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Tax revenues improved in the first half of 2017, up 36.3 percent from the same
period the previous year.  This reflects more efficient tax collection, particularly of
customs duties, which leaped 26 percent from 2016.  The 39.8 percent rise in the
international price for cashews in 2017 to US$1 950 per ton helped Guinea-
Bissau’s economy.  Specifically, the decline in cashew exports, from 201 921 tons
in 2016 to 192 661 tons in 2017, was offset by a rise in export prices, from CFA
772 per kg in 2016 to CFA 1 100 per kg in 2017.  Cashew export revenues are
expected to grow 31 percent, from CFA 162 billion in 2016 to CFA 212 billion in
2017.6

Political uncertainty continues to dominate economic prospects.  This situation
hinders the business environment and governance and fuels social unrest.  The
country is ranked 176 out of 190 countries in the World Bank’s 2018 Doing
Business report.7

There is no system for housing delivery in Guinea-Bissau.  The land is generally
owned by the council or is inherited by individuals.  Middle income households
purchase plots to construct housing.  Most households live in units that are

Overview
The Republic of Guinea-Bissau is located in West Africa and is bordered by the
Atlantic Ocean, Senegal, and Guinea.  It covers 36 125km2 and has a population
of around 1.9 million which ranks 149th in the world.1 Governance in Guinea
Bissau is challenging.  According to the 2016 Transparency International corruption
perceptions index, the country ranks 168th out of 176 countries.  In 2017, the
country was ranked 43rd out of 54 countries in Africa on the Mo Ibrahim Index
of good and quality governance in Africa.  However, the authorities have
announced holding parliamentary elections in November 2018 and reopening the
National Assembly, which will hopefully lead to the stabilisation of the political
situation and the growth of the economy.2

Guinea-Bissau’s economy remains fragile: 69 percent of the population lives below
the poverty threshold and the recurrence of power outages has triggered riots
and unrest.  Notwithstanding the economic and socio-political climate, 2016 was
an exceptional year for cashew sales and there was a notable expansion in the
harvest of food crops (8.9 percent).3 Economic growth nevertheless dipped
slightly from 5.8 percent in 2016 to an estimated 5.5 percent in 2017 and is
projected to remain at 5.5 percent in 2018.  Growth in 2017 was driven mainly
by food crop production (which grew 8 percent, up from 5.6 percent in 2016)
and the fishing industry (which grew 9.5 percent, up from 9 percent in 2016).  In
the secondary sector, construction grew 16.6 percent in 2017 following a sharp
downturn of 17.8 percent in 2016.  In the tertiary sector, retail was up 8.9 percent
in 2017.  On the demand side, the key determinants of GDP growth in 2017 were
personal spending, public investment, and exports.  These reflect situational factors,
such as the rise in the price of cashews.4

Public finances improved in 2017.  The budget deficit (including grants) halved,
from four percent of GDP in 2016 to two percent in 2017, mainly reflecting the
increase in tax revenues from CFA 66.1 billion ($105.6 million) in 2016 to CFA
79.9 billion in 2017.  Inflation as measured by the consumer price index was
estimated at 2.3 percent in 2017—well below the ceiling of 3 percent.  Total
outstanding public debt (domestic and foreign) is expected to be 43.3 percent of
GDP, down from 47.3 percent in 2016, well within the West African Economic
and Monetary Union (WAEMU) ceiling of 70 percent of GDP.  The current
account was in surplus in 2016 (2.2 percent) and 2017 (2.8 percent), due to a
trade surplus of 4.6 percent in 2016 and 3.1 percent in 2017.5
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categorised as having adobe (earth) as the predominant building material and the
backlog, in 2015, stood at only 4 000 units.8 The Chinese government had
provided 82 million yuan (US$12.3 million) in funding which will contribute to
Guinea Bissau’s planned construction of social housing in the country’s capital,
Bissau.  Guinea Bissau is also establishing a partnership with Moroccan property
developers for the construction of buildings of up to floor fours, also in the
Bissalanca area.9

Access to finance 
Guinea-Bissau joined the WAEMU in 1997 and shares a common Central Bank,
the Central Bank of West African States, and a common bank regulatory and
supervisory authority, the West Africa Monetary Union Banking Commission, with
the seven other WAEMU countries (Benin, Burkina-Faso, Cote d’Ivoire, Mali, Niger,
Senegal, and Togo).10

