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Cover picture: 
Front: Women Traders in Nimule Market in South Sudan have resorted to  
 Informal Cross Boarder Trade (ICBT) as a form of livelihood, having survived 
	 the	armed	conflict	that	lasted	for	over	five	decades	in	their	country.

Back: Cross-exchange learning between the WCBTs of Elegu, Nimule, Busia,  
 Malaba, Katuna and Mirama Hills borders
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About EASSI and OSIEA

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	 born	 in	 1996	 after	 the	 Beijing	 Conference	 with	 a	 mandate	 to	 monitor	
implementation	of	the	African	and	Beijing	Platforms	for	Action	in	Eastern	Africa	and	the	
Beijing	and	African	Platforms	for	Action	are	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	 and	Agenda	2030	and	 the	Sustainable	
Development Goals (SDGs) among others.

EASSI works across with National Focal Points which are also its member organizations 
and committed to its vision, and mission. 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.

About Open Society Initiative for Eastern Africa (OSIEA)
The Open Society Foundations work to build vibrant and tolerant societies whose 
governments are accountable and open to the participation of all people. We seek to 
strengthen the rule of law; respect for human rights, minorities, and a diversity of opinions; 
democratically elected governments; and a civil society that helps keep government 
power in check. We help to shape public policies that assure greater fairness in political, 
legal, and economic systems and safeguard fundamental rights. We implement initiatives 
to	advance	justice,	education,	public	health,	and	independent	media.	We	build	alliances	
across borders and continents on issues such as corruption and freedom of information. 
Working in every part of the world, the Open Society Foundations place a high priority 
on protecting and improving the lives of people in marginalized communities.
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Foreword

Since	2012	with	the	support	from	TradeMark	East	Africa	(TMEA),	EASSI	has	supported	
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. EASSI is working with WCBTs in six Eastern African countries of Burundi, 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Kenya, South Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda. EASSI 
is at the borders of Mutukula, Katuna, Mirama Hills, Malaba, Taveta, Holili, Namanga, 
Busia, Elegu, Nimule, Goli, Mahagi, Isebania, Sirari, Lunga-Lunga, Kabero and Kabanga. 

Despite the work done, the women cross border traders have still got limited understanding 
of the border procedures and the rigorous tax administration system, associated with 
cross	border	trade.	As	a	result,	majority	have	remained	in	the	informal	sector,	failing	to	
reap	the	benefits	of	regional	integration.	In	order	to	improve	its	work	with	the	WCBTs	on	
the Uganda and South Sudan border at Elegu and Nimule, EASSI with the support from 
the Foundation Open Society Institute in cooperation with the Open Society Initiative 
for Eastern Africa (OSIEA) conducted a scoping study between April and June 2020. 
The study analysed the current political, economic and social challenges, opportunities 
and threats that impact on WCBTs at the two borders. It provides EASSI with a set of 
recommendations for programme development as well as policy recommendations that 
will enable the organisation to offer informed support to the WCBTs groups and women’s 
networks at the Elegu/Nimule border. 

EASSI	acknowledges	 the	 funding	 from	OSIEA,	which	has	since	2018	 facilitated	EASSI’s	
work towards the enhancement of an improved trade environment for women traders; 
better	border	cooperation;	reduced	border	conflicts	and	increased	recognition	of	women	
as contributors to economic development. 

EASSI is also very grateful to Ms. Margaret Namirembe Kakande, who led the team that 
undertook	the	fieldwork	and	also	the	staff	of	EASSI,	Ms	Ruth	Warutere,	the	Programme	
Manager,	Gender	and	Economic	 Justice	and	Ms.	Alice	Doris	Alal,	 the	Project	Assistant	
and Resource Centre Coordinator, based at Elegu/Nimule OSBPs, who worked tirelessly 
to	validate	and	enrich	the	study	findings.

Hon. Sheila Kawamara-Mishambi
Executive Director-EASSI
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background
Uganda and South Sudan, are land locked countries in the East African Community. For 
decades,	the	two	countries	experienced	prolonged	armed	civil	conflicts	that	traumatized	
the populations, leaving behind shattered economies, with a dismantled social fabric and 
very fragile social support systems. 

In	northern	Uganda,	 the	 civil0	 conflict,	which	 lasted	 for	 almost	20	years,	 1986	until	 a	
ceasefire	in	2006,	had	a	heavy	toll	on	people’s	lives,	causing	death	of	tens	of	thousands	of	
people and abduction of over 60,000 children. Almost two million persons in the former 
districts of Gulu, Kitgum, and Pader, were internally displaced, accounting for about 25 
percent of the population in the region. The Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) were 
bundled	up	in	filthy	and	crowded	camps,	 living	in	extreme	poverty,	with	thousands	of	
widows,	orphans	and	child-headed	households.	Due	to	the	insecurity,	majority	of	the	IDPs	
had limited access to land, hence loss of food production and heightened dependence 
on rationed food aid, supplied by the government or institutions like the World Food 
Programme (WFP). The limited access to food resulted in high levels of chronic and 
acute malnutrition and created a new dependence culture, where the population and 
particularly men resorted to alcohol consumption, expecting food handouts.

For	South	Sudan,	the	five-decade,	gruesome	civil	war	that	largely	targeted	civilians	left	
millions killed or internally displaced. Across South Sudan women and girls were severely 
abused and their rights violated. Many of them were either killed, abducted, forcefully 
impregnated, enslaved and their bodies deliberately infected with HIV/AIDS. As refugees 
and IDPs, women and girls were exposed to a lot of sexual violence from the warring 
factions and also from the men, living in the camps and as they trekked longer distances 
in	search	of	firewood	or	water.	While	on	the	run	and	even	in	the	camps,	the	traditional	
patriarchal practices of forcing single women and girls into marriages continued, exposing 
many of them to risks of unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases and risky 
child births.

