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Economic empowerment of women is one of the key pillars of Gender Equality that is 
highlighted in various international instruments on women’s rights to which EAC partner states 
are signatories. The Partner States under Article 121 and 122 of the EAC Treaty recognize 
that, women make a significant contribution towards socio-economic transformation and 
sustainable growth; and, that they make a vital economic link between agriculture, industry 
and trade. All partner states have put in place legal and policy frameworks to enhance the 
status of women; these include national constitutions; National Gender Policies, National 
Vision Statements and Development Plans. Significant progress has been made in Rwanda, 
Tanzania and Uganda towards strengthening the institutionalization of gender planning 
and budgeting, thereby addressing some of the factors that keep women in poverty1. Also, 
several initiatives to avail women credit have been set up by the EAC Partner States, Banking 
Institutions and NGOs. Burundi, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda have made policy and legal 
reforms relating to land ownership thus enabling women to access credit.  Despite all these 
initiatives, the key parameters of women’s economic empowerment which include women’s 
effective participation in agriculture, trade and the labour market are still far from being 
realized. There is need to revisit strategies for prioritizing and implementation of economic 
empowerment of women at policy level, and commitment towards adherence to these by 
partner states.

The Need for revisiting policy and practice 
Since women constitute a bigger percentage of the total population compared to men in 
all partner states, their participation and contribution to economic development must be 
supported so as to realize development at national and regional level.

There is inadequate policy and legal framework to address cultural beliefs and traditions 
that limit women’s participation and contribution to economic development. Women in trade 
and agriculture are particularly negatively affected by gender inequalities in the control over 
resources; particularly land, which is a key asset in accessing credit and at the same time 
serve as a base for food production and income generation. 

1  EASSI 2013
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Limited support towards Women’s participation in Agriculture
Literature indicates that agriculture is the mainstay of all the economies of the EAC partner states 
supporting 70-80% of the rural populations, and contributes 20-40% of to the GDPs of all partner 
states)2; and that women contribute about 70% of agricultural  labour and produce  about 75% 
of all food in the region. Despite these facts, limited investment has been made in boosting the 
sector or the participation of women in agriculture. None of the partner states -with the exception 
of Rwanda- allocates 10% of total government expenditure on the agriculture sector as per the 
Maputo Declaration. 

The active contribution by women in the agriculture sector has not translated into economic 
empowerment- a big percentage of women in all EAC countries live below the poverty line i.e.  (in 
Rwanda, 50%, in Uganda 46% and in Burundi, Kenya, and Tanzania, 33%). More than 50% of the 
population in Burundi is undernourished and the country is listed as having a high level of food 
insecurity as per the 2012 Global Hunger Index. Absence of prioritization of boosting the agriculture 
sector, coupled with limited initiatives to identify and address the constraints that women face 
in their participation and control of proceeds from agriculture has grossly undermined women’s 
economic empowerment. The persistent inequalities include the following:

•	 The land reforms and policy changes by EAC partner States have not effectively addressed 
customs and traditions that undermine women’s legal ownership of land nor provided 
effective ways through which women could access the land market. The land reforms do not 
address gender division of labour in the management of certain crops, plots, and the rights 
of appropriation over produce3.

•	 Women receive only 5% of agricultural training and less than 10% of rural credit yet these 
would help them move out of poverty as well as contribute significantly to national and 
regional development 

•	 Agriculture extension services and its associated technologies are not gender sensitive , 
labour saving techniques that would help reduce the demand for productive and reproductive 
work on women’s time are few4.

•	 Lack of credit facilities, and inaccessibility to extension services contribute to low crop and 
livestock production leading to rampant food insecurity5. 

The Low Status of Women in Employment
•	 Women participation in the labour force in East Africa constitutes over 60% in all the five 

Partner States (81.8%male and 83.2% for Women in Burundi; 90.2% men and 88.1% women 
in Tanzania; 72% men and 62% women in Kenya; 79.3 % men and 75.9% women in Uganda; 
and 85.5% men and 86.5% women in Rwanda6. However, women are largely concentrated 
in “vulnerable” forms of work; and are paid far less wages compared to male counterparts.  

2  EASSI 2013
3  EASSI 2013
4  EASSI 2013
5  EASSI 2013
6  EAC 2015
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•	 Although there are increased opportunities for women to access employment, and earn a 
“salary”, through industrialization in the region, and the re-orientation of export industries 
towards higher value added products, these have not improved household incomes and the 
economic situation of women since the opportunities require high skilled and mobile labour, 
both of which are often lacking among women.

•	 The  GNI per capita (which reflects the average income of citizens in a country) between 
women and men in the five Partner States shows that inequality is highest in Kenya – women 
earn less than men by $ 791, followed by Tanzania ($ 402), Uganda ($ 355), Rwanda ($ 287) 
and Burundi ($ 130).7 

Fewer women reaching higher school levels in all partner states. 60% of Burundi’s poorest women 
have never attended school; completion rates at higher levels remain low for girls in Uganda, Rwanda, 
and Tanzania8.  According to Rwanda’s Situation analysis (undated), majority are still poor, and have 
limited skills and employability capacity. This reinforces the vicious cycle of discrimination; working 
in low skilled and low value jobs, and therefore less bargaining power for better working conditions. 