The financial system remains undeveloped and offers limited coverage.  It includes
five commercial banks with 22 branches, which hold 94 percent of the country's
financial assets, although this represents less than 1 percent of total assets in
WAEMU's banking sector.  In fact, the banking penetration rate in 2015 was
8.8 percent, with 26 counters and 42 automated teller machines (ATMs).  The
number of commercial bank branches per 100 000 adults was 2.5 in 2015, a figure
that had remained constant from 2013.  The figure for ATMs per 100 000 adults
was at 3.67 in 2013, an increase from 1.36 in 2010.11 Credit to the private sector
expanded by 10.6 percent in 2016, driven by the strengthening of economic
activity.12 Credit extension has continued to be concentrated in commerce,
construction, and manufacturing, which together accounted for about two-thirds
of total credit.13

There are various reasons for the under-banking, among which is a youthful
population (40 percent younger than 16 years old), poverty (approximately 69
percent of the population lives below the poverty line), poor financing of the
economy by banks, a difficult business environment, and continuing political
instability.14

In June 2017, Guinea Bissau had six microfinance institutions across the country,
accounting for four percent of all establishments of this type in WAEMU.  The IMF
network counted approximately 10 000 customers, and 17 points of service.  The
credit offered by the IMF was CFA 131 billion in June 2017, while deposits
amounted to CFA 215 billion.  This data demonstrates the limited scope of the
microfinance sector and show the poor financial inclusion in the area.15

Private insurance companies and a semi-autonomous public pension fund, the
National Institute of Social Security, account for most of the rest of the formal
financial system.  Informal financial structures exist, and cater for poorer sectors,
especially people in rural areas and some small entrepreneurs.  Guinea-Bissau has
access to the regional securities exchange, the Bourse Régionale des Valeurs
Mobilières, established in 1998 and based in Abidjan.  However, none of its 39 listed
companies are from Guinea-Bissau.16

Access to financial services in Guinea-Bissau is low compared to its regional
neighbours.  On average, only 89.46 of every 1 000 Bissau Guineans held deposit
accounts in commercial banks, the second lowest among WAEMU members after
Niger (48.87), as reported by the IMF Financial Access Survey in 2015.  Mobile
money remains marginal in the country.  There were only 236 active mobile money
accounts in the country in 2014, which equated to 0.22 accounts per 1 000 adults.
Nonetheless, 36 percent of Bissau Guineans has access to a mobile connection
serviced by two national providers.  That is approximately half the Sub-Saharan
average, and presents significant room to expand the country's mobile money
services.  Developing mobile financial services could help widen financial
inclusiveness for the unbanked population in the country, especially in rural areas.17

The banking sector is stable; it lends only to a small section of the economy and
is relatively risk averse, with credit risk perceived as being high.  The four banks
have increased their loans outstanding, from CFA 25.76 billion (US$ 43.7 million)
in 2010 to CFA 62.6 billion (US$ 106 million) in 2015.  Most of these loans are
short- or medium-term, with just CFA 646 million (US$ 1.1 million) categorised
as being long-term.  At the same time, deposits held by the banks have increased,
from CFA 54 billion (US$ 92 million) in 2010 to CFA 114 billion (US$ 195

million).18 Private sector loans accounted for the largest share of assets at over
55 percent each year since 2010.  Liquid reserves were the lowest share of assets:
10 percent each year since 2013.  Foreign assets accounted for 21 percent of the
total in 2015 – down from 40 percent in 2010 – while loans to Guinea Bissau's
government leapt from 0.38 percent of assets in 2010 to 10 percent by 2014 and
26 percent a year later.

Data available on mortgage finance is limited.  In December 2014, banks were
lending at an average prime rate of 9.5 percent and as of 31 December 2016, the
commercial bank prime lending rate was 15 percent,19 though these numbers are
not related to mortgages.  For mortgages, the interest rate was 9 to 11 percent
in 2015, according to the Branch Chief of Ecobank Headquarters in Bissau.
Mortgages available are restricted to medium and high-income households, and
those who have a warranty or an employment contract of 10 years, the typical
term of a mortgage.  For all commercial banks, repayments for loans granted will
be a maximum of 33 percent of an employee’s salary.  Some people manage to
build their homes using this type of loan, with loan values varying from CFA 3 to
5 million (US$5 464 to US$9 107).  This depends on the nature of their
employment contract, with the yearly renewal of the loan at the beginning of each
year allowed (some organisations will provide a four or five-year contract,
depending on the length of time needed to develop projects).  According to
information gathered at Orabank, there are plans, still subject to research, to
expand the provision of mortgage finance to large segments of the population.  If
a mortgage market were to develop, banks in Guinea-Bissau would have access
to Caisse Regional de Refinancement Hypothecaire-UEMOA (CRRH-UEMOA),
the regional mortgage refinance facility.  It appears that housing microfinance is
limited, with the formal microfinance sector accounting for CFA 71 million
(US$129 318) in outstanding loans in March 2016, from CFA 84 million
(US$152 996) in 2014, and CFA 265 million (US$482 668) in deposits, also in
March 2016, from CFA 207 million (US377 027) in 2014.20 There is a small
microfinance sector with 18 licensed institutions.  However, only five are
operational, and they provide limited financial services.21

