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The Eastern African Sub-regional Support Initiative for the 
Advancement of Women (EASSI) is a sub-regional civil society 
organisation made up of committed individuals, NGOs, coalitions 
and networks driven to transform gender relations globally and 
especially in the Eastern Africa sub-region. The organisation 
works in nine countries namely Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Somalia, South Sudan Rwanda, Uganda and Tanzania. 

 

EASSI was founded in 1996 after the Beijing Conference with a 
mandate to monitor implementation of the African and Beijing 
Platforms for Action in Eastern Africa. The Beijing and African 
Platforms for Action are thus the main international agreements 
that frame EASSI’s programmes. Over the years, EASSI has taken 
on other regional and international instruments such as the 
Maputo Protocol; the United Nations Security Council Resolution 
(UNSCR) 1325 on Women, Peace and Security; the African Union 
Agenda 2063 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
among others. 

 
EASSI works across the region with National Focal Points that 
committed to its vision and mission and these are also its member 
organizations. These include: Collectif des Associations et ONGs 
Feminines du Burundi (CAFOB) in Burundi; National Union of 
Eritrean Women (NUEW) in Eritrea; Caucus for Women’s 
Leadership (CWL) in Kenya; Women’s Rights Awareness 
Programme (WRAP) in Kenya; Ethiopia Women Lawyers 
Association (EWLA) and Network of Ethiopian Women’s 
Association (NEWA) in Ethiopia; Profemme Twese Hamwe in 
Rwanda; Women’s Development Association (IIDA) in Somalia; 
Tanzania Gender Networking Group (TGNP) and Tanzania Media 
Women’s Association (TAMWA) in Tanzania; and Uganda 
Women’s Network (UWONET) in Uganda. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Women traders work in groups to improve the quality of their produce and add value to it before it is 
sold 

 

 

 

#EASSIregional 4 



 
 
 

 

 
 

EASSI facilitates networking among women’s organisations and other civil society actors in the nine East African countries, including 
Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Somali, South Sudan, Tanzania, and Uganda. EASSI’s programmatic framework is 
grounded on the twelve (12) priority areas identified in the Beijing and the African Platforms for Action; the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW); the EAC Treaty; the African Union Agenda 2063 and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The regional network has maintained a unique African feminist orientation, with a diverse 
regional membership, with links at local, national, regional and international levels. 

 
 

With the support from Diakonia, EASSI has implemented 
a project on Promoting Women’s Economic Justice in 
the East African Community (EAC), which run from 
January 2016 to December 2020. The overall goal of the 
project is to contribute to the attainment of women's 
economic justice in the EAC, targeting gender blind 
economic policies that have resulted into increased 
gender inequality and social injustice. The project also 
targeted the strengthening EASSI’s institutional capacity 
by promoting organisational efficiency and effectiveness. 

 
The philosophy behind the five-year project was that, the 
attainment of women’s economic justice in the EAC is 
possible if stakeholders can enhance the credibility of 
their advocacy with evidence on the gender gaps that are 
periodically assessed and documented. There has been a 
deliberate effort by EASSI to engage, influence and 
demand for the implementation, review, and formulation 
of gender responsive trade policies, laws and regulations 

at the national and EAC regional level. The project focused on two broad areas that is: ensuring the EAC enacted and the Partner 
States implemented the EAC Gender Bill by 2020; and the EAC and Partner States implemented the EAC Elimination of Non –Tariff 
Barriers Act (2017) in a gender responsive manner by 2020. Under this project, EASSI registered several achievements, including 
the enactment of the EAC Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill, the launching of the EAC Gender Policy and the continued 
lobbying of EAC governments on eliminating the Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs). 5 
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Towards the end of the project, in March 2020, the world was shaken by the novel Corona virus, a 
highly infectious respiratory disease that led to stringent socio-economic measures being put in 
place by National governments to try and curb the spread of the virus. The measures included 
restriction in movement of persons; complete banning of crowd gatherings; closure of businesses not dealing in ‘essential’ products 
and the introduction of the World Health Organisation (WHO) recommended Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) by all countries. 
As a result, EASSI made some adjustments in its activity implementation in order to cope with the new normal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
With COVID-19, EASSI continues to offer 

information and training to the women 

traders but under strict Health Standard 

Operating Procedures (SOPs) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Realizing that women traders were the most affected by the measures put in place by governments to curb the spread of the corona 
virus, in April 2020, EASSI commissioned an online survey to assess the impact of COVID-19 on small scale traders. The findings 
revealed that majority of the women traders were not prepared to deal with the gruelling effects of the pandemic. Many small scale 
Women Cross Border Traders (WCBTs) across the EAC, largely dealing in perishable goods totally lost their business capital as a result 
of the lockdown. On the contrary, the medium and large traders, majority of who are male, with the ability to transport large 
consignments across the borders, continued to trade since trucks were permitted to operate as long as they respected the health 
measures instituted. 

 
Much as the lockdown measures applied by the Member States were legitimate in as far as they sought to protect the wellbeing of 
their citizens and were premised on the respective national laws, and the EAC Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) Elimination Act 2017, they 
directly hindered women traders’ access to their customers, suppliers and also prevented the use of the formal crossing routes. 
Concerned about the rising barrier to women’s businesses, EASSI, with the support from Diakonia, conducted a study on the 
correlation between COVID-19 and the escalation of NTBs in the EAC. 



 
 
 

The study has established that the measures imposed to combat the spread of COVID-19 have 
Compelled many women traders to revert to the use of informal border crossing points, where they are 
exposed to harassment and rape, extortion, bribery and confiscation of their goods, allegedly by security operatives. The lockdown 
measures denied the women traders a right to decent livelihoods, diminished their business capital, and thereby disenfranchised 
them from the benefits of formal trade. The study unveiled that many of the NTBs arising out of the COVID-19 response strategies 
were new in form and unprecedented. The measures also disrupted the NTB reporting and management frameworks, which are 
dependent on physical meetings. Prior to COVID-19, the NTBs that affected the Women Cross Border Traders (WCBTs) were 
addressed in the Border Management Committee meetings. A ban on public meetings and gatherings therefore meant that women 
could not have their challenges heard or addressed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

7 



 

8 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Outcome 1: EAC  and Partner States Enact and Implement the EAC Gender Bill by 
2020 

Activity 1.1. Lobby and Advocacy Dialogues with Key Decisions Makers at the EAC Secretariat and EALA 
for Adoption of the EAC Gender Bill 

 

With the support from Diakonia and the Commonwealth 
Foundation, EASSI worked hard to ensure that the East African 
Community (EAC) Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill 
was enacted by the regional parliament, the East African 
Legislative Assembly in March 2017. The EAC Gender Policy also 
finally came into force in September 2018. The policy framework 
is being used by the regional body and the Partner States of 
Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania and South Sudan to 
ensure that gender equality and women’s empowerment are 
integrated in every aspect of development by eradicating poverty 
and reducing gender inequalities and exclusion. 

The Intention of the Bill 
 

The EAC Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill and the 
Gender Policy derive their mandate from Articles 121 and 122 of 
the Treaty for the Establishment of the EAC and envisions a 
society where women and men, boys and girls are living a quality 
life in an inclusive community. They both address gender 
equality, protection of women and girls and equitable 
development of the EAC. Work on the development of the gender 
policy begun way back in 2006 but stalled due to logistical 
hiccups at the EAC Secretariat. 

 
With the support from the Society for International Development 
(SID) and EASSI the process resumed in 2012 when the two 
organisations offered the initial technical support in the 
formulation of the draft EAC Gender Policy. The EAC Gender 
Policy has got 14 priority areas that include Governance and 
Participation, Education and Training; Health, Life Expectancy, 
Maternal and Child Mortality; Gender, HIV and AIDS; Gender 
Based Violence and Harmful Cultural Practices; Gender, 
Agriculture, Food Security and Nutrition; Trade, Business and 
Economic Empowerment; Gender Equality in Employment and 
Labour Force; Gender, Energy and Lighting; Gender, Peace and 
Security; Gender in Mining and Extractive Industries; Access to 
Safe Water, Sanitation and Housing; Gender and Migration and 

Gender, Environment and Climate Change. 8 



The Gender Policy is a framework offering guidance to EAC and 
the Partner States to ensure that they accelerate gender equality, 
fairness between men and women, non-discrimination and the 
observance of fundamental human rights in East Africa. The 
policy will also integration; guarantee the inclusion of gender 
issues in the EAC agenda; accelerate gender mainstreaming; and 
contribute to higher living standards. 

It is anticipated that with the EAC Gender Equality, Equity and 
Development legislation the Partner States will be in position to 
harmonise the national laws with the regional and international 
standards of protection and promotion of human rights, on the 
basis of the principles of gender equality, equity and non- 
discrimination in all its manifestations. The Bill provides a 
participatory framework for strengthening, monitoring and 
evaluating the level of adherence to regional and international 
standards of human rights protection through a reporting 
mechanism based on realistic, measurable targets, time frames 
and indicators supported by the allocation of the necessary 
resources for achieving them. 