With the silencing of the guns, relative peace has been attained in the region. However, 
there	are	still	very	limited	economic	alternatives	for	the	people.	Majority	of	women	living	
along the border, of Ugandan and South Sudan are engaged in Informal Cross Border 
Trade (ICBT) since they are unable to enter the formal sector. 

Among the challenges facing the WICBTs are the limited formal education, lack of 
knowledge	of	official	trade	procedures;	the	difficulties	in	obtaining	trading	licenses;	and	
fear	 of	 taxation	 or	 being	 overcharged	 by	 customs	 officials.	Many	 respondents	 in	 the	
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Women and girls in South Sudan and Acholiland work on the land but do not have ownership rights

1Girl child compensation is a situation whereby if someone from one clan decides to kill someone from a different clan, 
then the members of the aggrieved clan have the right to go to the other community and demand compensation.

study, cited the long waiting times at the borders and their inability to comprehend the 
border procedures as the main reasons they preferred to use the risky porous borders to 
trade.

In terms of the personal security of women, even after the war, the existence of harmful 
traditional practices, such as child and forced marriages, girl-child compensation,1	

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	has	been	a	major	motive	for	cattle	rustling	
between	communities,	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 South Sudan and in most areas in 
Northern Uganda, 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 failure of the two 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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Women and girls in South Sudan and Acholiland work on the land but do not have 
ownership rights
 
Today Northern Uganda remains the poorest region in the country, lagging behind on all 
socio-economic indicators. The region has the highest number of people not expected to 
survive	beyond	45	years	(PRDP,	2007),	the	worst	nutrition	status	and	the	poorest	indices	
of	human	development.	 The	extended	armed	conflict	 impacted	national	 and	 regional	
trade and investment opportunities in the region.
 
South Sudan, neighbouring Uganda in the north is an important importer of Ugandan
products, with between 80 and 90 percent, going through the Elegu (Uganda) and Nimule
 
(South	Sudan)	border	posts.	The	major	traded	goods	across	the	two	countries	include	
agricultural	products	like	sugar,	rice,	fresh	fruits	and	vegetables,	maize	grain	and	flour,	
wheat	flour,	live	animals,	fisheries,	iron	and	steel,	cement,	beers	and	soft	drinks,	motor	
vehicle re-exports, vegetable oils and soap lubricants.

Between April and June, 2020, EASSI conducted a scoping study to inform its work and 
other development partners at the Elegu/Nimule border post. This study explored the 
socio-economic status of Women Cross border Traders (WCBTs); focusing on their trading 
experiences, opportunities and challenges; and also, the political and environment 
contexts.	 Specifically,	 the	 study	 analyzed	 the	 current	 political,	 economic	 and	 social	
challenges, opportunities and threats that impact WCBTs at the Elegu/Nimule border. 
Furthermore,	the	study	paid	specific	attention	to	the	policy	priorities	in	both	countries	
for cross border trade especially for local women; the policy priorities of the East African 
Community in respect to cross border trade and particularly for WCBTs and also assessed 
the economic and social contributions of the WCBTs to the economies of both countries, 
where data exists.

The	 study	 revealed	 that	 apart	 from	 the	 disastrous	 impact	 of	 COVID-19	 	 pandemic,	
which had destabilized the economic activities of the WCBTs, they were still faced with 
several	challenges,	including	inadequate	access	to	financial	support;	limited	knowledge	
and proper information on cross border trade requirements; high transportation costs 
to trade across the borders; lack of information on markets; insecurity; Gender Based 
Violence	(GBV);	as	well	as	the	high	taxes	and	competition	from	large	firms.
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Specific objectives of the study
The study was intended to:
a) Assess the general conditions of border communities at Elegu/Nimule border, given 

the political and economic developments in both Uganda and South Sudan;
b) Identify the challenges faced by local women and the WCBTs;
c) Map out key actors engaged in cross border trade and provide comprehensive lists 

of key contacts, policy priorities, key concerns and areas of focus, key government 
offices/officers,	donors,	community	attitudes	etc.

d) Provide key recommendations for EASSI and other development partners in terms 
of practical initiatives to support the WCBTs groups and networks; engagement with 
key	government	trade-related	offices	and	donor	interlocutors.

 
Methodology

The study used both quantitative and qualitative data generated from both primary and 
secondary sources. For primary sources, the information was collected through focus 
group discussions and Key Informant Interviews, while literature review of relevant 
documents was applied for the secondary sources as detailed in the references.

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)

Discussions were held with community members in Elegu and Nimule to ascertain the 
successes, challenges and proposals for the future of the WCBTs. The community FGD in 
Nimule	was	attended	by	31	people	(24	women	and	7	men),	who	were	randomly	selected	
from	4	markets	of	Abila,	Sekua,	Motoyo	and	Malakia	and	45	WCBTs	at	Nimule,	from	the	
Future Ladies and RUBU LELE groups. At Elegu the community FGD had 5 participants 
(2	males	and	3	females),	while	that	of	the	WCBTs	was	attended	by	12	women.	Another	
FGD	was	conducted	in	Elegu	to	validate	the	study	findings.	The	poor	attendance	in	Elegu	
is	attributed	to	the	strict	observance	of	the	COVID-19	Standard	Operating	Procedures	
(SOPs)	 that	 practically	 restricted	meetings	 of	more	 than	 10	 people.	When	 requested				
to attend the meetings most women in Elegu were unwilling to congregate for fear of 
contracting	COVID-19.	The	available	large	spaces	for	meetings	in	compliance	with	the	
social distancing requirement were far from where the women worked.
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Key Informant Interviews
The	key	stakeholders	interviewed	included:	border	officials;	WCBTs;	and	security	officials.
These are detailed out under the sampling frame.