The Catholic Relief Services is implementing a Savings and Internal Lending
Communities project to help community members to form groups, pool their
savings and make loans.  This allows people to access affordable financial services.22

In terms of construction finance, banks do not cater to the construction of new
units.  Only 2.8 percent of loans in 2016 were allocated to the building and
construction sector.23

Affordability
In addition to the constraints in accessing housing finance, Guinea-Bissau has low
levels of affordability because of the high level of poverty in the country as well
as the country’s low GDP per capita: 58 percent of households earn below
US$2 400 a year, according to data from the Canback Global Income Distribution
Database.24 Household income is heavily dependent on cashew and rice
production, the income from which is volatile because of international prices and
local weather.  With little productivity growth in the country, it is unlikely that most
households will be able to afford formal houses constructed by formal developers
(that may cost CFA 93 474 013,65 or approximately $162 000),25 and would be
better served by the provision of housing microfinance.  

Government initiatives to improve housing conditions were under way but have
been interrupted.  In the past, whatever units constructed by the government
were allocated by assessing applicants or by using a lottery system.  There was a
commission responsible for evaluating the allocation of houses and assessing
specific household needs, although housing was predominantly awarded to war
veterans or civil servants.  There are some private developers working in the field
but the houses that they construct tend to be for rental purposes, serving
employees from international organisations.  The monthly rents in these
developments can range between CFA 500 000 and 1 000 000 (US$910 and
US$1 821).  Similar units for sale are available for between CFA 18 million to
50 million (US$32 785 to US$91 069).  

Housing supply
It is estimated that there is an urgent need for 4 000 homes throughout the
country.  The 2009 census26 showed that 73 percent of  households were
recorded as owning their houses, while 19 percent of households live in private
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rental.  The numbers for Bissau were different: 3.8 percent of households lived in
public rental stock, 46.4 percent in private rental, and 42.7 percent owned their
houses.  The census recorded 176 500 households (compared to 267 293
households estimated by C-GIDD in 2016), 89.1 percent of which resided in
precarious housing.  In cities, 78.6 percent of households lived in precarious
housing, and in Bissau only 24.5 percent did.  The UN-Habitat State of African
Cities Report 2014, the latest report of the series, states that 83.1 percent of
urban households live in slums.27 In urban areas, 28.2 percent of households live
in one-bedroom units, compared to 9.8 percent in rural areas (17.7 percent
nationally).  The trend is the same for two-bedroom units (27.7 percent of urban
households, against 16.5 percent of households in rural areas), but changes from
three-bedroom units onwards — 43.8 percent of urban households live in units
with three bedrooms or more, compared to 74.3 percent of rural households.28

There is no system for housing delivery in Guinea-Bissau and the housing backlog
in 2015 stood at only 4 000 units.29 The Chinese government had provided CNY
82 million (US$12.3 million) and part of this fund will be allocated to finance the
social housing project under construction in Guinea-Bissau.  China will start with
the construction of 250 homes in a first stage, but the goal is to reach 1 000.  The
plan includes two-bedroom, three-bedroom and four-bedroom homes to be built
in the Bissalanca area, next to Bissau’s international airport.  Guinea Bissau is also
establishing a partnership with Moroccan property developers for the
construction of buildings of up to floor fours, also in the Bissalanca area.30

Most households (76.3 percent) live in units that are categorised as having adobe
(earth) as the predominant building material, with a further 14.5 percent of
households living in units categorised as reinforced adobe.  A further 5.4 percent
(10 percent of urban households) live in units constructed using cement-blocks.
In urban areas, 84,3 percent of households live in units that have zinc roofs
(57.6 percent nationally), while 60,3 percent of households have straw roofs in
rural areas (36,9 percent nationally).  

Approximately 110 million people currently live in the WAEMU region; over the
next twenty years, an additional 100 million more will be born.  Most of them will
be urban dwellers, as the area is experiencing rapid urbanisation of approximately
3.41% a year.  Some 800 000 new housing units are needed every year to address
the housing shortage; WAEMU banks only issue about 15 000 new mortgages
per year.31

The social housing project funded by China, as highlighted above,  aims to address
the chronic housing shortage by expanding access to long-term housing finance
for households with modest and irregular incomes.  This goal will be achieved by
lengthening the term of mortgage loans, currently at 7-8 years on average, to
15 years and beyond.32

Funding from the World Bank's International Development Association (IDA) will
be channelled from the West African Development Bank, also known as Banque

Ouest  Africaine de Développement (BOAD), to CRRH-UEMOA, to facilitate
about 50 000 new mortgages and to leverage much greater amounts of
investment into affordable housing through the bond-raising activity of CRRH-
UEMOA.33