Unfortunately, despite the hard work and promises made, all the 
Presidents of the six Partner States have not assented to the Bill 
or made any reservations on it. Therefore, it cannot be 
implemented and it is not a binding legislation to their respective 
governments.  EASSI continues to lobby for the signing of the Bill 
under the hashtag: 

#AssentToTheGenderBill 

9 
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Activity 1.2 Lobby the EAC Partner states to develop 
policies influenced by the EAC Gender Act 

In 2016, at the beginning of the project it was planned that once 
the EAC Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill Act was 
enacted, EASSI and its partners would lobby the EAC partner 
states to formulate national policies that would be aligned to the 
Act. Using evidence collected from the EAC Gender Barometer, 
EASSI compiled data and packaged key messages to be used for 
lobby and advocacy purposes, targeting key decision makers in 
the EAC partner states. The actions were geared towards the 
implementation of legislation so as to translate it into actions 
geared towards enhanced economic justice for women in the EAC. 

 

Work on the EAC Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill 
and Policy that lasted a decade, was coordinated by EASSI, 
through its member organisations in the EAC countries. The 
EASSI members conducted country specific lobbying of the 
Parliamentarians and Ministries of the EAC Affairs. The EASSI 
National Focal Point Organizations in Burundi, Tanzania, 
Rwanda, and Kenya selected champions at the national and 
community level to spearhead the campaign for the enactment of 
the Bill. At the forefront of the campaign was the National 
Association of Women’s Organization in Uganda (NAWOU); 
Women’s Rights Awareness Programme (WRAP)- Kenya; 
Tanzania Gender Networking Programme (TGNP); Profemme 
Twese Hamwe- Rwanda; and Collectif des Associations et ONGs 
Feminines du Burundi (CAFOB). For each country, a total of 15 
champions, 5 being at the National level and 10 at the community 
level were selected and given skills to lobby their leaders and 
advocate for the Bill. 

 
A simplified training guide focusing on understanding gender 
equality, advocacy in the EAC and the provisions of the EAC 
Gender Bill was developed and translated into the commonly 
spoken languages of Kirundi, Kiswahili and Kinyarwanda, and 
distributed to the champions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Women politicians and activists meeting with the State Minister for East African, Hon. 

Julius Wandera Maganda, to lobby for the enactment of the EAC Gender Equality, Equity 

and Development Bill 

 
 

Through its partners in the five EAC countries, EASSI held 
National and regional advocacy meetings in each of the five 
countries to raise awareness and drum up support for the Bill. 
Participants were drawn from the representatives of the national 
Women Parliamentarians’ Associations and key civil society 
organisations. In these forums, EASSI was able to raise awareness 
on the Bill and seek support of the participants in popularising the 
Bill ahead of the stakeholders’ National Public Hearings that were 
held in Kenya and Burundi to input into the Bill, prior to its 
enaction. 



 
 

 

 
 
 
With the enforcement of the regional gender legislation, the rights and dignity of women and girls will be upheld in the EAC and the 
participation of women and men in regional trade. Sustainable economic growth will inevitably be promoted by entrenchment of 
enabling gender policies and macro-economic frameworks. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Gender equity is not only a fundamental 
human right, but a pre-condition for 
sustainable development. Providing women 
and girls with quality education, health care, 
decent work, access and ownership rights 
over property and technology, and equal 
participation in political and economic 
decision-making processes will lead to 
social, economic and environmental 
sustainability across the globe. 
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Activity 1.3. Develop and disseminate information on the Gender Bill 

 
EASSI developed and disseminated Information, Education and Communication (IEC) materials on the key elements of the EAC 
Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill in order to create mass awareness, ownership and demand for accountability by the 
citizens of East Africa. As part of the awareness creation and advocacy campaign, Information Education and Communication (IEC) 
materials such as abridged versions of the EAC gender bill, short video clips, brochures, factsheets, bumper stickers, T-shirts and Car 
Tyre were produced and widely disseminated. The IEC materials were translated into the commonly spoken local languages in the 
EAC. 

 
EASSI synthesised the Draft EAC Gender Equality, 
Equity and Development Bill and ensured that it 
addressed women’s rights in the region and was in line 
with other regional and international commitments and 
instruments like the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs); the Convention on Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW); the UN 
Security Council Resolution1325 (UNSCR1325), the 
Beijing Platform for Action; and the Protocol to the 
African Charter on Human and People's Rights on the 
Rights of Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol). 

 
 
 

The Chairperson of EASSI, Dr. Christine Mbonyingingo, second left, 

delivering advocacy materials for the EAC Gender Bill to the Ugandan 

Minister of Gender, Hon. Janat Mukwaya, centre 

 
 

 

Media advocacy campaigns on the Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nsEwdCXK1O4, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKOTxu74qCY, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TNpfFP87frc, 
http://urbantv.co.ug/women-speak-out-on-rights/#.V2uTZ8IJtA8, http://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1427699/ 
eala-mps-civil-society-push-regional-law-gender-equality 12 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nsEwdCXK1O4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nsEwdCXK1O4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKOTxu74qCY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKOTxu74qCY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKOTxu74qCY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TNpfFP87frc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TNpfFP87frc
http://urbantv.co.ug/women-speak-out-on-rights/#.V2uTZ8IJtA8
http://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1427699/


Activity1.4. Building Networks and Partnerships with Strategic Like-Minded 
Organisations 

 
EASSI worked closely with a network of civil society 
organisations, including the SADC Gender Protocol Alliance, the 
EASSI National Focal Points and national women traders’ 
associations across the EAC to develop the first EAC Gender 
Barometer. Various stakeholders participated in meetings to 
disseminate and raise awareness about the EAC Gender Equality, 
Equity and Development Bill and women’s economic justice. 
Building onto the work supported by Diakonia, in 2017, EASSI 
with funding from the Swedish International Development 
Agency (SIDA) and in partnership with her National Focal points 
in the five member countries initiated the development of the EAC 
Gender Equality and Development Barometer. 

 
The Gender Barometer is a participatory measurement tool 
intended to support and track the implementation of gender 
responsive policies by the EAC Member States and the key gender 
commitments in the EAC Gender Equality, Equity and 
Development Bill. The compilation of the EAC Gender Barometer 
was a participatory people-centred, well-researched report 
conducted in five Partner States of Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Rwanda and Burundi by EASSI’s member organisations and allies. 
The primary objective of the EAC Gender Barometer was to have 
indicators that enable the citizens and civil society groups to 
assess the EAC and Partner States on issues of gender parity and 
transformation. The studies conducted across the region 
provided comprehensive comparative analysis and feedback on 
the implementation of gender equality commitments status in 
EAC Partner States and made recommendations for improvement 
at various levels. 

 
In February 2018, EASSI presented the EAC Gender Barometer at 
a meeting convened by the EAC Social Sector department in 
conjunction with GIZ in Nairobi, where it was reviewed. 

 
During the meeting, the different stakeholders commented on the 
Pilot Gender Barometer developed by EASSI in 2017 and 
proposed areas for improvement, such as, the inclusion of South 
Sudan in the subsequent editions since it is a member of the 
Community. They also pointed out that the indicators in the 
Barometer need to be harmonised with the current statistics in 
the EAC and with other existing regional and international gender 
indicators and score cards, so as to conform to the EAC Gender 
Equality, Equity and Development Bill and the Gender Policy. The 
language used in the Gender Barometer also need to be in line 
with that used in the EAC policy documents. 
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Collaboration with the Southern Africa Gender Alliance 

 
In order to strengthen the collaborative relationship between the Southern Africa Gender Protocol Alliance, EASSI has continued to 
work closely with Gender Links, which has for the past 10 years championed the publication of the SADC Gender Barometer. EASSI 
and its members undertook an exchange learning visit to Gender links in February 2018, to among other things build the capacity of 
organizations on gender data collection, analysis and dissemination of information using new media, monitoring of the gender Bill 
and carrying out gender advocacy campaigns nationally and regionally. 

 
Gender Links, a South African based organization is committed to an inclusive, equal and just society in the public and private space 
in accordance with the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Protocol on Gender and Development and has been one of 
the organisations supported by Diakonia. With the exposure received, there has been enhanced shared learning and collaboration 
between EASSI members, Gender Links and other partners like the Commonwealth Foundation. EASSI is capitalizing on the learnings 
to lobby for the assent and implementation of the EAC Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill in a gender responsive manner. 

