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BETWEEN THE LINES
� Sheila Kawamara, the 
executive director of EASSI, 
said the ban on weekly markets 
and restrictions on transport 
constrained farmers since 
without value addition, most 
of their produce would go to 
waste.

Continued from page 47

WOMEN RUINED BY LOCKDOWN, BAN ON WEEKLY MARKETS
African region’s agricultural sector 
was already struggling. Last year, 
parts of East Africa experienced 
locust infestations, low rainfall in 
some areas and fl ooding in others, 
pushing the region to the brink of a 
food-security crisis.  

“Agriculture is the backbone of 
the EAC member states and it plays 
a key role in the region’s industrial 
development and trade. It accounts 
for more than 32% of the region’s 
Gross Domestic Product, employs 
about 80% of its labour force, 
accounts for about 65% of foreign 
exchange earnings and contributes 
more than 50% of raw materials to 
the industrial sector,” Dr Elizabeth 
Akinyi Nzioki, a Kenyan researcher 
and keynote speaker, said. 

Other panellists at the conference 
included Juliet Wakaisuka Isingoma; 
a lecturer at Makerere University 
Business School, Lillian Keene 
Mugerwa; a strategy and legal 
advisor at the Platform for Labour 
Action, Jane Nalunga; the executive 
director of SEATINI Uganda and 
Sheila Kawamara, the executive 
director of EASSI.  

The panellists noted that with the 
pandemic still looming, the key 
producers in the agricultural sector 
— women — have been hardest hit 
by the effects of the pandemic. They 
said this puts food sustainability and 
raw material availability in the region 
at great risk.  

quarantining of COVID-19 patients 
and their contacts. The health ministry 
launched the tonsemberera (keep 
your distance) campaign, which was 
aimed at reducing chances of getting 
infected by the coronavirus. 

According to Kawamara, the 
lockdown constrained women’s 
ability to access agricultural inputs. 
The ban on weekly markets and 
restrictions on transport meant that 
the farmers could not produce since 
without value-addition, their produce 
would go to waste. The tonsemberera 
campaign is still affecting output 
because women cannot involve many 

people on the farms.
Furthermore, sources of income for 

women in agribusiness were affected 
by speculation, which lowered 
consumer demand in the export 
market.

An initial survey by the Tanzania 
Women Chamber of Commerce, 
conducted among members who 
are largely involved in small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 
agriculture and cross-border trade 
to analyse the effect of COVID-19 
on their businesses, found out that 
there was a decrease in sales due to 
the speculative nature of consumers. 

It was also noted that the public 
reduced expenditure due to economic 
uncertainties, thus impacting on 
women’s agribusinesses. 

Mugerwa pointed out that 
COVID-19 has left many homes 
in distress because many relatives 
returned to the rural areas when they 
lost jobs in urban areas. She said this 
was creating greater competition over 
land and that widows were at great 
risk of disinheritance. 
 
IMPACT ON THE ECONOMY 
Nzioki, who is also a board member 
at EASSI, commended the EAC 
countries for trying to keep trade 
moving during the COVID-19 crisis. 

She said the little gains in 
agriculture during the lockdown 
were driven by declaring agriculture 
services essential, keeping borders 
open for trade and allowing goods 
and food transportation. She said 
this helped ensure that the region’s 
agricultural and food systems 
retained some resilience.  

She said had the controls been 
much tighter for agriculture, the food 
security situation would have been 
even worse than is predicted.  

Uganda heavily relies on agriculture, 
with the sector accounting for 25% 
of the country’s GDP. Uganda’s GDP 
growth averaged 5.9% in 2019 and 
had been projected to grow at about 
5.3% in 2020.  

However, in light of the COVID-19 
pandemic, GDP growth is expected 
to decline to 3.5%. This is majorly 
due to disruption of supply chains 
and weakened global demand 
that has affected the infl ow of raw 

materials and trading restrictions, 
which have made it diffi cult to import 
some key products and contraction 
in domestic economic activity owing 
to the lockdown. 

Global travel restrictions also 
hampered the agricultural export 
products, which contribute roughly 
$500m to the economy. Uganda 
is currently facing an additional 
challenge of a deadly invasion of 
desert locusts, which is posing a threat 
to food security and exacerbating the 
country’s vulnerability during this 
pandemic. 

 
ADAPT 
Dr Nzioki urged farmers to embrace 
shifting models of doing business, 
for example, doing agribusiness 
online. Kenyan smallholder farmers 
seem to be ahead of others and have 
established online markets, which 
have ramped their operations in 
response to the COVID-19 outbreak.  

She also said many digital start-
ups are investing in agricultural 
management, and that farmers 
should not be left behind. 

WAY 
FORWARD
Th Eastern African Sub-
regional Support Initiative 
for the Advancement of 
Women (EASSI) made a 
few recommendations 
regarding addressing some 
of the challenges brought by 
COVID-19 in the agricultural 
sector. These are:
 Since women are 
guardians of household food 
security, EAC governments 
should engage with 
development partners, 
women’s community-based 
organisations and networks to 
harness available resources 
and cushion women’s small 
enterprises. 
 Policy responses should 
consider women’s roles in 
agri-food systems and ensure 
that their multiple needs are 
adequately addressed. 
 Governments should 
address issues of gender-
based violence, which have 
been on the increase during 
the lockdown. They should 
also promote trade by keeping 
markets open and enforcing 
COVID-19 guidelines to keep 
market operators safe. 
 Establish women SME 
fund with quick and fl exible 
disbursement system for agri-
food value chain support to 
offset the pandemic economic 
effects and protect women’s 
livelihoods against future 
stresses, while allowing them 
to invest in growing their 
enterprises.

IMPACT ON WOMEN 
According to the report, women 
represent about 60%-70% of 
the labour force in agricultural 
production (producing about 60% 
of food), as well as contributing the 
largest proportion of the labour in 
productive activities.  

However, with the existing gender 
inequalities in the region, Akinyi 
believes the COVID-19 pandemic will 
be the last straw to break the camel’s 
back as far as food production is 
concerned. 

When Uganda registered its fi rst 
COVID-19 case on March 21, the 
country instituted phased measures 
to control the spread of the pandemic, 
such as closing schools, arcades, 
shopping malls bars and churches 
and also declared a curfew.  

The Government banned 
gatherings and eventually announced 
a lockdown. It also encouraged 
sanitising, washing of hands, wearing 
of face masks, social distancing and 

A woman drying groundnuts in Wila, Amuria district. Many women 
were unable to take their goods to the market during the lockdown
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