Table	2.1:	Number	of	interviews	for	each	category	of	respondents

The names of officials met are attached as Annex 1.

Research Tools

Research instruments to capture both quantitative and qualitative information from the 
primary sources were used. 

Women	Cross	Traders	attending	a	validation	meeting	with	border	officials	in	October	2020

Respondent Elegu Nimule Total 
interviews 

Women cross border traders 50 48 98 
Officials at the Border Posts - Customs Officer 

-Community 
Development 
Officer (CDO) 

-Trade Officer- South 
Sudan National Bureau of 
Standards 
-Customs Officer 

4 

Security officials -Superintendent of 
Police  
 

-Town Clerk/Security 
officer 

2 

Source: Author’s compilation 
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Quality Control
Quality control for data collected was ensured by EASSI, who assessed and agreed upon 
the	research	tools	before	field	work	commenced,	received	and	discussed	the	inception,	
draft	and	final	report.	The	reliability	of	data	collected	in	the	field	was	checked	through	
triangulation of information from the key informant interviews and the FGDs. The same 
questions on different aspects of trading experiences across the borders and challenges 
faced, were addressed to the individual WCBTs and those attending the focus group 
discussions.	The	data	got	from	the	field	was	verified	by	the	EASSI	staff	during	a	FGD	at	
Elegu after the lockdown.

Data Analysis
The data collected on the 98 questionnaires from the women cross border traders, was 
captured using the Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) application. There 
was formulation of a tabulation plan, listing of the desired tables to be generated for the 
report and cross tabulation of the various variables in the questionnaires collected from
 
Elegu and Nimule. STATA tables were generated as per tabulation plan and averages and 
percentages were used as the simple statistical measures.

Limitations of the Study
The study was limited by the lack of sex disaggregated trade data to establish the 
contribution of WCBTs to trade and the national economies. The data got from Bank 
of Uganda and Uganda Bureau of Statistics, for example has aggregated trade values. 
The lockdown in Uganda, between March and June 2020, the closure of international 
borders	and	the	restriction	of	travel	to	the	border	districts,	all	due	to	COVID	19	affected	
the	field	work	and	proper	verification	of	the	information	collected.	During	the	COVID-19	
lockdown.	Public	meetings	were	banned	in	order	to	curb	the	spread	of	COVID-19	and	
where	they	were	permitted,	social	distancing	had	to	be	observed	and	not	more	than			10	
people could meet. This greatly hampered the FGDs in Elegu, where strict enforcement 
of	the	COVID-19	Standard	Operating	Procedures	was	enforced.

Report Outline
The report provides the context of the two countries, Uganda and South Sudan and  
the socio-economic and political environment in which the WCBTs work. It highlights 
the women’s experiences in cross border trading, the challenges they face and also 
explores the opportunities available to them so as to improve their livelihood and work 
environment. The WCBTs offer practical proposals on what can be done to improve their 
work.	The	report	also	 identifies	 the	existing	organizations	supporting	 the	work	of	 the	
WCBTs	and	what	they	are	doing	to	address	the	identified	challenges.	The	conclusions	and	
recommendations are made by the research team to EASSI, the governments of South 
Sudan and Uganda and also the East African Community to help promote trade for the 
WCBTs.
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Recommendations of the Study

   Recommendations to EASSI and other Development Partners

1.	 Sensitize	the	women	traders	on	the	benefits	of	group	trading	and	support	them	to	
trade	jointly.

2. Support improved information sharing, with emphasis on the relevant provisions of 
the EAC Customs and Common Market Protocols; trading systems and procedures; 
availability of markets; and how to trade safely under the new normal brought 
about	by	the	COVID	19	pandemic.

3. Promote increased public awareness and appreciation of the gender and women’s 
rights concerns in trade and in the regional integration process at the national and 
EAC level.

	4.	 Ensure	the	effective	coordination	among	women	traders	and	groups	at	community	
and	national	 level	 in	order	 to	 influence	 the	 trade	policies	 in	Uganda	and	South	
Sudan and at the EAC.

5. Strengthen and support the civil society groups working in the border districts 
Uganda and South Sudan to understand the challenges faced by WCBTs and get 
them involved in advocacy for women’s rights and in particular Gender Based 
Violence.

6.	 Develop	and	implement	projects	and	programmes	that	can	effectively	engage	the	
men	that	have	been	traumatized	by	decades	of	armed	conflict	to	enable	them	to	
contribute to development and support of the women cross border traders, instead 
of frustrating their efforts.

7.	 Support	the	training	of	WCBTs	in	financial	literacy,	group	governance;	and	border	
trade	requirements,	among	others	and	also	lobby	financial	institutions,	especially	
commercial	banks	and	micro-finance	institutions	to	support	WCBTs.

8. Lobby TradeMark East Africa (TMEA) to make provision for separate toilet and 
washroom facilities for women, and child care facilities in Phase II of construction 
of the OSBPs.

9.	 Lobby	Border	officials	at	the	Elegu	and	Nimule	OSBPs	to	establish	Women’s	desks,	
and support their operationalization and also support the deepening of gender 
training	for	border	officials,	for	practical	application,	for	example	in	handling	and	
facilitating WCBTs to trade with dignity.