 
 
 
 
 

SADC GENDER PROTOCOL ALLIANCE 
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Outcome 2: EAC and Partner States implement the EAC 
Elimination of Non–Tariff Barriers Act (2015) in a Gender 
Responsive Manner by 2020 

 
The EAC has enacted the Customs Union and Common Market 
Protocols to facilitate smooth regional trade. The Customs Union 
Protocol, which was established in 2005 is aimed at promoting 
efficiency in domestic production; enhancing cross border and 
foreign investment, hence promoting economic development and 
diversification in industrialization in the Community. The Partner 
States agreed to establish free trade (or zero tax) on goods and 
services amongst themselves and have a Common External Tariff 
(CET) on imports from countries outside the EAC zone. One of the 
key successes of the Customs Union has been the implementation 
of the EAC single customs territory, which involves inter-
connectivity of customs systems across the EAC Partner States to 
facilitate seamless flow of information between customs stations 
and a payment system that manages transfers of revenues 
between EAC partner states. 

 
Following the successful implementation of the Customs Union, 
the Protocol for the establishment of the EAC Common Market 
was signed in November, 2009 and came into force on 1st July, 
2010 upon ratification by the Partner States. The main objective 
of the Protocol is to establish a single market across member 
countries. It also provides for the free movement of people, goods, 
services, labour and capital and for rights of residence and 
establishment. 

 

#eliminateNTBs 

15 



 
 

 

Despite the commitments undertaken under the various 
protocols, the Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) continue to be imposed 
by Partner States on goods and services originating from the EAC. 
NTBs are defined as restrictions, unrelated to tariffs, that result 
from quotas, import licensing systems, prohibitions, regulations, 
conditions or specific market requirements that make the 
importation or exportation of products difficult and/ or costly. 
The EAC has recognized NTBs to be key hindrances to the 
realisation of its integration objectives. Consequently, efforts 
have been undertaken to address the NTBs starting with the 
launch of the EAC Time-Bound Programme for the Elimination of 
Identified/Reported NTBs in 2009, which set in place reporting 
and remediation mechanisms. 
 

The effectiveness of the time bound programme was 
however hampered by the lack of a legal framework 
through which aggrieved parties could seek redress 
for the loss caused by the NTBs among other 
limitations. Furthermore, the time bound mechanisms 
only provided for a moral suasion approach to 
eliminate the NTBs and were therefore unable to 
bridge the gap between their identification and their 
removal, hence limiting the effectiveness. 

 
Mechanisms for reporting and monitoring the 
resolution of barriers encountered by the business 
community in the region have been instituted to 
enhance transparency and reporting of identified Non 
- Tariff Barriers. Unfortunately, these policies and 
mechanisms like the EAC Elimination of NTBs Act 
(2017) and the EAC Common Market Score Card. 
Because these processes are not gender sensitive, 
EASSI has continuously engaged various policy makers 
at the national and region levels on the existing and 
emerging NTBs. 

 

The identified NTBs that 
continue  to impact 
Women Cross  Border 
Traders (WCBTs) include, sexual harassment which is not 
captured under the time-bound program; losses incurred as a 
result of lack of cargo scanning machines across the EAC, which 
leads to breakages as the goods are offloaded for inspection and 
reloaded; lack of redress mechanism for losses incurred during 
inspection; restriction of movement with babies below two years 
old, yet there are no day care facilities at the borders. These 
unreported NTBs have got serious effects on women’s 
participation in cross border trade. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

16 

 
Women traders working across borders still face very specific NTBs as a result of their gender 



 
 

 

COVID-19 related NTBs: “The impact of COVID-19 on Women Cross Border Traders in East Africa” 
 

The first cases of COVID-19, which started in Wuhan China in 
December 2019, were reported in the EAC in March 2020. The 
Governments of the Partner States then imposed strict measures 
geared at keeping their citizens safe and combating the spread 
of the Coronavirus. The measures included: closing airports; 
closing borders to movement of people, with the exception of 
cargo trucks; mandatory testing of truck drivers at the borders; 
night curfews; ban on private and public transport within some 
Partner States and across the borders; total lock down of some 
regions; closure of none essential businesses, among others. 
These response strategies were however not harmoniously 
applied across the EAC. Some member countries like Tanzania 
and Burundi opted for more relaxed lock down measures while 
others like Uganda, Rwanda and Kenya applied relatively more 
stringent ones. 

 
With COVID-19 paralysing the EAC Partner States’ economies, 
the economic empowerment gains made by majority of small-
scale women traders were gradually eroded. Those who had 
transformed their businesses to structured formal regional 
trade are being threatened and could be forced out of business. 
There are unverified reports that with the closure of 
international borders, some women traders were forced to 
resort to the use of informal routes where unfortunately, they 
face several dangers such as theft of their merchandise, sexual 
harassment, rape, beatings and extortion. Given that most small-
scale businesses are dependent on personal contact, sales made 
by the market and women cross border traders drastically 
dropped since they lost contact with their suppliers and clients. 
The high levels of poverty and illiteracy rates among majority of 
women traders greatly incapacitated their ability to adopt the 
largely touted e-commerce in order for their businesses to 
survive during the pandemic. 

 
 
 

 
Before COVID-19, business was 

booming, but women were 

harassed by border officials. They 

would arrest or confiscate our 

goods, sometimes they would just 

delay to clear the goods, and 

immigration officials were 

reluctant to give us information or 

support. We reported all these 

things to the border management 

committees and they acted. We had 

started to see some improvement. 

Now the COVID-19 regulations have 

brought all  those  things back . 

 
Jessica Nakiranda, Tanzanian Cross 

Border Trader - Mutukula 
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Because of the imposed government restrictions on 
movement and public gatherings, the overhead costs 
for trade exponentially rose, forcing many small and 
medium women traders to go out of business. Women 
working in factories, hotels and other bigger 
enterprises lost their jobs, since majority were at the 
lower ranks; employed on temporary contracts and 
some working without contracts. In order to feed 
their families, many women, that were made 
redundant joined the informal trade sector, which 
they have very little knowledge about. With the 
prevalence of patriarchy in most communities, 
compounded with inadequate government policies 
and the lack of political-will to protect women against 
Gender Based Violence (GBV), has exacerbated the 
vice both at home and in the public spaces as the 
women’s dependence on male provision for 
household needs, increased. See more: 
https://eassi.org/gallery/impact-covid-19-women-
economic-empowerment/  

 
With the increasing cases of COVID-19 among the 
truck drivers and the rising community infections, 
women cross border traders were harassed by 
security officers and accused of spreading the 
pandemic since some of them stealthily continued 
trading across the borders. 

 
 In response to the impact of the Corona virus and the subsequent measures instituted by the EAC Partner States to combat its spread 
across the region, in June 2020, EASSI commissioned a Gender Survey on the correlation between COVID-19 and the escalation of 
NTBs. Much as the lockdown measures applied by the Member States were legitimate in as far as they sought to protect the wellbeing 
of their citizens and were premised on the respective national laws, and the EAC NTB elimination Act 2017, they resulted into NTBs 
since they interfered with or directly impeded women traders’ ability to access their customers, suppliers and also use the formal 
crossing routes. Consequently  the cost of doing business escalated  and there is increased marginalisation of the WCBTs. 

As a result of COVID-19, the cost of doing business for small scale women traders has drastically risen 

https://eassi.org/gallery/impact-covid-19-women-economic-empowerment/
https://eassi.org/gallery/impact-covid-19-women-economic-empowerment/


 
 

 
The closure of borders to movement of traders, ban on the main 
means of transport used by the traders (bicycles, motorcycles, 
buses and carts), imposition of night curfews, and lockdown of 
border communities restricted the traders’ access to supplies 
and markets. See details of the study:  

https://eassi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/THE-
ESCALATION-OF-NTBs-IN-THE-EAC-AND-THE-IMPACT-ON-
WOMEN-TRADERS-DURING-COVID-19-PANDEMIC.pdf 

 
 
 
 
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
#SaveWomensTrade 
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“We had built a very good working 

relationship with the supervisor and the 

champion staff of URA. They were very 

supportive to us as WCBT, whenever they 

transfer them as they have done, it sets us 

back, they bring people who claim not to 

know about us, and it takes a long time for 

them to learn to support us.  Whenever the 

officials act tough, they scare away some 

women who return to the porous routes, 

illegally crossing the border”.  

Trader, Mutukula WCBT Cooperative 

https://eassi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/THE-ESCALATION-OF-NTBs-IN-THE-EAC-AND-THE-IMPACT-ON-WOMEN-TRADERS-DURING-COVID-19-PANDEMIC.pdf
https://eassi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/THE-ESCALATION-OF-NTBs-IN-THE-EAC-AND-THE-IMPACT-ON-WOMEN-TRADERS-DURING-COVID-19-PANDEMIC.pdf
https://eassi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/THE-ESCALATION-OF-NTBs-IN-THE-EAC-AND-THE-IMPACT-ON-WOMEN-TRADERS-DURING-COVID-19-PANDEMIC.pdf


 
 

 

Activity 2.1 Develop a Regional Advocacy Strategy For Women's Economic Justice in the EAC 

 
EASSI developed a Regional Advocacy 
Strategy with clear guidelines on how to 
identify the problem and solution, provide 
an analysis on who to target while taking 
into consideration the power mapping, 
stakeholder analysis, the relevant policies 
and political opportunities. The strategy 
was a reference tool for setting advocacy 
goals and objectives and clearly mapped 
out the role of the rights holders. EASSI 
appreciates that Citizen Voice and Agency 
emphasizes community development 
practices such as participation, inclusion, 
ownership and sustainability, which can 
only be achieved through clear advocacy 
strategies that integrate, information, voice, 
dialogue and accountability. With enhanced 
advocacy skills, EASSI is able to advocate 
for women’s rights and Gender Equality in 
East and the Horn of Africa. It has 
endeavored to engender key policy 
frameworks such as the EAC Gender and 
Development Bill and the EAC Elimination 
of NTBs Act. 

