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As Senegalese voters prepare to cast their vote for the next president 
in February 2019, a common refrain on the streets of Dakar is “we 
can’t eat economic growth”. This reflects growing frustration with 
the gap between Senegal’s relatively high GDP growth – driven by 
investment into emergent sectors like oil and gas – and the lack of 
improvement in the prospects and livelihoods of most voters. 

We expect the incumbent President Macky Sall to win a second term 
in office when Senegal goes to the polls, but this central scenario is 
increasingly attributable to the absence of a strong opposition and 
alternative leadership, rather than to Sall’s popularity or first term 
record.  

Senegal in depth:  
You can't eat  
economic growth



Senegal under Macky Sall 
Economic growth for the past year was impressive, reaching 

just under 7%. Consensus forecasts for 2018-2021 anticipate 
GDP growth of 6% on average. Senegal’s economy is more 
diversifi ed than many of its oil or mining-dependent neighbours, 
and recent good weather has boosted agriculture’s contribution 
to overall growth. Yet unemployment remains high among the 
burgeoning youthful population, particularly outside the Dakar 
region, and per capita income is below regional averages 
(over the past decade, annual GDP has jumped from $11bn to 
$16bn, up from just $4.7bn in 2000, while GNI per capita has 
declined from $990 ten years ago to $950 today, according to 
World Bank fi gures).

Many are therefore questioning where the benefi ts of the 
country’s much-publicised economic growth are to be found. 
Few believe that earlier pledges by Sall to reduce corruption 
have translated into real changes to the opaque way in which 
politicians and business interests interact, fuelling cynicism 
over how the country is run, and over the prospects for change 
that would benefi t the broader population. While street-level 
discontent is unlikely to threaten the country’s long record of 
peace and stability in the near term, or indeed to create the 
conditions for electoral violence – not least because no strong 
organising force has emerged to harness popular frustrations 
into a movement – we do view it as challenge to social stability 
in the medium-term (next 3 to 5 years). As one Senegalese 
investment advisor observed to our team: “With a fast-growing 
population, youth unemployment, and frustrations at a lack 
of improvement in people’s lives, I think unrest and protests 
become inevitable – maybe not today or tomorrow, but at some 
point, those frustrations will boil over.”

Plan Sénégal Emergent 
Sall’s fl agship economic development strategy, the Plan 

Sénégal Emergent (PSE; Emerging Senegal), seeks to address 
the lack of inclusive growth. The PSE has high-level political buy-
in with a coordinating body overseen directly by the Presidency. 
While resources have indeed been invested in the plan’s four 
target sectors (energy, agriculture, ICT, and infrastructure), the 
initiative has yet to deliver meaningful impact in terms of job 
creation or improved livelihoods. 

An exception is the energy sector, where targeted 
investment is translating into a signifi cant reduction in power 

blackouts – a perennial challenge in Senegal in recent decades 
– through the rehabilitation of old power plants and the 
development of new power projects. For investors, this has 
been a particularly welcome development, helping to reduce 
the cost of production in energy-intensive industries. 

By contrast, high profi le infrastructure investments such as 
the vast new Blaise Diagné International Airport and the nearby 
construction of a new satellite city, Diamniadio, present a more 
tenuous link between public investment and socioeconomic 
development goals.
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Insight: Security in Senegal 
Senegal faces two distinct security risks. The first – and lesser 

- threat is from separatist forces in the southern Casamance 
region. The Movement of Democratic Forces of Casamance 
(MFDC), which calls for independence for the Casamance 
region, has maintained a decades-long, low-level insurgency in 
the south of Senegal. Violence has largely waned since a lasting 
ceasefire agreement was signed in 2014, and MFDC does not 
pose a significant threat beyond the Casamance. However, it 
remains a reputational blemish and has hampered economic 
growth in the region.

The greater, and credible, threat is from Islamic extremists 
– predominantly those based in neighbouring Mali. Senegal’s 
Sufi tradition (notably the traditional and widely revered 
‘Marabout’ Sufi leaders), as well as investments in the security 
services made under Sall, combined with improved regional 
police cooperation, have mitigated the risk of an attack to date.  
The collaboration and coordination of the Marabouts, who 

control a wide-reaching grassroots network, with the Senegalese 
state security apparatus has seemingly proven useful in 
identifying potential extremists with terrorist links. However, 
there is a sense of inevitability regarding a one-off terrorist attack 
in one of Senegal’s cities, most likely Dakar. 

Vulnerability to potential terrorist activity led by Islamist 
militants is also created through the (region-wide practice) of 
sponsorship by Saudi Arabia, Iran, and other organisations in the 
Gulf States for studies by thousands of young Senegalese men 
every year at Qaranic schools in these countries, where they are 
exposed to more fundamentalist – and sometimes Wahhabist 
– interpretations of Islam. Increased instability and violence in 
Mali, and Senegal’s renewed relations with France – a specific 
target for Al-Qaeda affiliates in the Maghreb – also marginally 
increase the threat level. In April 2018, Al-Qaeda in Yemen’s 
weekly al-Massar newsletter named Senegal as one of several 
current targets because of its close relationship with France. 

