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Enviable
reputation
is starting
to slide

On a hilltop on the edge
of Dakar, Senegal’s
capital, workmen are
laying the foundations

for a bronze colossus that Abdou-
laye Wade, the president, sees as
a symbol of an “African Renais-
sance”. Designed to rise higher
than the Statue of Liberty, the
sculpture is comprised of a hus-
band and wife holding aloft a
child in a celebratory vision of
the continent’s future.

Senegal, a country of 12m peo-
ple, has spent much of the past
decade building a reputation as a
beacon of democracy and reform
in a neighbourhood blighted by
civil war and stagnation. Enjoy-
ing a high degree of cultural
unity that has reduced the poten-
tial for conflict, Senegal has also
built up one of the region’s most
professional civil services and
accumulated some of the most
educated elites since its day as
the capital of French west Africa
in the early part of the last cen-
tury.

A widespread perception that
the octogenarian president is
grooming his son, Karim Wade,
as successor, a mounting pile of

unpaid bills to the private sector,
crackdowns on the press and a
series of demonstrations sparked
by anger at the soaring cost of
living have fuelled fears that an
increasingly powerful leader is
losing touch.

“The gap between the people in
charge of the state and the popu-
lation is getting wider,” says
Hamadou Tidiane Sy, an inde-
pendent journalist, voicing a sen-
timent expressed by many Sen-
egalese. “The sense of frustration
is growing.”

Such concerns contrast with
the bullish attitude of investors,
drawn mainly from Dubai and
India, who are planning projects
in infrastructure and mining
worth billions of dollars. On a
smaller scale, many Senegalese
are returning to open small busi-
nesses after spending years
building up capital with jobs
abroad. Dakar boast some of the
best telecommunications services
in Africa.

The banking sector, too, is
attracting a procession of
foreign entrants keen to tap the
lively informal economy and
use Dakar as an anchor for
regional expansion. Attijariwafa
Bank, one of Morocco’s leading
banking groups, is in the process
of acquiring Compagnie Bancaire
de l’Afrique Occidentale (CBAO)
to create one of the biggest banks
in the west Africa. “Senegal is
a virgin market,” says Abdelkrim
Raghni, CBAO’s director general.

“As soon as the private sector
gets going, the country can
be the dragon of the region.”

Pledges of big foreign invest-
ments in infrastructure and min-
ing could eventually help wean
Senegal off its dependence on the
troubled mainstays of fishing and
groundnut farming. Tourism,
which is still relatively undevel-
oped, could play a bigger role. So
far though, the economy has
struggled to deliver the kind of
expansion needed to alleviate
widespread deprivation.

The country has achieved
growth in gross domestic product
of about 5 per cent for the most
of the past few years, but a better
performance will be needed to
provide real opportunities to the

57 per cent of Senegalese who
live in poverty. Each year, thou-
sands board rickety boats to
make the dangerous passage to
Spain’s Canary Islands, hoping
the European Union will provide
the hope they have lost at home.
A generation of musicians blend-
ing the liquid sounds of djembe
drums with hip-hop beats are giv-
ing voice to the discontent, some
winning world acclaim with lyr-
ics designed as a wake-up call to
their leaders.

Mr Wade, who has played a
prominent role in regional poli-
tics and as an advocate for Africa
on the global stage, already
appears to be looking to his leg-
acy. The “African Renaissance”
statute rises above a strip of new

coastal road in Dakar that has
given the wealthier parts of the
city a more modern feel. Plans by
Dubai investors to pour more
than a $1bn into a new port and
free trade zone could start to
realise the government’s plans of
turning the city into a regional
economic hub.

Such grand schemes seem far
removed from the more immedi-
ate preoccupationover who will
emerge as Mr Wade’s successor
when he steps down in 2012. Most
Senegalese are convinced that Mr
Wade is grooming his son to suc-
ceed him. Already, Karim Wade’s
growing role in government
affairs has led to

Investors are bullish
but there are fears the
president is losing
touch. Matthew Green
and Christopher
Thompson report

On the ball: this contestant is out to beat France in a recent petanque competition. Some bankers think Senegal could be a regional star, once the private sector gets going AP
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