10.	 Lobby	the	Uganda	and	South	Sudan	governments	to	provide	the	required	facilities
	 and	services	to	contain	COVID	19	at	the	border	posts.
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   Recommendations to Governments

1.	 Enhance	 awareness	 creation	 about	 COVID	 19	 for	 the	 border	 communities	 and	
facilitate the provision of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and supplies such as 
masks, gloves, sanitizers among others.

2.	 Establish	facilities	for	mass	testing	for	COVD	19,	with	the	related	treatment/
 quarantine centres.
3. Expand market infrastructure to facilitate social distancing practices.
4.	 Ensure	 timely	 payment	 of	 salaries	 and	 wages	 for	 civil	 servants	 working	 at	 the	

borders to reduce the tendencies of corruption.
5.	 Facilitate	the	establishment	of	financial	institutions	(banks,	forex	bureaus)	at	the
 border points.
6. Formulate sexual harassment regulations/guidelines to safeguard WCBTs and 

enforce their implementation at the two borders
7. Facilitate the issuance of identity cards to the border community members to ease 

movement of persons.
8. Facilitate the establishment of a women’s information desk at Nimule border post.
9. Provide clean water sources and ensure the construction of bath and change rooms
 for both men and women at the border points.
10.	 The	Ugandan	and	South	Sudanese	governments	should	continue	to	hold	bilateral	

meetings to create more conducive environment for trade and investment.
11.	 The	government	of	Uganda	should	improve	the	drainage	system	at	Elegu	to	control
	 the	frequent	flooding	of	River	Onyama	which	continues	to	affect	the	women’s	trade

   Recommendations for the East African Community

•	 Support	awareness	creation	about	the	EAC	Customs	and	Common	Market	Protocols
 and the existing trading systems and procedures
•	 Monitor	and	ensure	the	effective	enforcement	of	the	Protocols	and	procedures.
•	 Hasten	the	process	of	South	Sudan	full	integration	into	the	community	to	ensure
 they implement the protocols and agreements fully.
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The Context
The East African Community (EAC), comprising the Partner States of Burundi, Kenya, 
Rwanda,	 South	 Sudan,	 Tanzania	 and	 Uganda,	 have	 signed	 and	 ratified	 the	 Customs	
Union and Common Market Protocols. The EAC provides a wider market with a combined 
population	of	over	160	million	people	and	GDP	of	about	US$170billion.	The	EAC	regional	
integration provides commendable freedoms under the Common Market; safeguards 
the region from international economic shocks and has instituted a Common External 
Tariff (CET) to protect the community’s emerging domestic industries.

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 a free trade (or zero tax) imposed 
on goods and services amongst themselves and having a Common External Tariff (CET) 
whereby 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	
to manage 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 and it provides for the free movement of people, 
goods, services, labour, and capital and for rights of residence and establishment. 

Elegu and Nimule and the busiest borders for Uganda and South Sudan, respectively. Almost 
90% of South Sudan’s imports cross the two borders
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In the light of easing cross border trade, the lack of coordination among agencies 
operating	at	the	border	posts	in	the	EAC	was	identified	as	one	of	the	main	challenges	
facing the regional integration process. Thus the Partner States adopted the concept   
of the One Stop Border Posts (OSBPs) to facilitate cross-border movement by reducing 
the time taken on clearance procedures. OSBPs have been set up at the borders, of 
Elegu/Nimule (Uganda/South Sudan); Malaba (Uganda/Kenya); Busia (Uganda/Kenya); 
Mutukula (Uganda/Tanzania) Mirima Hills/Kagitumba (Uganda/Rwanda) Isebania/Sirari 
(Goli/Mahagi (Uganda/DRC); Tunduma/Nakonde (Tanzania/Zambia) and Moyale (Kenya/ 
Ethiopia).

In	order	to	facilitate	the	operations	of	the	OSBP,	an	EAC	OSBP	Act,	2016	was	enacted,	
granting	officers	from	adjourning	Partner	State	the	right	to	implement	their	national	laws,	
while operating across the border. For traders to access any trade facilitation services at 
the OSBP, they go directly to the importing country where they interact with border 
agencies from both countries. The agencies include: Immigration, Customs, Bureau of 
Standards,	 Port	 Health,	 Fisheries	 and	 Agriculture,	 among	 others.	 The	 border	 officials,	
then	 simultaneously	 process	 trade-related	documents	 and	 carry	 out	 joint	 inspections	
and	verification.

Elegu and Nimule are operating a One Stop Border Posts (OSBPs) with facilities housing 
various government agencies involved in cross border trade under one roof. The 
Customs	Officers	at	both	border	posts	have	been	trained	on	gender	by	their	respective	
institutions but gender is still not mainstreamed in the day-to day operations at the  
two border. Both Elegu and Nimule border points continue to experience the effects of 
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environmental degradation, deforestation and over grazing that have resulted into poor 
waste	management,	 regular	 flooding	 and	 a	 dire	 need	 for	 clean	water,	 sanitation	 and	
hygiene facilities.

Uganda’s Socio-Economic, Political and Security Context

In	December	2013	when	South	Sudan	had	become	a	key	trading	partner	with	Uganda,	
the	gains	made	since	2018	were	quickly	eroded	by	another	civil	war.	There	was	a	steady	
decline	in	Uganda’s	exports,	decreasing	from	$414m	(Shs1.3	trillion)	in	2013,	to	$385m	
(Shs1.2	trillion)2	in	2014	and	$353m	(Shs1.1	trillion)	in	2015.	According	to	Davin	Angutia,	
a	 logistics	 agent	 in	 Arua	 Park,	 there	 is	 significant	 increase	 in	 goods	 currently	 being	
transported	to	South	Sudan	compared	to	2018.	However,	the	situation	has	not	improved	
compared	 to	 how	 it	 was	 before	December	 2013	 levels.	 The	 security	 situation	 on	 the	
border	was	further	elaborated	by	the	Superintendent	of	Police	at	Elegu	(Box	3.1.1).