Oil, politics, and civil society
The nascent upstream oil and gas sector has game-

changing potential, with offshore discoveries over the past 
two years totalling over 4.5bn barrels of oil equivalent, 
and major international oil companies (IOCs) engaged in 
a flurry of exploration activity in the Senegal basin. If project 
development plans proceed on schedule, offshore production 
in the SNE deepwater oil field is expected to begin in 2021 
with an initial target range of 75,000 to 125,000 barrels of oil 
per day (bopd), rising to 140,000 at peak production. Located 
100km south-west of the Dakar peninsular, the SNE field is the 
largest oilfield discovered worldwide since 2014, yet it is not 
the most significant development in Senegal’s nascent oil and 
gas sector. A separate petroleum system, the Greater Tortue 
Complex, straddles the maritime boundary with Mauritania to 
the north, and is estimated to hold more than 25 trillion cubic 
feet of gas, sufficient to underpin a multi-billion dollar liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) facility. 

Macky Sall has taken a personal interest in the sector, 
partly driven by his background as a geologist, and partly by 
his recognition of the transformative potential of the sector, 
which will be a key aspect of his political legacy. If Sall and his 
successors are able to successfully harness revenues from oil 
and gas, direct them towards critical public investment needs, 
and ensure that the spending is conducted transparently and 
accountably, the oil and gas sector could propel Senegal 
towards its goal of becoming a middle-income country by 
2035. 

The risk, however, is that lessons are not learnt from the 
experiences of resource-dependent regional neighbours, such 
as Nigeria and Angola, and the proceeds instead serve the 
narrowly-defined interests of Senegal’s political and business 
elite. In such a scenario, instability and sustained, widespread 
protests become credible – early, small-scale protests have 
already been seen in Dakar and the northern coastal town 
of Saint Louis, calling for transparency in the management 
of this highly emotive sector. Managing expectations for the 
timeframe within which Senegal’s extractive sector will deliver 
benefit to the wider population will be critical to controlling the 
latent social discontent. 

In the country’s favour is its vibrant civil society, which 
provides an outlet for dissenting views and criticism of 
the government, as well as a ready partner for dialogue in 
consultative processes led by the government. Some observers 
have been disconcerted by the recent apparent crackdown 
on freedom of expression which included the arrest and 
imprisonment of key opposition figure and former Mayor of 
Dakar, Khalifa Sall, and his close associate, Barthélémy Dias. 

Although recent tensions between the leaders of the 
opposition Parti Socialiste (PS) led to Khalifa Sall’s expulsion 
from the party in December 2017, both Khalifa Sall and 
Barthélémy Dias remain influential figures in the youthful faction 
of the PS; supporters of Khalifa Sall still use the PS insignia and 
name at meetings. This youthful faction is pushing for the PS to 
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Insight: The Marabouts: political leverage for commercial advantage 
The leaders (or ‘Marabout’) of the Mouride Sufi 

brotherhood wield major political influence in Senegal. In 
recent years Senegalese commentators and analysts have 
noted a creeping “politicisation” of all the Sufi brotherhoods 
in Senegal, particularly the Mouride. As Sheikh Abdoul Ahad 
Mbacké Gaindé Fatma, the great-grandson of the Mouride 
founder, stated in 2012: “a politician who is not on good terms 
with Touba [the holy city of the Mouride] cannot govern this 
country.” 

The Mouride marabouts have extensive economic interests 
and are active, either directly or indirectly, in most economic 
sectors, particularly agriculture and import/export businesses. 
The related wealth partly accounts for the loyalty shown to 
Mouride marabouts who invest in the provision of schools and 
other social services that are inadequately funded by the state. 

The marabouts’ leverage of their political influence to 
support their commercial interests demonstrates the nature of 
the political patronage networks that investors in Senegal have 
to negotiate.  

Mouride marabouts are active at all levels of the 
Senegalese economy - from running stalls in Dakar’s markets, 
to influencing the award of lucrative construction contracts.  
They are particularly active in the groundnut (or peanut) 
sector, where traditionally they used their political influence 
to secure their commercial interests. In the 1970s-80s, 
marabouts forced the state groundnut board to double prices 
for producers by stalling production as global groundnut 
prices rose. This manipulation of policy continues today.  
As a result of the marabouts’ political weight their farms receive 
a disproportionate quota of subsidised inputs.   

field its own presidential candidate for the 2019 elections. The 
party’s old guard, however, takes a more expedient line and 
has decided to continue to support Macky Sall and remain in 
government as a minority party in the ruling Benno Bokk Yakaar 
(BBY) coalition.

