
         
 

         September 9, 2020 

 REGIONAL CALL FOR THE OPENING UP OF THE EAST AFRICAN COMMUNITY BORDERS 

 FOR THE SMALL-SCALE TRADERS AND SUPPORT TO REVITALISE THEIR BUSINESSES 
 

At the conclusion of the two-day regional e-conference that started yesterday, Tuesday, September 8, 

2020 and has ended today, EASSI and its partners call upon the governments of the East African 

Community (EAC) Partners States of Burundi, Rwanda, Kenya, South Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda to 

officially open up their borders to allow the small scale traders to transact business safely across the 

different borders. 

 

As a measure to curb the spread of the global pandemic, COVID 19, in March 2020, the six EAC Partner 

States closed their borders and literally killed the businesses of the small-scale traders who could not 

afford transporting their goods in trucks across the international borders. However, despite the lockdown 

and the closure of the different borders, some business people reverted to smuggling their goods through 

the porous borders. It should be noted that these borders are not just sources of conflict and challenges 

but also sources of transnational cooperation and peaceful interaction amongst communities. 

 

Trade and markets form the biggest part of livelihood amongst people living along the inter-state borders 

and Women Cross Border Traders purposely move across the border for business. We are aware COVID-

19 is an unprecedented global pandemic that has evolved from being a health crisis, to an economic 

catastrophe. Its effect is being felt by the entire human race and consequently economies across the world 

have been paralysed.  

 

EASSI and its partners have observed that while the impact of the pandemic varies from country to 

country, its effect on the socio-economic lives and wellbeing of women is appalling, with a definite 

increase in the levels of poverty and inequalities. In an effort to put food on their table and sustain the 

lives of their children, the women cross border traders have risked it all, swimming across River Onyama 

at the Uganda-Sudan border and River Malaba, along the Uganda-Kenya border.  

 

As the women sneak through the bushes with their goods, they are raped, assaulted and their goods 

stolen in the process. The corrupt and shameless security officers designated to guard the different 

borders and curb the spread of the Corona virus, have in the meantime resorted to use the COVID-19 

health measures to extort money from the vulnerable women and this is a very lucrative business for 

them.  

 

 

       



 

         
 

 

 

So rather than condemn, stigmatize and victimize the border communities call upon the EAC to officially 

open the borders and facilitate the smooth and safe running of trade for women in the informal sector, 

who constitute more than 75% of traders. COVID-19 is here to stay and we must all work to keep each 

other safe and productive, rather than increasing the vulnerability of those people that have already been 

marginalized. 

 

We are calling upon both the state and non-state actors, such as donors and civil society organisations to 

develop and actualize inclusive markets; businesses and employment practices, where women’s voices 

and agency is amplified in economic decision making. As noted in the conference, women are already 

disadvantaged with critical challenges in terms of discrimination at all levels, low levels of education, 

unpaid care work, inability to access finances, markets, information and landownership rights,for 

purposes of collateral. There is need to reshape the economies of East Africa and put women at the centre 

of development. We want to see investments made towards strengthening women’s individual and 

collective capacities in all trades and businesses. We appeal to our governments and donors to: 

 

 Design economic stimulus packages for the informal sector and alternative policies to target and 

benefit a fair proportion of women in the informal sector who have been neglected and 

deliberately side-lined by current out of reach economic stimulus packages instituted by 

governments in the EAC region. Governments should therefore provide information and policy 

space to enable citizens and interested CSOs to be part of the implementation of the Stimulus 

Packages. 

 Design long-term responses to support women farmers by enhancing equitable access to and 

control over productive resources and have tailored training and capacity building for women to 

respond to the impact of COVID-19 recovery programmes and build women’s resilience.  

 Boost gender disaggregated data to aid response and recovery decisions and profile online 

networks of  women entrepreneurs in agriculture  for mentorship of women’s agri-businesses and 

resilience. We also need to document survival techniques adopted by women in the agriculture 

sector during the pandemic so as to up-scale and cushion them from failure and help build 

resilience against future shocks. 

 Support women run tourism enterprises through payroll support, temporary reduction of 

corporate and turnover taxes and also ensure targeted gender-sensitive training to facilitate their 

entry and effective participation a digitalized Tourism Sector. 

       



         
 

 

 Establish specific measures that promote women’s access to resources and also promote 

discussions with groups or associations of informal women entrepreneurs   and enable them to 

access, cheap and affordable credit in order to boost women owned businesses. 

 Commit to Eliminate all forms of discrimination and enforce laws and policies that will ensure 

women’s effective participation in economic development. We are calling upon the EAC and all 

the Partner States to review their Trade Policies and ensure that they are gender sensitive and 

able to promote and protect both formal and informal businesses owned by women. 

 Address inequality in its entirety and develop innovative programmes in education in order to 

address the deeply entrenched gender inequalities in employment in order achieve meaningful 

change and progress. We cannot continue doing business as usual that has marginalized women. 

We welcome the new normal that accommodates us as equal partners in development. 

 Institute Foreign Direct Investment related regulatory frameworks by EAC Partner States that will 

support and advance Women’s Economic Empowerment and ensure that women are not 

exploited and abused as employees, wage earners and as casual workers. 

 

Contact 

 
Hon. Sheila Kawamara-Mishambi | Executive Director 
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