 

EASSI has also been vigilant in mobilizing women to hold governments accountable on various issues particularly those around the 
12 critical areas of concern of the Beijing Platform for Action and the EAC Gender Equality, Equity and Development Bill. These areas 
include, are: Gender Based Violence, the Media, Education, Health, Power and Decision making, Economic Empowerment, 
Agriculture and food security, land rights, trade, Peace and Security, Environmental Management, and Marginalized groups. 
EASSI uses evidence based information, attained through research to sensitise and mobilise women and the communities in which 
they live to enable them hold their governments accountable and advocate for the advancement of women’s rights. 
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Activity 2.2 Develop a Shadow Score Card and Report to Track The Gender Gaps in the 
Implementation of the EAC Elimination of Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) Act 

 
In 2016, EASSI commissioned a study to analyse the EAC Elimination of NTBs Act that was enacted by the East Africa Legislative 
Assembly (EALA) in 2015. The objective was to develop a Monitoring Scorecard that could be used to track the implementation of 
the Act while paying particular attention to how it would benefit women traders, in particular the informal WCBTs. The findings of 
the study provided an understanding of a range of NTBs faced by women doing trade in the EAC. 

 
The study further established that besides the list of NTBs reported in the 
official reports of the EAC Time-Bound Programme on Elimination of NTBs, 
Informal Cross Border Traders (ICBTs) often suffer NTBs which are never 
documented in the official reports of the EAC. It is therefore imperative that 
the implementation of the EAC Elimination of NTBs Act pays attention to all 
NTBs whether formally recorded or otherwise. This is particularly important 
given the contribution of informal trade to specific development goals such as 
employment creation and poverty reduction. This is critical for women 
traders since they are the majority in the informal economy. 

 

 

 https://eassi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/score-card-on-
implementation-of-eac-elimination-of-non-tariff-barriers-act.pdf  21 

https://eassi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/score-card-on-implementation-of-eac-elimination-of-non-tariff-barriers-act.pdf
https://eassi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/score-card-on-implementation-of-eac-elimination-of-non-tariff-barriers-act.pdf
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Common list of NTBs reported by the WCBTs 
 

The NTBs Reported by Women Cross Border Traders 

• High taxes on certain goods such as rice, wheat, beverage, as a measure to protect the domestic market and the producers of such 

goods. 

• Network failure; customs inability to access and use the ASYCUDA system increases the amount of time to clear products at the 

border. 

• Customs agents’ joint declaration of goods in order to maximize profits increases delay in clearing of goods across the border. 

• Some officials still charge un-receipted taxes on goods below $2000, i.e. small traders who cross borders using bicycles are 

surcharged. 

• Unclear rules of origin or misinterpretation of rules of origin. Some customs officials and cross border traders often feign ignorance 

of the revised rules of origin in order to block trade or create incentives that predispose informal traders to bribe them. 

• Limited knowledge on customs procedures also hinders trade. This is because some traders neither know importance of some 

offices or the correct charges paid to the offices. 

• Non uniform sanitary and phyto-sanitary standards make trade across borders difficult. This is because standards on one side of the 

border may not be recognized on the other side of the border. 

• Language barrier: this is due to the fact that the simplified certificate of origin is in Kiswahili, French and English and yet very many 

WCBTs are illiterate and cannot use the simplified certificate of origin. 

• Limited access to financial capital. 

• Sexual and Gender Based Violence: several women have complained of the sexual advances made to them by the border officials 

and agents, drivers, police and fellow traders. At times, some of the women are violated sexually by their male trading partners or 

drivers while in transit and they suffer in silence. 

• Corruption by the government officials such as police, county officials, enforcement and other border officials. WCTBs claim that 

they are easily manipulated into bribing to have their goods cleared fast or to have their goods released from the customs territory. 

• Lack of financial institutions at some of the borders to an extent creates a barrier to trade 



Majority of women traders in Eastern Africa trade in perishable agricultural goods with very minimal 
capital 

raised majorly from family 
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Activity 2.3: Lobby and Advocacy Dialogues with Key Decision Makers at the EAC 
Secretariat, Directorate of Trade and Line Ministries 

 
Over the past five years, EASSI has held several advocacy and lobby meetings with strategic duty bearers charged with the 
implementation of the EAC Non-Tariff Barriers Act. The engagements have targeted the EAC Secretary General and the Directorate 
of Trade, while at the national level work was done with the responsible Ministries, Departments and Agencies, including, the 
Ministries of Trade; East African Affairs; Gender; Agriculture, Fisheries, Animal Husbandry; Internal Affairs; Finance, Planning and 
Economic Development; National NTBs Committees and others that have a stake in ensuring women’s economic justice in the EAC. 
In its work on improving the status of women in trade, EASSI has continuously observed that women engaged in cross-border trade 
still face enormous challenges, which affect their human rights, performance and profitability. Among these is the lack of information 
about trade policies, customs procedures and how to trade across borders. The women traders are further incapacitated by lack of 
formal education, illiteracy, lack of ownership to assets such as land, capital,  sexual and physical harassment and the rampant 
corruption which makes it almost impossible to attain justice. 

 
With the continued support from Diakonia, 
TradeMark East Africa and the Open Society 
Initiative for Eastern Africa (OSIEA), EASSI has 
formed partnerships with relevant government 
and private sector authorities. Policy dialogues 
between the women traders and border officials 
have been held at the borders of Malaba, Katuna, 
Mutukula, Busia, Elegu, Namanga and Taveta. 
These meetings have boosted the confidence of the 
WCBTs since they are a critical source of 
information on border regulations and procedures. 
The women traders are empowered to voice out 
their concerns and demand for their rights, leading 
to an increase in the number of those using formal 
border crossing routes; registering their 
businesses, paying taxes and those demanding 
accountability for the taxes paid. 



 
 

Activity 2.4 Strengthen Capacity of Civil Society Organisations to Engage, Influence and 
Demand for Gender Responsive Trade Policies and Regulatory Frameworks. 

In addressing the underlying causes of women’s economic marginalization at the regional, national and local levels, ensuring women’s 
participation in discussions to influence gender–responsive macro and micro economic policy formulation and implementation is 
very critical. EASSI remains committed to the strengthening of the capacity of its staff, its members and beneficiaries so as to attain 
this goal and sustain citizen-led advocacy. In July 2018, EASSI organized a regional workshop, aimed at strengthening the capacity of 
Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) that can advocate for gender responsive policies in the region. The meeting sought to create 
awareness on the NTBs faced by women traders and devise practical strategies and action plans on how to lobby for the elimination 
of the NTBs. Participants were drawn from CSOs in the five EAC partner states, Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania. Also in 
attendance were representatives from the Ministry of Trade in Uganda. The officer in charge of the NTB reporting system and National 
Monitoring committee told the participants about the NTB Act, the reporting system and the current status of NTBs elimination.  

 
Unlike the other EAC Partner States, Uganda has developed mobile phone NTB reporting mechanism. Unfortunately, since it is still 
gender blind, failing to distinguish between male and female users, it is difficult to tell which NTBs are specifically experienced by 
women. In the meeting concrete recommendations and action plans were drawn to ensure that all the EAC Partner States are aware 
of the NTBs faced by women traders and deliberate measures are taken to eradicate them. EASSI, which sits on the National NTB 
Monitoring Committee and has developed a fact sheet on NTBs facing women cross border traders. This is being used as an advocacy 
tool when engaging with the various policy makers and duty bearers at the EAC Secretariat and in the different Ministries in the EAC 
Partner States. 
 

 

Women Champion drawn from Civil Society Organizations, Left Rwanda and Right Tanzania 
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Outcome 3: Strengthened Organizational Efficiency and Effectiveness to Monitor 
Gender Responsive Economic Policies 

EASSI has identified the need to strengthen her institutional 
and organizational competencies in order to be able to 
effectively deliver on the planned deliverables. This area of 
work focused on the coordination and sustenance of 
organizational development for EASSI in order to enable the 
programs to be implemented effectively. Capacity 
strengthening activities were done, informed by the 
recommendations made after the Systems Based Audit, 2014 
conducted by both Ernst and Young and Deloitte and Touche. 