Security trends at Elegu border point over the last 5 years have been unstable. The 
tension between Mr. Riek Machar and Mr. Salva Kiir affected the trade at Elegu border 
point heavily. Some traders lost all their capital and goods as they were blocked by rebels 
on their way to Juba. Some innocent women cross border traders were arrested and 
detained	in	prison.	This	happened	when	women	crossed	to	South	Sudan	with	unverified	
or expired passports respectively.

At	the	beginning	of	this	year,	COVID-19	pandemic	changed	the	working	environment.	
Roads were blocked especially in Uganda in observance of the pandemic Standard 
Operating Procedures3. The deployment of security personnel to enforce the procedures 
has provided some safe working environment with reduced harassment of people who 
are crossing the border. Additionally, the night curfew, has improved security at Elegu.

Superintendent of Police-Elegu

Uganda’s Third National Development Plan, has the Agro-industrialization programme 
as core, with the aim of increasing the commercialization and competitiveness of 
agricultural production and agro-processing. Key results include: increasing export value 
of	selected	agricultural	commodities,	 like,	coffee,	tea,	fish,	dairy,	meat,	and	maize.	The	
Ministry	of	Trade,	Industry	and	Cooperatives,	among	other	objectives	works	to	promote	
the formation and growth of cooperatives; and increase the diversity in type and range 
of enterprises undertaken by Cooperatives.

Elegu Town Council, is located in Amuru District, Acholi sub-region on the Ugandan side 
of the international border between South Sudan and Uganda. Amuru district is bordered 
by South Sudan in the North, Gulu District in the East, Lamwo District in the North East, 
2Ministry of Trade, Industry and Cooperatives
3These included social distancing; wearing of masks; and regular hand washing/sanitizing
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Nwoya	District	in	the	South,	Adjumani	District	in	the	North	West,	and	Arua	District	in	the	
West.	Elegu	is	approximately	106	kilometres	(66	miles),	by	road,	north	of	Gulu,	the	largest	
city	in	the	sub-region	and	about	438	kilometres	(272	miles),	north	of	Kampala,	Uganda’s	
capital and largest city.

The Great North Road (Juba Road) or commonly referred to as the Gulu-Nimule road 
passes through Amuru District giving access to South Sudan hence a great potential for 
cross	border	trade.	In	November	2018,	the	One	Stop	Border	Post	(OSBP)	on	the	Uganda	
side	was	officially	commissioned	by	officials	from	Uganda	and	South	Sudan.	The	concept	
of	the	OSBP	is	that	traffic	crossing	the	border	need	only	stop	at	one	border	post	staffed	
with	officials	from	both	countries.	This	reduces	time	to	cross	borders	and	transport	costs	
for	businesses.	The	study	established	that	the	Customs	Officers	at	Elegu	border	had	got	
training	in	gender,	although	they	still	have	difficulties	mainstreaming	it	 in	their	day-to	
day operations.
 
Amuru District was established by the Ugandan Parliament in 2006. Prior to that, the district 
was part of Gulu District which is part of the larger Acholi sub-region that was devastated 
by	the	Lord	Resistance	Army	insurgency	(1987-1994).	The	impoverished	population	was	
confined	in	Internally	Displaced	Persons’	(IDPs)	camps	and	the	region	suffered	immense	
loss	of	infrastructure	and	public	service	delivery.	Following	the	pacification	of	the	region,	
there has been some steady growth and development, although the traumatic experiences 
still	 haunt	 the	 population,	 with	 rampant	 land	 conflicts.	 Similarly,	 its	 neighbour	 South	
Sudan has suffered episodes of insecurity with spillover effects to Amuru district.

An ariel view of the border town of Elegu at the Uganda and South Sudan
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The	 population	 of	 Amuru	 is	 youthful	 and	becoming	 even	 younger.	 Children	 below18	
years	constitute	55	percent	of	the	population,	while	those	less	than	15	years	constitute	
49	percent.	The	elderly,	above	60	years	make	up	4	percent	of	the	population.	This	age	
structure	 implies	that	a	significant	proportion	of	the	population	 is	dependent.	Also	of	
concern is the low level of education, especially among the females who as a result of the 
two- decade long civil war were deprived.

The Acholi are a patriarchal society, where women in Amuru district do not own land and 
majority	are	dependent	on	men.	Their	major	source	of	livelihood	is	subsistence	agriculture	
and petty trade, working as retailers of agricultural produce, charcoal burning, managing
lodges	and	 small	 eating	 	houses.	Given	 the	 fertile	 soils,	 crop	production	 is	 the	major	
economic activity in  Amuru  with about 90% of the arable land being used for agriculture 
and employing about 98% of the population. The traditional cash crops grown in the 
region are cotton and tobacco, but  due to decreasing prices and limited access to 
markets,	theirproduction	has	declined	over	the	last	25	years.	Today,	the	major	food	crops	
produced,	 classified	 as	 non-traditional	 cash	 crops,	 are:	 maize,	 finger	millet,	 sorghum	
sweet	 potatoes,	 cassava,	 groundnuts,	 simsim,	 beans,	 peas	 and	 sunflower.	 The	 private	
sector in Amuru district is very rudimentary, boasting of a few grinding mills and rice 
hullers.