Inadequate framework and facilitation for  Women in Trade and 
Business

•	 The improvements in business environments, trade liberalization in all partner states, 
have not translated into greater accessibility to trade opportunities by women. Women 
lack information on taxation and face stigmatization; violence; harassment; poor working 
conditions; poor infrastructure; poor access to credit and lack of storage facilities at boarder 
points for their perishable products.9

•	 About 40% of the total number of women entrepreneurs in the region are Informal cross 
boarder Traders-ICBTs who are contributing to the socio-economic transformation of 
border towns, to household food and income security. However, their status at all boarder 
points of partner states has to a large extent remained unregulated and unrecorded. They 
lack adequate information on taxation, face stigmatization; harassment; poor working 
conditions; poor infrastructure; lack storage facilities at boarder points for their perishable 
products10. 

•	 Current legal and regulatory frameworks on regional trade have not supported the unique 
needs of women cross boarder traders. The Simplified Trade Regime (STR) for example 
allows for small cross-border traders to import or export without paying customs duty on 
goods with a value equal to or less than USD 2000, but is rarely enforced-thus affecting 
women who are the biggest number of traders in small volume items. 

7  EAC 2015
8  Country Situation analyses---
9  EASSI 2015
10  EASSI 2015
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•	 The level of trade facilitation differs from one border to another; and from one Partner 
State to another. For example small scale cross-border traders cannot get the Simplified 
Certificates of Origin on the Akanyaru border on the side of Burundi, while on Rwandan 
side of the same border; the certificate of origin is issued11.

•	 Existing Micro Finance Institutions (MFIs) give women short term loans on relatively high 
interest rates of 1.5% to 2% per week with which women can only engage in retail trade 
and are, therefore, unable to invest in profitable ventures.

•	 The African Gender Index 2015 showed that lack of finance is a biggest constraint to 
business expansion ie in Uganda, women own 38% of all registered enterprises but access 
only 9% of formal finance, in Kenya, they own 48% of micro and small enterprises but 
access only 7% of credit12.

•	 The proportion of men owned establishments is higher than the proportion of women 
owned enterprises in all the partner states; with women accounting for only 28% of 
the total establishments in the tertiary sector (wholesale and retail trade; restaurants; 
sowing; clinics; financial services; and transport), and only 8% in the lucrative primary 
sector (extractive production – mining, forestry, fishing, and semi-commercial agriculture 
and 11% of total establishments in the secondary sector (manufacturing, processing and 
construction)

•	 More efforts have been put on building the capacity of women owned business in the micro, 
small, and medium category, in entrepreneurship and trade but these have benefitted only 
a few. The laws have tended to recognize and favour large-scale businesses which are 
dominated by men as individual traders or corporations; women owned businesses in the 
micro, small, and medium category exhibit low awareness of formal structures of trade, 
and limited knowledge of their rights as traders within the EAC.

•	 Efforts by ICBTs and Joint Border Committees to build networks and organize trade fairs 
at border points have been possible with support of EASSI. However, they do not yet have 
the capacity to engage effectively with policy makers on policies and standards related to 
Cross Border Trade

•	 Women Entrepreneurial Associations (WEAs) efforts towards economic empowerment 
of women through building capacity of women entrepreneurs in management and 
business development, regional and international trade, establishment and maintenance 
of resource centres, at the Border Points, are commendable. However these efforts lack 
adequate funding since they rely on donor funding.

11  EASSI 2015
12  EASSI 2015
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Recommendations
•	 National states should develop clear and deliberate measures to ensure that all customary 

and traditional systems that undermine economic empowerment of women especially those 
to do with access and ownership of productive resources are addressed

•	 Address all gaps in national agriculture, trade and employment policies to ensure both women 
and men effectively participate and benefit from the opportunities available in each of these 
sectors 

•	 Commit adequate resources/budget to gender equality and put in place clear implementation 
strategies and targets towards women’s economic empowerment at country and regional 
levels. Specific strategies  should include increased access to affordable credit,  agriculture 
extension, as well as implementation of land reforms that favour both women and men

•	 EAC secretariat together with national states should establish and harmonize national 
and regional level capacity building programmes for women to ensure synergies and 
complementality in the outcomes of these efforts

•	 Partner States should popularise the SCO  by translating it into local languages and also 
integrating it in the capacity building initiatives aimed at enhancing the women’s participation 
in cross boarder trade

•	 Partner states should provide technical and financial support to existing and new cross 
boarder trade associations that serve as hubs for trade related support needs 

•	 Establish and implement programmes for enhancing women literacy and formal education at 
higher levels to increase their participation in value jobs and trade

•	 Establish clear strategies for enhancing women participation in decision making especially at 
policy formulation, implementation and review levels on all women’s economic empowerment 
programmes

•	 Establish robust data system and banks for gender disaggregated data  as a key strategy and 
continuous guide for mainstreaming gender in trade, agriculture and employment policies 
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