 
Activity 3.1. Develop New and Review of Existing 
Organizational Policies 

 
A lot of work has been done by the Board of Directors and 
Management to further strengthen EASSI’s internal and 
external accountability mechanisms and enhance the 
credibility of the organisation. The Board has taken key policy 
resolutions and discussed modalities to improve EASSI’s 
institutional and programmatic management, financial status 
and the Board’s oversight role. Two critical policies, the Human 
Resources Policy and the Financial and Administration Manual 
were reviewed, approved and signed off by the Board, hence 
coming into force in April 2019. The revised finance manual 
gives powers to the project officers in consultation with the 
finance manager to be the budget holder as opposed to the 
previous manual where the finance manager was solely in 
charge of the budget management. The manual also put in place 
an internal audit function as well as quarterly procurement 
procedures to avoid constant 

procurements. The human resource policy clearly 
stipulates the roles of the board, management and staff to avoid 
conflicting roles. Management submits quarterly narrative and 
financial reports to the Board of Directors prior to the quarterly 
Board meetings. 

 
EASSI also reviewed its Board Governance Policy and Manual to 
ensure that the Board of Directors have a shared understanding of 
their governance role. The manual spells out that the Board “shall 
govern and oversee the management of the affairs of EASSI and 
may exercise all such other powers and do all such other acts and 
things as the organisation is, by its Constitutions, Articles of 
Association or otherwise, authorized to exercise and do.” The 
manual further spells out three broad roles of the board which are: 
Policy Formulation, Decision-Making and Oversight where the 
Board is mandated to monitor and assess organizational processes 
and outcomes. The Board Governance Policy and Manual was 
approved by the Board in August 2020. 

 
The Membership Policy which is intended to build an active 
membership that is able to shape the agenda and objectives of the 
organization is pending approval by the Board after consultation 
with the members of EASSI. In line with the EASSI Constitution,  the 
Membership Policy describes who may become a member, the 
expectations and conditions of membership and the rights that 
such membership confers. The policy may be amended at any time 
by the Board. 

 
EASSI held its General Assembly in July 2020 and elected new 
office bearers and orientation for the new Board Members was 
done. There will be continuous Board development to provide 
information about EASSI, ongoing programmes and interact 
with management. The Directors have been sensitised about 

their duties, powers and potential liabilities. 25 



 

 
Activity 3.2. Recruitment of the Project Staff 

 

Given that the project required expertise in EAC trade and 
investment policies as well as monitoring and evaluation, a 
project staff with the identified key competencies was engaged to 
coordinate the implementation of the project. The Project 
Management Team (PMT) was established comprising of the 
Executive Director, Programmes Manager, Finance and 
Administration Manager and Project Officer. The PMT ensured 
that the project was implemented in accordance with 
organization and development partners’ procedures. The PMT 
held monthly Project Management meetings to share learnings, 
challenges and respond to key emerging issues during project 
implementation period. 

 
Activity 3.3. Internal capacity building for implementing 
staff 

 
The project was envisaged to increase the capacity of EASSI staff 
in project implementation, monitoring, evaluation and 
documenting programmes and activities. In 2017 EASSI 
developed a Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) system, but 
unfortunately this came at the end of the Strategic Plan 2014 - 
2018 and was not properly utilised. A new Strategic Plan, 2019 – 
2023 was launched in January 2019 with a modified programme 
focus and activities. EASSI is yet to align the M&E system to the 
new Strategic Plan so that it can be used effectively by the staff to 
facilitate programme monitoring and evaluation. 

 
In order to create and maintain a conducive and efficient working 
environment and attract, develop, maintain and retain a highly 
talented and engaged workforce, EASSI’s Management has 
adopted a cost-effective system of coaching the staff in the 
different roles of programming and finance management. There 
has been engagement of the staff at an individual level and 

 
 
 
 

building their capacity in 
project conceptualization, proposal writing, project planning 
and implementation and maintenance of proper finance records. 

 

 

In March 2016, EASSI commissioned Organisational Capacity 
Assessment of the organisation with an underlying rationale of 
initiating a process of continuous capacity improvement of EASSI 
and ensuring effectiveness in achieving its mission and long-
term sustainable change. The assessment was planned as a self-
assessment to increase the ownership of the results by the Board 
of Directors, Management and Staff and also help the 
organisation recognise the areas of strengths and the gaps that 
need to be worked through and develop a well thought out 
institutional development plan. The OCA helped EASSI to have a 
serious reflection on its identity, staffing, governance, financing, 
managing partnerships and sustainability. Below are the finding 
and recommendations of the OCA, most of which EASSI has 
implemented in an effort to build a strong regional network. 
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The staff of EASSI in a planning meeting at the Secretariat in Kampala 
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Findings and Recommendations of the OCA Learnings and Action Undertaken by EASSI 

A number of policy and procedure manuals are in draft form. 

There is need to finalise the documents, share them with staff 

for their inputs and forward to the board members for 

comments and approval. More importantly these documents 

will need to be operationalised and be used as tools that 

guide the organisation in its’ daily operations. 

EASSI has developed and operationalised a number of 

policies, including: the Human Resources Policy; the 

Financial and Administration Manual; Board Governance 

Policy and Manual and the Membership Policy. 

Identify skill gaps within the staff establishment and prepare 

a staff development plan and where necessary recruit new 

staff in areas of policy and advocacy and M&E. 

EASSI identified the skill gap and recruited new staff to 

occupy the critical offices with the prerequisite 

competences. A staff development plan is being developed to 

ensure that there is continuous skills enhancement for all 

staff. 

Address the issue of funding diversity, at the moment EASSI 

has three main donors of which one donor provides slightly 

below 60% (Netherlands Government). 

EASSI experienced a financial freeze in 2018 as the 

organisation underwent a forensic audit. Following the audit 

and the corrective measures undertaken, the funds were 

unfrozen and new donors are being attracted to the 

organisation. 

Need for organising fundraising events outside the program 

funding to facilitate the completion of the training centre/ 

office block. These events may include approaching financial 

institutions (property financing), improve on the consultancy 

services and consider selling shares to members (let 

members hold a share in the building). 

EASSI has been so embroiled in restabilising the 

organisation and has not organised any fundraising events 

other than the funds from the traditional donors. However, 

EASSI continues to hire out the training centre, although the 

funds received are minimal. 



 
28 

 

In the immediate months after the demise of the former 
Executive Director, Ms. Marren Akatsa Bukachi in October 2017, 
EASSI experienced a turbulent transition period, which saw the 
resignation of a number of key staff. This was a big blow for the 
organization since the resigned officers neither gave ample 
notice as required by the labour laws in Uganda or the EASSI 
Human Resources Policy nor made proper handover reports. 
The Board of Directors professionally managed the transition. In 
April 2018, the Board appointed a substantive Executive 
Director and sanctioned an investigation into the unprofessional 
conduct of the resigned officers. EASSI has since filled all the 
vacant positions and is working towards attracting professional 
staff, building their capacity, and also maintaining them for 
sustainability. 

Human Resources Development 
 

Staff capacity development has been prioritised by EASSI. IN 
2020 the Executive Director attended an eight weeks online 
course on Management Essentials, offered by the Harvard 
Business School; the Finance and Administration Manager took 
an online Monitoring and Evaluation Certificate Programme 
offered by the International Training Centre of the ILO and the 
Programme Manager, Gender and Economic Justice attended a 
training offered by UNCTAD on the Gender Impact of 
Technological Upgrading in Agriculture. Management organized 
for all programme and administration staff trainings on Fraud 
Awareness; Risk and Compliance; and Communication. 

 
In terms of visibility, EASSI has rebuilt its Website 
www.eassi.org, corresponding to the new programming areas 
and giving a face to the organisation. There has been an increase 
in the social media presence on social media; Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram. EASSI is also strengthening its brand by promoting 
visibility in all mediums of communication so as to be 
recognized, respected and be more accountable to all 
stakeholders. 

 
Activity 3.4. Procurement of office equipment: 

 
EASSI procured a Server—Dell PowerEdge T30 Tower, 
Windows Server 2019 Electronic License and a Bit-Defender 
Antivirus Pro Plus 2020. The new server offers better controlled 
access to separately stored files (backup), as part of a multi-user 
system. EASSI’s previous server equipment was old, outdated 
and there was risk of losing saved data. With the new server, 
there is enough space for backup storage and EASSI is working 
on having an effective backup structure that is user friendly. 
EASSI also upgraded to Windows Server 2019 Electronic License 
to ensure that the organisation’s computers are safer and more 
secure. The old server was running on Windows Server 2003 
operating system, which had been phased out by Microsoft, 
outdated and at high risk of virus attack and general system 
failure. An Antivirus software program, Bit-Defender Antivirus 
Pro Plus 2020, which is designed and developed to protect 
computers from malware like viruses, computer worms, 
spyware, botnets, rootkits, key- loggers among others was also 
purchased by EASSI. 