Amuru district has experienced massive environmental degradation, with declining soil 
productivity in terms of crop yield per acreage and high prevalence of crop diseases. 
The main factors causing the deterioration of the environment are poverty, population 
pressure on the natural resources especially near IDPs camps, ignorance on sustainable 
use and management of these resources, increased urbanization, poor enforcement and 

In addition doing the agricultural farm work and homecare chores, the WCBTs engage in trade across the 
border of Uganda and Soth Sudan
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Elegu Border on the South Sudan–Uganda border
Placement on map is approximate

Coordinates:  03°33′59″N	32°04′14″E

Region Northern Region of Uganda

Sub-region Acholi sub-region

District Amuru District
	 	 Population	(2012	Estimate)
		 	 •	Total	 5,000

implementation of environmental policies, laws and regulations among others. Due to 
the instability in the region, many Sudanese refugees crossed into Uganda and this in 
turn exerted more pressure on the environment leading to increased degradation. The 
community FGD at Elegu reported grave environmental concerns, including poor waste 
management, lack of sanitation facilities, stagnant water, all resulting in a horrid stench 
and unpleasant living environment. In order to manage waste in Elegu, the community 
proposed the use of smart portable bins which could easily be emptied so as to keep the 
border area clean.

Despite	the	Elegu	floods	hitting	the	news	headlines,	every	other	week,	there	is	no	visible	solution	in	
the	offing	to	save	the	livelihood	of	the	people	in	the	border	town
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On top of the appalling environmental degradation Elegu also experiences frequent 
floods	 from	 River	 Unyama,	 affecting	 hundreds	 of	 traders	 and	 causing	 losses	 worth	
millions of shillings. Since there is no properly constructed market in Elegu Town Council, 
many	women	traders	put	 their	goods	on	the	ground	and	when	 it	floods,	 it	 is	hard	to	
salvage their merchandise. River Unyama originates from the Eastern direction of Unyama 
sub-county trading centre, in Gulu district and heads in the northern direction through 
Bungatira	and	Pariko	sub-county.	It	then	flows	to	Amuru	district	through	the	sub-counties	
of Pabo and Atiak before connecting to the White 
Nile which forms the boundary between Uganda 
and	South	Sudan.	The	floods	come	with	a	 lot	of	
encumbrances, causing delays in clearing transit 
goods since cargo trucks have to line up to
Bibia which is 7kms from Elegu border post.

The dire situation for women traders in  Elegu 
has further been exacerbated  by  the  outbreak 
of	COVID	19	pandemic.	With	 the	rising	numbers	
of infections in South Sudan, the Government of 
Uganda closed the Elegu border in March 2020 
and only permitted the crossing of cargo trucks. 
The closure of the border greatly impacted the 
small-scale informal women cross-border traders who had no capacity to hire trucks to 
transport their goods across the border. Unlike the bigger
 
formalized	businesses	that	adjusted	and	begun	operating	virtually,	the	informal	cross-
border trade, which largely involves risky close person-to-person contact and cash-based 
transactions was greatly hampered. Since informal traders depend on trade as a source 
of livelihood, they suffered hefty losses due to the sudden border closures and as a result 
many have literary gone out of business.

South Sudan’s Socio-Economic, Political and Security 
Context

Following	its	independence	from	Britain	on	January	1,	1956,	the	Sudan	was	one	country	
with the Southern Sudan region predominantly black Christian Africans and the North 
inhabited by Arab Muslim Africans. The First Sudanese Civil War (also known as the 
Anyanya	Rebellion	or	Anyanya	I)	occured	from	1955	to	1972	between	the	northern	part	
of Sudan and the Southern Sudan region, which demanded representation and more 

With	the	frequent	floods	in	Elegu,	the	market	is	
so muddgy and soggy and a health hazard for 

the women and their children
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Ms. Yomima Elmira Yosam, Chairperson of the WCBTs 
Nimule at the Uganda border of Elegu

regional	autonomy.	It	is	estimated	that	about	half	a	million	people	died	over	the	17	years.	
Despite	the	signing	of	the	peace	agreement	in	1972,	tensions	persisted,	culminating	into	
the	Second	Sudanese	Civil	War,	which	lasted	from	1983	to	2005	with	the	signing	of	peace	
agreements	 in	 Nairobi	 in	 2005.	 In	 July	 2011	 South	 Sudan	 attained	 its	 independence			
but	unfortunately	efforts	to	unite	the	different	ethnic	groups,	to	date,	remains	a	major	
challenge to the country’s security and development.
 

In the aftermath of independence, 
in	2013	there	was	an	outbreak	of	
another bloody inter-ethnic war, 
with	 the	 two	major	 protagonists	
being the largest ethnic 
communities, the Dinka and the 
Nuer. The civil war that started on 
December		15,		2013		went		on	till
February	22,	2020.	About	400,000
people are estimated to have 
been killed in the war by April 
2018,		with		outrageous	atrocities
 
such	as	the	2014	Bentiu	massacre.	

More	than	4	million	people	have	been	displaced,	with	about	1.8	million	of	those	internally	
displaced,	and	about	2.5	million	have	fled	to	neighboring	countries,	especially	Uganda	
and	Sudan.	Since	the	fighting	was	concentrated	in	the	agricultural	heartland	in	the	south	
of the country, about 6 million were faced with starvation and famine hit some parts of 
the	country	in	2017.