IDA financing along with investment from the International Finance Corporation,
another part of the World Bank, into CRRH-UEMOA will strengthen the business
model and the ability to mobilise long-term resources to expand affordable
housing finance to the benefit of WAEMU households.  The US$155 million
package consists of an IDA scale-up credit of US$130 million to BOAD, the first
IDA scale-up facility credit to a regional organisation, and a US$25 million regional
IDA grant to the WAEMU.34

Property markets 
Guinea-Bissau is improving the real estate business environment.  The introduction
of regulations which govern the licensing and functioning of credit bureaus in the
member states of WAEMU  and a new credit bureau has improved its credit
reporting system.  A new conciliation procedure for companies in financial
difficulties and a simplified preventive settlement procedure for small companies
has also made resolving insolvencies easier.  Additionally, Guinea-Bissau made
transferring property easier by lowering the property registration tax.35

The latest reform has resulted in Guinea-Bissau bettering its Doing Business
registering property ranking, from 150 in 2016 to 149 in 2017 and now down to
126 in 2018.  The cost remains 5.5 percent of the total cost of the property to
register a property, however it now involves five (from eight last year) procedures
and takes 48 days, down from 51 days last year.36

Policy and regulation
Though there are several laws in place to govern its ownership, land is
predominantly accessed outside of Bissau in accordance with traditional practices.
Both traditional practices and a 1975 law do not provide for freehold ownership,
only usufruct rights.  Law 4 of 1975 stipulates that “all the land of the national
territory … is part of the public domain of the State and cannot be reduced to
private property.” National laws do allow for concessions of up to 90 years, though
there is no standard process of securing a concession.  Efforts to finalise a new
land law, the 1998 Land Law of Guinea Bissau, which should improve security of
tenure, have stalled, with the law still awaiting adoption.  Considering that most of
the real property rights in the country have not formalised under the form of
concessions, acquiring a concession of Right of Private Use is complex and
expensive.37

The country’s land regulations include the Law of 23 April 1998, which regulates
land-use planning and rational exploitation of land;38 the Act No. 6/73 approving
the Overseas Land Act of 13 August 1973 regulates the right of use of public and
private lands of the overseas territories;39 Norms No. 9/11/1992 approving Legal
and Fiscal Regime for Land Occupation;40 and the Law of 6 January 1967.41
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The ambiguity from the current land regulatory framework presents a number of
challenges for housing finance.  Firstly, the national laws allow for concessions of
up to 90 years, and this is not good for the long-term investments.  Secondly, the
laws state that land is property of the government and its expropriation is allowed
only under concession or authorisation granted by the government; in this regard
land tenure is not secured as government may expropriate it without
compensation at any time.  Again, in terms of long-term finance (e.g. a 30 years
mortgage), this is a real challenge.  Finally, the protection of property rights is
extremely weak in the country, because judges are poorly trained, poorly paid,
influenced by the executive, and subject to corruption and this is not good for
long-term housing finance because in cases of dispute there is no efficient judiciary
system to turn to. 

Traditional practices prevail in most rural areas, and those who live in urban areas
often bring judicial disputes to traditional counsellors to avoid the official system’s
costs and bureaucratic impediments.  The police often resolve disputes without
recourse to the courts.42

Opportunities 
Guinea-Bissau shows much promise, despite the political instability.  The
improvement in ease of starting a business is a result of the establishment of a
one-stop shop which eliminated the requirement for an operating license and
simplified the method for providing criminal records and publishing a registration
notice.  The recent establishment of a commercial court and the one-stop shop
for business registration suggests that there is the will to make the necessary
reforms.  The stabilisation of the banks, which has lowered their non-performing
loan rates and seen them seize collateral, is a sign that the financial sector is better
equipped to expand access to finance.  As part of WAEMU, Guinea-Bissau has a
low inflation rate and low forex risk, providing a sound foundation for future
investment.

Transferring property has become easier because of reduced property registration
tax and an increased number of notaries dealing with property transactions.43

These reforms can catalyse economic growth, which would likely increase housing
affordability.  A property market boom is expected in the near future as the
country and region experience a rapid urbanisation rate of around 3.41 percent
a year. 

Despite an infamous black market and other obstacles that threaten to destabilise
the country’s economy, Guinea-Bissau has strong potential to enhance the
livelihoods of its poorest communities through its vast supply of natural resources.
The country is blessed with weather that promotes the growth of cash crops and

the production of mineral resources.44 Furthermore, with the introduction of
regulations which govern the licensing and functioning of credit bureaus in the
WAEMU member states and an improved credit reporting system, households
will more easily access loans for housing and other purposes. 
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