 
Activity 3.5 Conduct Annual Audits: 

 
The audits for individual donors and the institutional audit for 
2016 - 2019 were done and shared with all the donors. The issues 
identified in the audit have been addressed and as a learning 
organisation, EASSI has taken on the recommendations made. The 
donor specific audits and the institutional audit have helped EASSI 
to ensure reliable systems, policies and practices, which will be 
continuously improved, making EASSI more effective, transparent 
and accountable. EASSI has retained almost all its donors and even 
attracted new ones, with whom new partnership engagements 
have been signed.

http://www.eassi.org/


 
 
 
 

Over the last two decades, trade, investment and fiscal policy in 
most countries in Eastern Africa has been geared towards market 
liberalization with the assumption that higher levels of growth 
and productivity can automatically expand employment 
opportunities and sustain livelihoods for both men and women, 
hence giving them the same chances of benefiting from the 
economy. The general economic policy framework, including 
macro‐economic and fiscal policies such as trade, investment, 
agriculture, and tax, are perceived to be "gender neutral". 
Similarly, women’s involvement in the paying labor market and 
active entrepreneurial activity is still low mainly because of lack 
of a supportive policy and structural mechanism that makes it 
difficult for them to compete; and even where they do, 
discrimination against them persists in form of access to 
entrepreneurial resources, wage gaps, job segregation, among 
others. 

 
In an analysis of activities by the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) as well as the programmes of the structural reforms 
supported by the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), two essential conclusions have been made, 
highlighting that foreign trade and investment-liberalization 
increases gender inequality, which in turn negatively affects the 
efficiency of international trade, effectiveness of investment and 
domestic resource mobilization. This situation is being worsened 
by the patriarchal nature of the existing legal regimes within 
which trade, investment and fiscal policy is promoted. 

 
Majority of women are engaged in informal cross border trade, 
facing peculiar challenges, which are rarely taken into account 
when trade decisions and policies made. This has amplified 
gender inequality that is deeply rooted in the multifaceted nature 
of poverty, hence creating a fertile ground for the 

 
 
 
 

emergence of discriminatory discourses and abuse and violence 
against women and girls. While culture and religion are also key 
drivers of this inequality, these and other systemic barriers such 
as individual attitudes and opinions, which ultimately inform and 
shape the current economic policy environment, all need to be 
broken down if women are to be economically empowered. 

 
The EAC celebrated 20 years of its revival in November 2019 with 
a mission is 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 i n c r e a s e d  

competitiveness, value added 
production, trade and 
investments”. With a 
population of 177 million and 
a combined GDP of $216bn, 
the EAC is comprised of two 
middle-income economies of 
Kenya and Tanzania and four 
low-income states of Burundi, 
Rwanda, South Sudan and 
Uganda. Despite enjoying 
some of the benefits 

of integration such as the Customs Union and the Common 
Market, the EAC is threatened by political hostilities between the 
three EAC states, Uganda, Rwanda and Burundi, accusing each 
other of sponsoring political movements seeking regime change 
in their respective countries. The borders between Rwanda and 
Uganda  have been closed since February 28, 2019, 
while Burundi’s trade with Rwanda is at a bare minimum. 
Tanzania has locked out Ugandan timber, sugar and maize, while 
Kenya is reluctant to open its market to manufactured 

products from Uganda and more recently, milk. 29 

Women traders still have to deal with 

patriarchy and gender-based violence 



 
 
 

Citing the fear of the spread COVID-19, in July 2020 the Tanzanian 
government barred Kenya’s national airline, Kenya Airways, from 
flying to Tanzania. This was in retaliation to Kenya’s blockage of 
Tanzanian truck drivers from entering Kenya’s territory. Almost 
all the Partner States are still reluctant to harmonise their 
national laws, policies and systems and there are all sorts of NTBs 
rendering the EAC Customs Union and the Common Market 
protocols ineffective and intra-regional trade a disaster. It is 
unfortunate that majority of EAC citizens still do not understand 
the concept and importance of regional integration and neither do 
they appreciate its mission. National policies aimed at promoting 
industrialization in the Partner States, such as “Buy Uganda, Build 
Uganda (BUBU)”; Buy Kenya, Build Kenya”; Buy Rwanda, Build 
Rwanda”; etc. are frustrating the spirit of the EAC and the building 
and strengthening of a single economic block. 

 
All these uncertainties in respect to the future of the regional 
economic body are threatening the gains so far made to promote 
women’s economic empowerment. Significant provisions relating 
to the political, social and economic as well as cultural rights of 
women and gender equality are anchored in the EAC Treaty, 
which is grounded on international and regional human rights 
instruments like the Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the protocol to the 
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of 
Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol), and the Beijing Platform 
of Action and Declaration. 

 
Therefore, the promotion of gender equality and the 
empowerment of women remains a key mandate of the EAC. 
Gender has been mainstreamed in its development approach 
through the promotion of women and girls’ equal rights, 
combatting discriminatory practices and challenging the gender 
roles and stereotypes that exacerbate inequalities and exclusion. 
The EAC Gender and Community Development Framework 

provides for women’s 
access to regional and 
international markets, 
through training on ICT, e-commerce, participation of women in 
trade negotiations as well as work to engender trade policies 
through research, training, advocacy and networking, building 
capacity to facilitate skilling, information, and credit among 
others. 

 
In 2018, the Community launched the first EAC Gender Policy, 
which provides a framework, intended to accelerate the 
realization of gender equality, fairness between men and women, 
non-discrimination and fundamental rights in East Africa. The 
Policy is intended to facilitate the advancement of East Africa’s 
political and social economic integration, guarantee that gender 
issues are included in the East African Community agenda, 
accelerate gender mainstreaming, contribute to higher living 
standards and enhance the efforts exerted by the East African 
people to play their rightful role in a globalising world. 

 
In terms of business and trade, there are still glaring gender gaps 
between policy and practice in the EAC Treaty vis-a-vie the 
Customs Union and Common Market Protocols especially their 
implementation and monitoring mechanisms. Since the revival of 
the EAC in 1999, regional integration has mainly focused on the 
economic growth paradigm, emphasising economic gains. As the 
EAC deepens its integration, without paying attention to 
appropriate policy implementation, inequalities have increased, 
between men and women, the poor and the rich, and 
consequently exacerbated poverty. 

The implementation of the Customs Union and Common market 
protocols continue to be gender-blind and the mechanisms for 
reporting, monitoring and eliminating NTBs has paid 
minimal attention to the concerns of SMEs.             
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The EAC governments have not taken deliberate efforts to 
develop targeted policies and systems that can enable the small 
scale traders to grow and equitably benefit from the regional 
integration process just like the large scale traders. A vivid 
example is the EAC Elimination of NTBs Act 2017, which has got 
no specific provisions on trade barriers encountered by the 
WCBTs in the region. There is still no deliberate effort for 
women’s representation on the composition of the NTBs 
monitoring committees and the Act itself is lacking in terms of 
gender considerations. This is further compounded by the general 
lack of awareness of the strong linkage between gender and trade 
among trade policy makers. 

COVID-19 has negatively impacted the gains made by the small 
and medium-scale women traders, majority of who deal in 
perishable commodities; with a small capital and largely 
dependent on small loans borrowed mainly from family, micro- 
finance institutions, ‘table banking’ and the Savings Credit For the 
market and cross border traders, sales made by women 
drastically dropped due to the imposed government restrictions, 
resulting into high overhead costs and were forced to close down 
their businesses. EASSI, together with its members and partners 
have analysed the evolution of COVID-19 and  generated 
evidence, indicating that COVID-19 has economically hit women 
harder because of being employed in low-paying, insecure and 
informal businesses. The economic disruptions, including 
restricted movement, incapacitated women’s ability to make a 
decent living and meet their gender responsibilities and provide 
the basic needs of their families. Many women traders feared for 
the future of their businesses given the stringent loan repayment 
terms and the accumulating interest, making the effects of the 
economic lockdown will continue to be felt for many years to 
come. 

 

EASSI is committed to 
improve the regional trade 
policy  environment to 
ensure that it is gender responsive. There is still need to close the 
gap between policy and practice and for this to happen, several 
coordinated initiatives and gender sensitive policies are needed. 
There is need to create more awareness on the process of regional 
integration and its benefits to East Africans. Once the EAC Gender 
Equality, Equity and Development Bill is assented to by the EAC 
Heads of State, the policies, laws and programmes of the Partner 
States will be harmonised and it will+ be legally binding to all the 
EAC Partner States in regard women’s rights and gender equality. 
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17th Ordinary Summit of EAC Heads of State, March, 2016 
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4.1 Gender 

 
The programs and projects implemented EASSI are geared 
towards addressing gender inequality and the needs of both men 
and women. However EASSI gives special emphasis to the 
empowerment of women and girls given the highly entrenched 
patriarchal systems in society that marginalise and sabotage the 
emancipation of the female gender. Gender has been 
mainstreamed in all EASSI’s policies and both the Board and the 
Secretariat are working hard to ensure that all programmes and 
practices are engendered. EASSI has launched studies analysing 
the impact of COVID 19 on small scale traders; on the correlation 
between COVID 19 and the escalation of NTBs and a study on the 
social and economic Impact of COVID 19 on women traders at the 
Elegu/Nimule border.  
 
