform: Foster collaborations between diverse stakeholders to
develop new partnerships and initiatives for development financing and for
continued study and analysis.

e Enhancing research on economic and policy issues to inform and guide
decision-making processes in development finance and other areas.

SUB-THEMATIC AREAS

The conference will invite development practitioners and experts to reflect on the
existing policy and development context and recommend options and opportunities
to optimize domestic and international public and private financing flows and
investments to Sierra Leone. The conference proceedings will focus on the following
thematic areas

e Strengthening domestic revenue mobilization for sustainable development
financing.  Financing gaps for sustainable development, especially for
developing economies, are widening and growing. It is estimated that Sierra
Leone will need more than $2.5 billion to close the existing gaps for financing the
MTNDP 2024 - 2030. Closing these gaps should consider strategies and policy
options that intensify domestic revenue, promote prudent public financing
management and fiscal efficiencies to enhance financing resources for
development. Further, papers should also reflect on how administrative data
may be harnessed to broaden the tax base and unlock opportunities for raising
revenue.

e Constraints and opportunities for raising alternative financing and capital
investment. Although public debt in Sierra Leone, the cost of borrowing
continues to rise, throttling development efforts and ability to finance
sustainable development. According to UNDP, this is attributed to structural
problems (economic, governance and public finances) and low credit ratings,
which lead to high interest costs and limit access to capital markets and equity.
The segment is intended to look at the conditions for reducing the cost of
financing and the role the sovereign credit ratings can play in mobilizing
sustainable financing and foreign direct investment in Sierra Leone.



e Promoting access to finance and financial inclusion for effective private
sector participation and investment. Private sector plays an important role in
creating enabling environment and strengthening markets for development
finance and investment, innovations and transformational changes to support
sustainable development. The evolution of the digital financial platforms,
including mobile money and fintech solutions, has closed some gaps in
financing inclusion, by facilitating financial services to the unbanked. This
segment will explore

e Strengthening domestic revenue mobilization for sustainable development
financing. Financing gaps for sustainable development, especially for
developing economies, are widening and growing. It is estimated that Sierra
Leone will need more than $2.5 billion to close the existing gaps for financing
the MTNDP 2024 - 2030. Closing these gaps should consider strategies and
policy options that intensify domestic revenue, promote prudent public
financing management and fiscal efficiencies to enhance financing resources
for development. Further, papers should also reflect on how administrative
data may be harnessed to broaden the tax base and unlock opportunities for
raising revenue.

e Constraints and opportunities for raising alternative financing and capital
investment. Although public debt in Sierra Leone, the cost of borrowing
continues to rise, throttling development efforts and ability to finance
sustainable development. According to UNDP, this is attributed to structural
problems (economic, governance and public finances) and low credit ratings,
which lead to high interest costs and limit access to capital markets and equity.
The segment is intended to look at the conditions for reducing the cost of
financing and the role the sovereign credit ratings can play in mobilizing
sustainable financing and foreign direct investment in Sierra Leone.

e Promoting access to finance and financial inclusion for effective private
sector participation and investment. Private sector plays an important role in
creating an enabling environment and strengthening markets for development
finance and investment, innovations and transformational changes to support
sustainable development. The evolution of the digital financial platforms,
including mobile money and fintech solutions, has closed some gaps in
financing inclusion, by facilitating financial services to the unbanked. Research
in this segment will diagnose the status of financial inclusion in the country,
identify barriers and opportunities and recommend policy options for
increased access to financial services, targeting private sector participation
and investments for sustainable development.



EXPECTED OUTCOMES

The following outcomes are expected:

e A comprehensive report outlining key findings, policy recommendations, and
emerging trends in development financing.

e Partnerships and collaborative initiatives to address development challenges
through innovative financing mechanisms and instruments.

e Increased awareness of the opportunities for raising development financing for
Sierra Leone, including through innovative financing instruments.

e Improved understanding and coordination among the Government, donors and
the private sector in meeting Sierra Leone’s development financing needs.

TARGET AUDIENCE

The conference targets the following stakeholders:
e Academics and researchers specializing in development finance
e Government of Sierra Leone
e Representatives from multilateral and bilateral organizations
e Central Bank and Private banks officials
e Private sector investors,
e NGOs and civil society organizations working on development issues
e Financial technology innovators and practitioners

EVALUATION OF THE PAPERS

Papers will be evaluated for acceptance based on the following criteria:
» Relevance to the theme
e Quality of research methodology
e Importance of research results and relevance to the development context in Sierra Leone
 Strength of discussion and analysis
e Policy Recommendations

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES

Interested authors should make submissions electronically to sle.policyconference@undp.org
 Only full papers addressing the theme of the conference will be considered for presentation
at the conference.
o Participants and experts submitting papers must adhere to the following submission
deadlines:

e Submission of full papers 21st August, 2025
« Notice of selection of papers and attendance of the conference: 30™ August 2025
o Conference Date: 7" - 8 October ,2025


mailto:sle.policyconference@undp.org

» Papers are to be submitted in English

 All manuscripts should be submitted in PDF format with 1.5 line spacing and should not
exceed 40 pages (not more than 14,000 words), including reference lists, figures, and
tables.

e Papers should include a title page with author/s names, affiliation, and contact
information (email address).
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