The security officer at Nimule explained the security situation since 2016 (Box 3.1.3)

There is no serious insecurity along the border. Insecurity only occurred during the civil 
wars	of	2016	where	suspects	from	South	Sudan	were	hunted	in	Elegu.	Besides,	COVID	
19	brought	 insecurity	at	 the	border	as	 it	was	closed.	Many	business	women	and	men	
struggled	to	find	their	ways	into	Uganda	to	look	for	food	and	ended	up	being	victims	of	
illegal businesses. They were caught and harassed by security personnel on both sides. 
This	included	being	raped,	their	money	robbed;	goods	confiscated	and	heavy	charges	
levied on traders dealing in illegal businesses. Many traders in South Sudan lost money 
from untrusted persons to whom they sent their money for buying goods. 

There was also insecurity emanating from the sugar plantation named GEM. That land 
was sold to the proprietor by illegal sellers. That land belongs to South Sudan.

Security Officer-Nimule
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Because of the continued instability and the weak legal system, the country’s economy 
has	been	devastated.	According	to	the	IMF	in	October	2017,	real	income	had	halved	since	
2013	and	inflation	was	more	than	300%	per	annum,	hence	making	South	Sudan	one	of	
the	poorest	and	least-developed	countries	in	the	world.	The	Community	FGD	confirmed	
that currently there is good security network coordination between the two borders of 
Uganda and South Sudan. There are, however, some armed skirmishes caused by the
 
cattle keeping tribes of South Sudan, who are blamed for the cattle raids in Uganda. 
Most of the cattle raiders are said to be apprehended by the security network of the two 
countries.

The decades of warfare and displacement, have led to a general loosening of the social 
ties, customs, relationships, and modes of organization in traditional cultures. South 
Sudan is still a patriarchal society And the population overwhelmingly young, with more 
than	two-fifths	of	the	population	under	the	age	of	15	and	more	than	one-fourth	between	
the	 ages	 of	 15	 and	 29.	 Prior	 to	 Sudan’s	 independence	 in	 1956,	 the	 British	 colonial	
administration had little educational infrastructure established in southern Sudan. As a 
result, for decades many southern Sudanese were deprived of the opportunity to access 
education hence rendering South Sudan to be among the countries with the lowest 
literacy rates in the world. Even after the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement efforts 
to increase educational opportunities in the south, only one-half of school-age children 
accessed education. For school-age females, access is even more limited, and many drop 
out	within	the	first	few	years	because	of	cultural	pressures,	like	the	tendency	to	marry	off	
girls at a young age. Only about one-fourth of adults are able to read. There is a higher 
rate of literacy in urban areas, where roughly one-half of the adult population is able to 
read. There is also a discrepancy in literacy rates between men and women, with about 
two-fifths	of	men	being	literate,	compared	to	about	one-sixth	of	women	able	to	read.

Almost	 four-fifths	 of	 the	 inhabitants	 in	 South	 Sudan	 depend	 on	 farming	 or	 animal	
husbandry for their livelihoods. South Sudan’s chief export are crude petroleum and 

Nimule Border in South Sudan

Coordinates:						 03°35′46″N	32°03′49″E
Country           South Sudan
State               Eastern Equatorial
Population						 45,000	(2006,	Estimates
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gum Arabic. Due to food insecurity and the limited manufacturing sector, the country 
imports most items, including many foodstuffs, motor vehicles and machinery, and 
manufactured goods. The services sector consists primarily of government employees 
and small businesses, largely shops and restaurants.
 
The community FGD noted a number of environmental issues (Box 3.1.2).
There is serious deforestation since trees are cut down indiscriminately for charcoal, 
firewood,	 farming	and	 timber	 (hardwood).	 In	addition,	 cows	are	 increasing	on	almost				
a daily basis in the community interrupting farming. Efforts have been put in place to 
withdraw the cattle from the community but without success since political will is lacking. 
This is resulting into over grazing.

Flooding is experienced regularly spoiling economic activities of the community members. 
On the other hand, wildlife like elephants, hippos and snakes interfere with farming as 
they destroy crops while in the gardens, kill mankind and interfere with activities like 
grass cutting done by women for building purposes.
There is also environmental pollution around customs area due to lots of vehicles in the 
area.
Community FGD

Nimule is the most important border crossing point for South Sudan, controlling over 
90% of all trade cargo destined for the country. A One Stop Border Post was constructed 
at	Nimule	and	like	Elegu	border	post,	the	border	officials	were	trained	in	gender,	but	are	
still challenged in mainstreaming it in their day-to day operations. The COVID pandemic 
affected Nimule trading post, compelling the Nimule and Elegu WCBTs to establish a 
trading network and collaborating with the transport service providers, in order buy and 
deliver products across Elegu and Nimule community markets. A report from a TMEA- 
sponsored sociologist at Nimule OSBP, in May 2020, noted issues facing WCBTs as a 
result	of	COVID-19	being:
i. Lack of income due to restrictions of movement across the borders;
ii. Some women traders resorting to the use of the risky porous border points, hence 

being exposed to rape, violence and abuse by security operatives;
iii.	 Lack	of	knowledge	about	the	COVID-19	resulting	in	the	stigmatization	of
 the women traders;
iv. Limited sources of water to ensure hand washing practices; and
v. Poor sanitation in the market place.
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Situational Analysis of Women Cross Border Traders 
(WCBTs)
Cross-border	 trade	 is	 the	 major	 economic	 activity	 that	 provides	 employment	 and	
livelihood to borderland communities in Elegu and Nimule. Women account for the 
highest	 percentage	 of	 traders	 engaged	 in	 informal	 cross	 border	 trade.	Majority	 have	
unregistered businesses, with minimal capital and they continue to use the informal or 
ungazetted border crossing points. One of the biggest reasons cited for engaging in 
informal trade is lack of information about border procedures and fear of interacting with
 
the	border	officials	and	agencies,	including	Customs,	Bureau	of	Standards,	immigration,	
enforcement	and	security	officers.