EASSI will use the findings from these studies to advocate for the 
consideration and inclusion of the interests of women traders and 
also contribute to the building of their resilience in instances of 
economic shocks. With support from TradeMark East Africa 
(TMEA), EASSI is implementing a project, Making Trade Work for 
Women in Eastern Africa at the borders of Mutukula, Katuna, 
Mirama Hills, Malaba, Taveta, Holili, Namanga, Busia, Elegu, 
Nimule, Goli, Mahagi, Isebania, Sirari, Lunga-Lunga, Kabero and 
Kabanga, where it is supporting the informal Women Cross 
Border Traders (WCBTs) to trade with dignity across the East 
African borders. It has also facilitated policy engagement between 
policy makers and the women traders with an aim of exposing 
them to the benefits of the EAC economic integration and in 
particular, the functioning of the Customs Union and the Common 
Market Protocols. 

4.2 Environment 

 
EASSI endeavours to ensure that the programmes and policies it 
implements and advocates for, promote sustainable 
development. Since 2017, EASSI is implementing a project, 
Improving Policies for Conflict Prevention: Civil Society 
Engagement to Transform Borderlands in Africa, which is focusing 
on increasing the participation and contribution of CSOs to 
ensure that continental and regional policies on cross border 
cooperation in Africa are responsive to the human security 
priorities of borderland communities. 

 

 

Working with IGAD, EASSI has done a study in the Karamoja 
Cluster (covering the Turkana in  Kenya, Karamoja in Uganda, 
Toposa in South Sudan and Nyangaratom in Ethiopia), a largely 
marginalised area, where land is the primary source or means 
to the livelihoods for the predominantly agro-pastoral 
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Pastoralist Women in the semi-arid areas of Eastern Africa continue to suffer the 

pangs of patriarchy and the harsh living aggravated by climate change 
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EASSI has documented the “Women’s Untold Story in the 
Karamoja Sub-region”, which runs through the tyrannical era of 
armed insecurity in the region, the post-disarmament period in 
the case of Uganda, the armed conflict in South Sudan and the 
skirmishes along the Kenya and Ethiopian border. The women 
pastoralists have got a persistent struggle of providing for their 
families and households, while on the move or within the Kraal. 
As a result of a history of armed conflict and human rights 
violations, for generations, the people in the Karamoja Cluster 
have endured extreme poverty and economic marginalization. 

 
Amidst all this, the rights of women and girls continue to be 
abused in the name of negative patriarchal cultural practices; 
resource-based conflicts, ecological and drought related conflicts, 
cattle rustling, boundary disputes in-country and across the 
borders. The region is greatly affected by reoccurring famine, 
hunger, stunted growth and lack of access to food for majority of 
people. The heavy reliance on natural resources renders 
livelihoods sensitive to climate dynamics, which exerts pressure 
on the already limited resources, through recurring droughts, 
flash floods and prolonged dry spells. With climate change, in 
some areas, pasture is available, yet there is no water, while in 
other areas there is water and no pasture. Some of the areas have 
got heavy run-offs and no efforts have been made to trap the 
water. Other areas like around Lake Turkana are swampy and 
inaccessible. In its effort to promote economic justice across the 
EAC, EASSI intends to continue working with the pastoralist 
women in the Karamoja Cluster, not only to save the environment 
but also to build their resilience. 

 
4.3 Conflict 

 
With the silencing of the guns and the attainment of relative peace 
in most parts of Eastern Africa, there are still very limited 
economic alternatives for the people in the areas that were 
ravaged by decades of armed conflict. Majority of women who 

 

 
are engaged in petty trade 
and small-scale Informal 
Cross Border Trade (ICBT) are 
unable to enter the formal sector due to the limited formal 
education, lack of knowledge of official trade procedures; have 
difficulties in obtaining trading licenses; and they harbour the 
fear of taxation. 

 
In terms of the personal security of women, the existence of 
harmful traditional practices, such as child and forced marriages, 
girl-child compensation, wife battering, polygamy and widow 
inheritance, continue to reinforce the abuse and violation of 
women’s rights in the name of holding onto the age-long 
traditions and cultural practices that undermine women’s rights 
and dignity. The demand for payment of exorbitant dowry in form 
of cattle and the resultant search for these cattle by the 
prospective grooms to pay for the bride price continues to be a 
major motive for cattle rustling between some communities in 
the region, exacerbating inter-communal conflicts, with dire 
consequences for women and children. 

 
Generally, the denial of education and opportunities for 
employment, denial of property rights, especially land for 
married women and the right to inheritance, together with forced 
labour, all remain common abuses women in Eastern Africa, have 
to endure on a daily basis. Across the region, the responsibility of 
looking after the family largely falls on women, as many men 
including the youths have taken to heavy drinking, drug abuse 
and redundancy. The general failure of the Governments to 
protect women and children from violence or punish 
perpetrators has left many women and girls feeling discriminated 
against and totally marginalised thus reinforcing their status as 
‘victims’ of conflict and unable to enjoy their rights as human 
beings. 
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At the institutional level, EASSI will continue to strengthen its internal controls. To ensure good governance by the Board, clear 
separation and understanding of roles and effective delegation of power by the Board to Management. The EASSI Membership Policy 
help the members understand their rights and responsibilities to the organisation. EASSI has also taken steps to ensure that the staff 
are oriented on the policies within the organization including the code of conduct, conflict of interest, Human resource manual, 
finance policy and all policies within the organizations to ensure that all staff are aware of what is expected of them while in the 
service of EASSI. In improving the finance and book keeping system and ensure proper separation of duties, EASSI upgraded its 
finance system to  accommodate multiple users. Previously, only the Finance Manager had access to the system but currently  the 
Executive Director has access and can log in and monitor transactions and expenditures. This guards against only one person having 
control over the organizations finance system. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

EASSI has laid a strategy to ensure that there is sustainability for all its programmes 
once donor funding for specific programmes ends. This is embedded in all programmes implemented, whereby EASSI imparts skills 
to the beneficiaries to ensure that they continue working on the issues identified in the project. Similarly, in respect to sustaining 
the gains made in institutional development, the Management and Board have the responsibility to ensure that all staff understand 
and abide to the observance of the policies in place. In respect to financing, EASSI has got a Financing and Investment Strategy (FIS), 
2017 -2021 in which the organisation plans to diversify its financing base. 

 
Under the FIS, donors will contribute not more than 82% of total income, while EASSI’s own investment initiatives and other 
incomes contribute to at least 18% of total annual income. EASSI will have to effectively implement the FIS with emphasis on 
increasing internally generated income and diversifying donor funding sources. In so doing the organisation will have to build its 
competence in social marketing, management and investments implementation, and other non-traditional NGO funding strategies. 
EASSI will also have to strengthen the EASSI International Consult and the EASSI Training centre to bolster its income. In its 
programme implementation, EASSI strives to ensure that the beneficiaries are equipped with the skills to continuously apply   
after the life of the project. 



 
 
 
 

 
 

The failure of the EASSI Board of Directors to conduct its 
oversight role was one of the risks previously identified in the 
institutional audits. In order to ensure that the Board of 
Directors effectively carries out its oversight duties, the 
Management at the Secretariat currently provides quarterly 
narrative and financial reports to the Board and also holds 
quarterly e-Board meetings. EASSI includes the Board members 
in the monitoring of projects for example the recently received 
TMEA grant has a project steering committee which comprises 
of the project implementation team at Secretariat and a board 
member. A new Board was elected in July 2020 and all the Board 
Committees, (Programmes; Finance and Audit and Human 
Resources) have been constituted and are fully operational, 
working closely with Management to ensure efficiency of the 
organisation. EASSI has tried to ensure that members of the 
Board in the different countries are engaged in EASSI activities 
taking place in the different countries and/or representing 
EASSI at different forums. 

 
Efforts are also being made to streamline the mandate of the 
Board so as to have it more grounded in implementing its policy 
mandate and be accountable to EASSI’s beneficiaries at the 
national and regional levels, and to all partners at the 
international level. The Board’s accountability is embedded in 
the fabric of the organization’s structure, policies, regulations 
and practice. The Board Governance Policy and Manual, clarifies 
the authority levels of the Board and ensures clear separation of 
powers so as to attain full and effective control over the 
organization in conducting their supervisory role in policy 
decisions and programme implementation. The Manual was 
presented to the Board and approved in August 2020. 

