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Completion Report 
 
Background 
 
New technologies are a powerful financial inclusion accelerator (while also inducing new threats). 
‘Digital’ financial inclusion involves using digital instruments and processes to reach financially 
excluded and underserved populations with a range of formal financial services suited to their needs, 
delivered responsibly at a cost affordable to the customer and sustainable for the providers. This 
digitization process is transforming the whole financial sector industry: banks and MFIs have to adapt 
(by offering “basic” or “simplified” transactional account for payments, transfers, and value storage 
via mobile device or payment card plus point-of-sale (POS) terminal) while new entrants are raising 
including mobile network operators (using mobile phones to deploy e-money activities, including cash 
in, cash-out, transfers); non-bank non-MNO e-money issuers and Fintech companies offering 
innovative products and services. Digital financial services (DFSs) refer to broad range of financial 
services accessed and delivered through digital channels, including payments, credit, savings, 
remittances (including cross boarder remittances in the case of WAEMU) and insurance. The DFS 
concept includes mobile financial services. 
 
All these players use new instruments such as digital transactional platforms, mobile devices, big 
data, artificial intelligence, blockchain and “smart contracts”. These technologies, however, face the 
common threat of cyber-insecurity and makes the DFS industry and its customers uniquely vulnerable 
to breaches in IT security networks, forcing the regulatory agencies to strike a balance through a set 
of laws and regulation that enables innovation while ensuring safe services for customers. 
 
WAEMU Context 
 
Low financial inclusion indicators in the WAEMU are closely linked to poor penetration and effective 
usage of digital financial services (DFS). In 2017, access to transaction accounts reached an average 
of 35 percent throughout the sub-region according to latest Findex, standing lower than SSA (43 
percent) and global (69 percent) averages. Access to transaction accounts also places WAEMU behind 
neighbor countries: Ghana (57.7 percent) and Nigeria (39.7 percent). Specifically, WAEMU countries 
face some disparities, with Cote d’Ivoire, Burkina, Senegal and Togo ranking above 40 percent as 
opposed to Mali (35.4 percent), Benin (38.5 percent) and Niger (15.5 percent) which rank the lowest. 
While the adoption of digital payment instruments has steadily grown in the past five years, with 
mobile money growing from 11 million accounts in 2013 to 62 million accounts in 2018, actual usage 
of DFS such as transfers, bill payments, digital credit, savings and insurance is still limited in the 
WAEMU, as illustrated by the percentage of adult population having made or received a digital 
payment (31 percent vs an SSA average of 34.4 percent in 2017).  Only 4.7 percent of the individuals 
owning a transaction account in the WAEMU have paid a bill using a mobile phone versus 7.8 percent 
in Ghana for example. WAEMU region also ranks lower than comparator countries in terms of 
digitization of government payments: only 6.6 percent of the individuals owning a transaction account 
in the WAEMU declared having received a government payment through an account (versus 10.8 
percent in Ghana). Large amounts of funds from retail public expenditures and tax collection are still 
processed in cash throughout the WAEMU despite the 2002 regulation mandating digitalization of 
government payments.  
 
Remittances represent an important influx of funds for the region but are not fully leveraged for 
financial inclusion. Remittance inflows to WAEMU countries have been increasing over the past 
decade in all countries, except for Cote d’Ivoire and Guinea-Bissau where they are stable. Remittances 
are of critical importance to Senegal and Togo where they account for over 9 percent of the GDP. 
France, Italy and Spain are the most important corridors of inter-region remittances to WAEMU, while 
some intra-African regional corridors also see very large inflow toward WAEMU countries (especially 



Nigeria and Ghana). Remittance prices for WAEMU vary, some corridors are still very costly, with 
remittances from Nigeria as one of the most expensive corridors for WAEMU, despite a significant 
decrease in prices in the past 2 years. These high fees have contributed to the rise of informal transfer 
solutions (transport companies and Hawala), particularly for regional and domestic remittances.  
 
