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Eastern African Sub Regional Support Initiative for Advancement of Women 

          February 27, 2020 

 

Press Statement on the One Year Anniversary of the Closure of the Rwanda-

Uganda and Communiqué on the Women’s Economic Empowerment Convening 

held in Kampala, Uganda, February 25 to 26, 2020 
 

Today, February 27, 2020 is exactly one year since the Government of Rwanda arbitrarily closed the 
border posts of Gatuna-Katuna, Buhita in Rubaya County and Kamwezi border post in Kabale District 
and Cyanika border post in Kisoro district. Gatuna-Katuna and Cyanika border posts have historically 
been the major crossing point for cargo trucks and cross border trade, both formal and informal, 
heading to Rwanda, Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
 
The closure of the border between the two countries is in contravention of the Treaty for the 
establishment of the East African Community (EAC) (as amended) and the Common Market Protocol. 
It is extremely absurd that the EAC, which is now celebrating 20 years of its existence, with a mission 
to “widen and deepen economic, political, social and cultural integration in order to improve the 
quality of life of the people of East Africa through increased competitiveness, value added production, 
trade and investments” has remained silent to the suffering and humiliation of the East African 
peoples living and depending on trade at the borders of the two countries.  
 
The United Nations, donors and the international community, promoting the observance of human 
rights and sustainable development has equally stood at a safe distance, watching the “unproductive 
and sham” negotiations between Presidents, Yoweri Kaguta Museveni and Paul Kagame, which are 
said to be aimed at re-opening the border. 
 
As EASSI and SEATINI-Uganda we strongly abhor the attitude, silence and none involvement in the 
negotiations of the EAC Heads of States who constitute the Summit, an apex body of the Community. 
The Summit should address the impasse between the two countries, which has grossly affected the 
attainment of the aspirations of the EAC Common Market.  
 
Following the postponement of the 21st EAC Heads of State Summit, which was scheduled for 
February 29, 2020 after the aborted one in November 30, 2019, as citizens of the EAC, we are 
concerned about the continued failure of the Summit to meet, due to lack of quorum. As a people of 
East Africa, we feel our lives and livelihoods are threatened. 
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In June, 2019 after collecting over 600 statements from EAC citizens that have been affected by the 
border closure, EASSI, SEATINI-Uganda and Center for Food and Adequate Living Rights (CEFROHT) 
filed a Case against the Governments of Rwanda and Uganda in the East African Court of Justice (EACJ) 
over the continued arbitrary border closure. The case is scheduled to be heard in court in March 2020. 
 
In the litigation, the three Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) demand that the regional court 
pronounces itself on the continued impunity and arbitrary border closure. They also want the Court 
to declare that this impunity must never be allowed to happen anywhere else within the EAC 
jurisdiction. The CSOs have called upon the regional Court to issue a permanent injunction against 
the governments of Rwanda and Uganda to never close border posts between themselves and ensure 
the free movement of persons and trade facilitation. The suit against the two governments is aimed 
at ensuring that the losses incurred by the business community, which are now in billions of Uganda 
shillings and the society at large are audited and the concerned parties are adequately compensated.  
 
From 25 to 26 February 2020, women activists, policy makers, business practitioners, entrepreneurs, 
civil society, and women in rights organizations and trade unions, met in Kampala and in satellite hubs 
in the districts of Gulu, Kitgum, Kalangala, Iganga and Busia to discuss the systemic barriers that 
hinder women’s economic empowerment. 
 
The conference under the theme, “Dismantling Systemic Barriers that Hinder Women’s Economic 
Empowerment” was convened by the Eastern African Sub-Regional Support Initiative for the 
Advancement of Women (EASSI) and Southern and Eastern Africa Trade Information and 
Negotiations Institute (SEATINI)-Uganda in partnership with Urgent Action Fund–Africa (UAF-Africa). 
The objectives of the conference were to: 
 

1. Provide a platform for women rights organizations, defenders and activists to effectively 
engage in the women economic empowerment discourse with a view of defining strategies 
for the realization of economic justice for women as well as women’s economic 
empowerment at system level;  

2. Stimulate conversations on structural and institutional imbalances that impede women’s 
access to economic opportunities so as to enhance the participation of women rights 
organizations, activists/defenders and women economic actors in influencing economic 
policy processes;  

3. Generate feminist narratives on women economic empowerment for evidence-based 
advocacy, communication and media engagement;  

4. Bolster the capacity of women rights organizations to institute and enforce organization 
based frameworks for addressing the constraints that hinder women’s economic 
empowerment.  