Prior to his arrest, Khalifa Sall had become a liability to Macky 
Sall, as the only credible alternative candidate presenting a 
genuine threat to his ability to secure a second term. Dias, as a 
vocal supporter of Khalifa Sall, also had the ability to mobilise 
significant youth support. Officially, Khalifa Sall was imprisoned 
on charges of embezzlement and misappropriation of funds 
while serving as Mayor of Dakar, and Dias on charges of 
contempt of a magistrate and calling for insurrection. 

Changes made in April to the electoral code, which require 
all presidential candidates to secure signatures of support from 
1% of registered voters in each of Senegal’s 14 regions, were 
also seen as electioneering by Sall. Critics saw the revisions as 
an attempt to ensure Sall’s victory in the presidential elections 
by identifying opposition supporters, and reducing opposition 
from smaller low-budget campaigns who would be unable 
to meet qualification requirements. The National Assembly 
approved the changes amidst public protests, which saw the 
arrest of three opposition leaders, who were subsequently 
released. 

Whether or not these moves represent a game-changing 
constriction of the space for opposition and civil society in 
Senegal is debatable. We believe not, for now. Few political 
observers in Dakar consider these moves a departure from the 
norm. Similar actions were observed under Sall’s predecessor, 

Abdoulaye Wade, as well as Abdou Diouf before him, with arrests 
of opposition figures, attempts to amend the constitution, and 
other forms of meddling intended to improve their chances 
of re-election. However, there is a cautionary lesson for 
incumbents who seek to exploit their position of incumbency 
to excess: in 2012, mass protests ultimately pushed Abdoulaye 
Wade, who had been seeking a third term, out of office.  
It seems the Senegalese electorate has a tolerance threshold 
for political manoeuvring, which incumbent presidents are 
well advised not to cross. It appears that Sall, through these 
recent actions, has been testing the waters to see how much 
politicking he can get away as we approach the 2019 polls. 

With Khalifa Sall out of the race, imprisoned and ineligible to 
run, there is no clear contender to challenge Macky Sall in 2019 
who can draw on a comparable base of influential financial and 
political support, has the ability to mobilise voters en masse, 
and has a compelling alternative agenda to attract disillusioned 
voters. For these reasons, a victory for Macky Sall in the first 
round of voting remains our central scenario for the February 
2019 poll. It is unlikely, though not impossible, at this stage 
that a new, viable candidate will emerge and gain sufficient 
momentum to change this scenario.

If the main opposition parties made a collective decision 
to unite behind one candidate, and run an aligned umbrella 
campaign, the potential to unseat Sall would increase 
significantly. However, time is running short for such alignment 
to emerge. The opposition remains disunited and disorganised, 
and leading opposition candidates, such as Idrissa Seck, have 
failed to establish a credible agenda or campaign, instead 
responding opportunistically to the news cycle to gain airtime.
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What to expect in the coming 
months 

Investors in Senegal should expect a 6-12 month period of 
slowdown in the business of government, as electioneering 
takes priority, unless investments offer an opportunity for a 
short-term win from the perspective of the Presidency in a key 
sector, such as those prioritised under the PSE or in politically 
strategic regions (e.g. St Louis and Touba). Given the strong 
likelihood of a second term for President Sall, we expect to see 
a high level of continuity from a policy perspective, as well as in 
the staffi ng of technocratic positions.

Spending has increased in the run-up to the election, with 
investments in high visibility infrastructure improvements and 
other campaign-related spending, resulting in more liquidity 
in the market. We expect a period of fi scal consolidation and 
lower liquidity post-election, as purse strings tighten. While 
Senegal’s public debt levels remain manageable, they are 
growing, and merit watching as an indicator of medium-term 
economic stability.

In a second Sall term, we anticipate a heavy focus on the 
development of the oil and gas sector, which may come at the 
expense of progress in other sectors. There is a precedent for an 
increase in corruption levels under second term presidencies 
in Senegal, which was particularly prominent under Abdoulaye 
Wade. We view this as a credible development under a second 
Sall term also, though corruption risk is unlikely to prove an 
unsurmountable obstacle to doing business in Senegal. Global 
companies that have successfully built businesses in Senegal 
while operating a zero-tolerance anti-corruption policy have 
typically invested in building strong stakeholder relationships 
with local and national level decision-makers over a sustained 
period, based on a strong understanding of the benefi ts that 
the investment brings to these groups and their communities.

Despite the shifting sands in Senegal, the country remains 
one of the largest regional markets, is broadly stable and safe, 
and open to investment. The electoral period is most likely 
to feature low-level, short-term protests, with stability quickly 
returning. This stability and tradition of peaceful transitions of 
power sets Senegal apart in the region, helping the country 
to maintain its position as an attractive investment destination 
within the wider West African region.
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