Critical divides also persist between rural and urban areas and between men and women. In most 
WAEMU economies, there is a disconnect between urban and rural areas in terms of transaction 
account ownership: 33 percent of adults living in rural areas hold a transaction account, versus 39 
percent in the urban areas. This disconnect does not only reflect the nature of the agriculture sectors 
across the WAEMU (subsistence farming, lower literacy levels, poor connectivity), it is mainly due to 
high transaction costs to the formal financial sector to reach out to these remote populations (which 
in turn limits the opportunities to access to financial services, increase sector productivity and create 
jobs). Furthermore, the gender gap in transaction account ownership in the WAEMU, ranging from 
8pp in Senegal to 20pp in Mali and Benin, is much larger than many other SSA countries (almost null 
in Kenya and Mauritius). 
 
Summary of the activities conducted 
 
The project (WAEMU DFS Policy Dialogue) aimed at initiating a policy dialogue with WAEMU 
authorities and member states in order to identify the key bottlenecks causing these critical gaps, 
both at national and regional levels. During this dialogue, the Bank team and the WAEMU authorities 
agreed that low DFS penetration and poor usage of transaction accounts in the WAEMU mainly 
resulted from: 
 
• An inadequate legal and regulatory framework. Adopted by the CoMs in 2010, the banking and 

micro-finance laws fail to fully take into account critical innovations in the financial sector, mainly 
on agent banking and Fintech.  In WAEMU, the lack of conducive regulation on agent banking 
explains the low level of financial services access points per 1,000 km2 (ranging from 0.13 in 
Niger to 4.4 in Togo, i.e. a distance of 28 km in average for 1 access point per 1,000 km2). Despite 
important demand potential in a region of more than 120 million inhabitants, Fintech companies 
have barely emerged.  Other legal improvements are needed to mitigate new risks associated 
with increased use of digital technology by consumers of financial services, in particular the cyber 
risk and money laundering. Finally, given the variety and the multitude of stakeholders playing a 
role in the financial inclusion agenda, the region is lacking an ad hoc forum to design and promote 
future legal and regulatory changes as well as policy guidance both at the regional and national 
levels; and 
 

• Weakness of the financial infrastructure and public policies. Key weaknesses of the retail 
payment infrastructure are related to (i) the exclusion of non-bank e-money issuers (including 
subsidiaries of MNOs) that manage more than 24.3 million active transaction accounts across 
the region) and microfinance institutions (serving 15 million clients), (ii) the national treasuries 
do not currently maximize automation and better usage of retail payment systems, (iii) the 
absence of a “Instant payment” capability , bulk payment and interoperable features to facilitate 
the acceptance of digital payments by merchants likely to boost usage by consumers. In recent 
years a growing number of Instant payment systems have been launched, in which funds are 
available to the payee in real time or near real time on as near to a 24/7 basis as possible. This is 
the case in Ghana and Nigeria. Another key bottleneck is related to restrictive access to the 
Unstructured Supplementary Service Data (USSD) codes needed by financial service providers to 
extend service to their clients, using the telecom network. Despite Governments’ effort to open 
access to these codes for institutions such as banks, MFIs and fintech companies, open and 
affordable access remains limited and calls for additional reforms. Lastly, demand side challenges 



related to trust in the financial system and financial education call upon the need for stronger 
public policies across the region to further stimulate DFSs adoption and financial inclusion. 

 
To achieve this consensus, several meetings were held. The policy dialogue was conducted with a 
team of experts in financial inclusion, payment system, financial education, credit bureau, and fintech. 
Between June 2018 and June 2019, several meetings were held at the BCEAO Headquarter (including 
various departments of the Central Bank including the Financial Inclusion Department and the 
Financial Stability Department). 
 
Main outcomes of the project. On that basis, the Bank and the BCEAO prepared a road map of reforms 
aiming at further expanding DFS across the WAEMU (work conducted between June 2018 and June 
2019). This work has materialized in a 15-measure matrix aiming at accelerating the implementation 
pace of the Regional Financial Inclusion Strategy. Later (September 2019), these discussions 
materialized in the preparation of a Regional DPO supporting financial inclusion (P171234 - ongoing). 