 

Bearing in mind that the notion of women’s economic empowerment was adopted as one of the 
strategies for advancing the agenda for gender equality at the Fourth International UN Conference 
on Women held in Beijing in 1995 and given its fundamental contribution to reducing poverty under 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the women’s conference in Kampala reiterated its 
importance as a prerequisite of all development endeavors.  
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The conference created a platform to interrogate patriarchy and the persistent systemic political, 
social, economic and cultural barriers, which have permeated into the policy and institutional 
economic frameworks. It was noted that because of this women in trade and business continue to be 
discriminated against, marginalised and relegated to the lower rungs of society.   
 

The conference participants critiqued the trade, investment and fiscal policies in Uganda, which 
promote market liberalization. They noted that these gender blind policies are premised on the 
assumption that market liberalization will automatically lead to sustainable livelihoods, ensure higher 
levels of growth and productivity, promote employment opportunities and guarantee equal access, 
for both men and women to the benefits of the economy.   
 
Status of Women 

 

According to a Baseline study carried out by Urgent Action Fund Africa in November 2019, female 
labor force participation in Uganda stands at 67% and yet only 14% are in waged employment levels. 
Majority of women, 83% of Ugandan are employed in vulnerable jobs or provide unpaid labour for 
family care. This is 3.5 times more of the labour time spent by women on unpaid care than their male 
counterparts.  
 

Conference Recommendations  

 

The participants to the conference committed to form a WEE Coalition that will undertake the 

following concrete measures: 

 

1. Intensify advocacy for progressive, gender-responsive regulations, institutions & social 
norms. This entails advancing women’s access to equal rights, productive resources and 
opportunities; supporting effectiveness of support institutions; addressing regressive socio-
cultural norms, attitudes and practices; and working towards the elimination of all forms of 
violence against women. 
 

2. Advocate for inclusive markets, businesses & employment practices. The women working 
of Women’s Economic Empowerment will lobbying for an increase in markets’ integration for 
women; promote women’s enterprise development; improve public and corporate 
employment and procurement practices to include women; and promote the recognition, 
reduction and re-distribution of unpaid work and care. 
 

3. Push for women’s voice and agency in economic decision making in key spheres. The 
women working of Women’s Economic Empowerment will mobilize and organize to build a 
coalition that will endeavour to participate in critical decision-making spaces; engage 
decision-making authorities; challenge social norms that will enhance women’s social 
inclusion; and promote stronger visibility, collective voice and representation of women. 

 
4. Promote the investment in the strengthening of individual and collective capacities 

including enhancing women’s capacity to seize and respond to opportunities; promoting 
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women’s business skills and knowledge development; and strengthening the capacities of 
Women’s Economic Empowerment actors in order to prioritise women’s needs. 

 
5. Strengthen the capacities for Women’s Economic Empowerment actors by promoting 

evidence based research, documentation and operationalization of advocacy, 
communications and media engagement strategies and plans for Women’s Economic 
Empowerment. 

 
6. Intentionally changing the narratives on women’s economic empowerment through 

communications and media engagement.  As Women’s Economic Empowerment actors we 
want to re-define and document the narratives about women in trade and business; have 
timely engagements with the media; engage with social media spaces; working with selected 
media practitioners to control controversy when reporting; and build networks with the 
media. 
 

7. Changing the narratives on women’s economic empowerment through policy engagement 
and advocacy. Women’s Economic Empowerment actors would like to formulate an advocacy 
strategy that will inform the advocacy plans and actions done; enhance collaboration and 
alliance building for effective advocacy; amplify advocacy for issues affecting Persons with 
Disabilities (PWD), in particular for women in trade spaces and share key information on trade 
issues; strategically engage with key authorities in decision making spaces; and promote 
documentation for effective strategic communication. 
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