In order to mitigate against the lack of commitment to EASSI 
activities by the member organizations; EASSI has gone further 
to fundraise for its member organizations in Kenya and Tanzania 
to support Women’s Economic Empowerment. This has ensured 
that EASSI’s member organizations are not only aware of EASSI’s 
activities but are also part and parcel of the implementation. 
EASSI has also ensured that it holds joint planning meetings and 
discussions with its member organizations to ensure that they 
have a shared vision and understanding of activities. The COVID 
19 survey on women traders, for example, was highly dependent 
on the EASSI partners in the different countries to collect the 
information including translating the questionnaires into the 
languages spoken in those countries. In addition; the 
membership policy was developed and this clearly outlines who 
should be a member of EASSI and how the members are 
expected to support EASSI.. 
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EASSI will continue to address the many challenges small scale women traders are still 

faced with, including improving their working conditions 



 
 
 

 

EASSI realises that it is not immune to fraudulent activities or fund misuse and thus it has 
documented procedures in terms of review and reconciliation of transactions and also 
strengthened the anti-corruption and whistle blowing and protection policies. EASSI has also gone ahead to ensure that all staff 
sign the code of conduct and are aware of what is expected of them while serving EASSI. 
A lot of investment has been put in streamlining the Communications and Information Technology department by competent staff 
who maintain weekly backups; having backups outside the office and periodic system maintenance. The IT section of the department 
is responsible for overseeing the installation and maintenance of EASSI’s computer network systems. It implements the governance 
for the use of network and operating systems and assists the EASSI staff by providing them the optimal technology functionality they 
need. The IT section also designs, maintains, and supports EASSI’s information technology infrastructure, thus allowing the 
organisation to leverage both information and technology in an efficient, productive and secure manner. 
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Members of Staff at a Planning Retreat at the EASSI 
Secretariat in Kampala in December 2020 



 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 

EASSI has enjoyed a very healthy relationship with Diakonia, 
ranging from sharing of information between the two 
organisations and also with Diakonia’s Partners; to supporting 
institutional building; and regional policy influencing. EASSI has 
particularly benefited from the programs and finance staff of 
Diakonia, who through the Annual Partners’ Meetings and the 
monitoring visits, have shared information, knowledge and 
experiences. In the meetings, the Diakonia Partners have been 
able to learn new ways of doing things and explored 
opportunities to network with each other. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Out of the relationships created during this partnership, EASSI 
has been able to network with the Southern and Eastern Africa 
Trade Information and Negotiations Institute (SEATINI) and 
jointly implemented activities. EASSI, has expertise in gender, 
while SEATINI is skilled in influencing and shaping trade, fiscal, 
and other related policies and processes. In 2019, following the 
closure of the Rwanda-Uganda border, the two organisations 
and Center for Food and Adequate Living Rights (CEFROHT) 
instituted a public interest litigation case before the East 
African Court of Justice (EACJ) demanding the regional court to 
rule on the matter and declare that no country in the EAC 
should ever arbitrarily close it borders to its citizens and also 
that the two governments compensate the traders for the 
losses incurred. SEATINI and EASSI have also organised joint 
conferences to ensure that women traders understand the 
complexities of international trade and issues of tax justice. 
They have also engaged policy makers at the national  level 
with the EAC Partner States and regional level, with the EAC 
Secretariat. 37 

Diakonia Partners attending and sharing experiences during the Annual Partners Meeting 

in Nairobi, Kenya in November 2018 

Women market traders, street vendors and cross border traders in a panel discussion on the 

challenges they face in trade during a national conference organised by EASSI and SEATINI 

in Kampala, Uganda in February 2020 



 
 
 
 
 

 

With the changing donor operations and the shift from institutional to project funding, many women’s organisations in Eastern Africa 
are struggling to attract and maintain professional staff since the salaries and costs of administration are attached to a particular 
project. In such instances, the salaries of the Executive Director and the Finance staff are often not catered for, or a minimal 
percentage is allocated, hence causing insecurity for the key organisational employees. However, Diakonia has supported EASSI’s 
institutional development and also contributed to the salaries of key staff, hence contributing to the stability of the organisation. 
Diakonia has also made major contribution towards the digitalisation of EASSI’s financial record keeping, the Monitoring and 
Evaluation System and staff development. All this put together Diakonia’s long-term programme support has strengthened EASSI as 
an organisation and this will go a long way to ensure institutional sustainability. 
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Between 2017 and 2019, the organisation experienced instabilities in terms of organisational management and had a few governance 
challenges, which have been resolved with the assistance of EASSI’s partners, including Diakonia. EASSI recognises that its strength 
lies in having a strong organisation with an effective institutional framework, an involved membership, a functional Board of 
Directors and productive programmes that will benefit the women of Eastern Africa. The organisation therefore plans to continue 
investing in the area of promoting women’s economic justice and attracting and maintaining professionally competent employees so 
as to ensure sustainability. In 2018, EASSI experienced a high resignation of key programme and finance employees but new staff 
have been recruited and the organisation has regained its stability. EASSI views its staff as the most valued resource. Its institutional 
growth however calls for additional staff, representing the linguistic and cultural diversity of the Greater Horn of East Africa. In 
addition to offering competitive remuneration, the organisation aspires to provide staff development and training opportunities for 
all its staff. 

 
EASSI also plans to streamline its membership and keep it continuously involved and informed about the network’s activities 
throughout the program cycle and also increase its visibility in member countries by improving the network’s engagement with the 
different environments there. EASSI will work more closely with its National Focal Points to plan and implement the network’s  
activities in order to consolidate the strength of the women’s movement in the region so as to create a linkage between regional and 
national policy issues. Using the EASSI Risk Management Policy (2017), the organisation will have a more structured and coherent 
approach in identifying, assessing and managing risk. 

 
EASSI is very crucial in influencing policies impacting on the wellbeing of women in the nine countries where it is working. However, 
it is still challenged in raising funds to sustain itself and run programmes across the region. Most donors that are currently supporting 
the organisation are interested in short-term project funding, which is not healthy for the organisation since staff capacity is built 
during the time when the project is running and immediately lost as soon as that project ends. It is therefore imperative that once 
staff capacity is built to address specific issues affecting women, then it should be retained for that purpose. But without security of 
funding, most professionals move on to new employment with better packages. This has caused the retardation and in most cases 
the stagnation of the Women’s Movement across Africa. 
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Throughout the project period, EASSI has endeavored to create synergies across all its programmes to ensure that women, as rights 
holders, have an amplified voice locally and across the Eastern African region. Women’s involvement in policy formulation will 
subsequently ensure their involvement in monitoring their implementation hence providing an enabling environment for women’s 
economic justice. EASSI has been able to generate the agency for women’s economic rights and will continue to offer a safe space to 
discuss key issues affecting Women’s Economic Empowerment in Eastern Africa, including creating a facilitating business 
environment, engaging policy makers and implementors, addressing the policy and regulatory frameworks, and helping the small-
scale women to access and make use of finance and other trade logistics. 

 
In order to ensure that a sustained momentum for a gender responsive trade environment is attained, EASSI has made significant 
efforts to lobby for and raise funds to promote Women’s Economic Justice in Eastern Africa from the Open Society Initiative for East 
Africa (OSIEA), Urgent Action Fund Africa (UAF-A) and TradeMark East Africa (TMEA). EASSI has also realised an urgent need to 
continue supporting women’s organisations promoting economic rights. Majority of women’s organisations working on women’s 
economic justice have transited from working as women’s rights advocates and providers of basic needs. It is therefore not 
surprising that there is widespread economic illiteracy among women’s organisations, particularly in regard to their understanding 
of finance, economic and trade policies. As a result, many women’s organisations working on women’s economic rights are 
incapacitated in their delivery of credible services and information to their beneficiaries, who are mainly small and medium scale 
enterprises owned or managed by women. 

 
One of the critical lessons learnt by EASSI is the need to build collective capacities, rather than individual competencies of women 
entrepreneurs. Such capacity will go a long way to enhance effective collaborations with complementary actors and consequently 
promote their ability to organize and strengthen the women’s movement on economic empowerment at the national and regional 
level. In order for EASSI to consolidate the gains so far made in promoting women’s economic justice and ensure concrete results 
and substantially improve the income earned by women in business, there is a need for evidence-based research with statistics on 
the status of women in business and the ability to identify policy and programme solutions that will promote women’s economic  
empowerment. The research that is needed should aim at enhancing the recognition, reduction and redistribution of women’s 
unpaid care work and also reduce the level of violence faced by economically empowered women. 

 
With the review of the Governance Manual, Membership Policy and the Human resource policy, EASSI has emerged out of a 
turbulent management transition period and has been able to restore its credibility and mitigate potential conflicts that could have 
risen amongst the Members, Board, Management and the Programme staff. EASSI has also taken steps to review its risks analysis 
policy; the safeguard policy and a whistle blowing policy in order to ensure that all stakeholders, including the Board members, 
staff and beneficiaries are protected. 
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