Most WCBTs interviewed during the study are young married women, between the  
ages	of	18	and	35	years,	who	attained	only	primary	education.	The	low	level	of	formal	
education was largely because of the limited access to learning institutions during the 
extended	period	of	civil	strife	in	the	region.	Majority	of	WCBTs	are	engaged	in	retail	trade	
at	the	border	points,	dealing	in	agricultural	produce	and	fisheries	originating	mainly	from	
Uganda. On top of engaging in daily market trading, the WCBTs also participate in weekly 
markets on both sides of the border. Despite the Customs Union and Common Market 
protocols, providing for free movement of goods, and people, WCBTs still face enormous 

challenges, including routinely 
being stopped at security check 
points and roadblocks. The women 
traders reported that they faced 
more challenges in Nimule than in 
Elegu.

The WCBTs also revealed that they 
were not aware of the existence of 
the	 Simplified	 Certificate	 of	 Origin	
(SCOO), a customs document 
required to verify items that are 
grown or produced within  the  EAC. 
This	certificate	applies	 to	all	goods	
being imported or exported into  

another		EAC			country,			with	a	consignment	value	below	US$	2,000.	The	SCOO	confirms	
that the goods were grown or produced in
 
Women Cross Borders Traders informally going through the bushes from South Sudan to 
Uganda, where they not only risk their lives, but sexually being abused

Women Cross Borders Traders informally going through the bushes 
from South Sudan to Uganda, where they not only risk their lives, 

but sexually being abused



28 Building Women’s Resilience for Cross Border Trade

the	EAC	and	do	not	attract	import	duties	in	the	importing	EAC	country.	The	Simplified	
Certificates	of	Origin
 
are issued free of charge at the borders, in order to avoid delays in verifying goods 
originating from the region. However, due to lack of information, the WCBTs at Elegu and 
Nimule spend up to two hours clearing goods through Customs at the borders. There 
were reported incidences of payments being made on products originating from the EAC 
region especially in Nimule where VAT and excise duties were levied.

The WCBTs in the study disclosed that the construction of the OSBPs at Elegu and Nimule 
had improved the trading environment for them with increased traded volumes and 
profits.	 However,	 there	 are	 no	 banking	 services	 at	 the	 border,	 forcing	 many	 women	
traders to carry huge sums of money with them and exposing them to armed robberies. 
TradeMark East Africa (TMEA) through the Uganda Ministry of Trade has constructed an 
Aggregation Centre for WCBTs at the OSBP, although it is not yet operational. The women 
traders also reported the lack of adequate washrooms for women as well as child care 
facilities within the OSBP.
 
Although	most	WCBTs	 interviewed	belonged	 to	some	women’s	groups,	majority	were	
trading	as	individuals	and	hence	missing	out	on	benefits	of	operating	in	groups.	Such	
benefits	 included	 training;	 sharing	 information,	 and	 accessing	 savings	 and	 credit	
opportunities	 among	 others.	 They	 reported	 inadequate	 access	 to	 financial	 services,	
depending on own savings and a few accessing credit from revolving funds in their 
groups and/or SACCOs.

Trade at the Elegu-Nimule Border

The One Stop Border Posts (OSBPs) were established at Elegu and Nimule respectively 
to enhance trade operations between the two countries. Between 80-90 per cent of 
South Sudan merchandise pass through Elegu-Nimule border points. The trade between 
the two countries is both formal and informal, with the latter being more dominant for 
the small-scale traders. In terms of informal trade, the exports to South Sudan declined 
from	US$	130.3million	in	2013	to	US$	41.6million	in	2016	but	increased	to	US	$	50.4m	
in	2018	 (UBOS	 Informal	 trade	survey	2018).	The	same	trends	were	noted	 for	 informal	
imports	from	South	Sudan	that	declined	from	US$	5.4m	in	2013	to	US$	2.5m	in	2016	but	
increased	to	US$	3.2m	in	2018.
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Findings of the Study
The key factors affecting the success and effective running of the businesses of the WCBTs 
at the two borders of Elegu and Nimule are age, language barrier, their marital status, 
level	of	education,	lack	of	financing	to	expand	their	businesses,	inability	to	comprehend	
the cross border trade regulations and procedures. Among the reasons cited for engaging 
in informal trade is lack of information on the right border procedures to follow, fear of 
the	border	officials	and	failure	to	get	the	right	information	to	demystify	the	traditionally	
beliefs about governments, taxation and cross border trade.

The Age Factor 

Cross border trading at both Elegu and Nimule is mainly conducted by youthful and 
dynamic, who are very vulnerable to abuse and yet theycould be receptive to new ideas 
and capacity building efforts aimed at improving cross border trading. On average, 57 
percent	of	women	cross	border	traders	interviewed	were	youths,	between	the	ages	of	18	
and 35 years, with an average age of 36 years. The young women, whether married or 
single are in their reproductive years and are still burdened with childcare responsibilities. 
Because of the lack of childcare facilities at the border or in the markets, many WCBTs 
are likely to drop out of cross border trade in order to attend to their children. More so, 
because of being young, inexperienced, with low levels of education, many WCBTs are 
highly vulnerable to sexual harassment and being taken advantage of.

With the opening up of the OSBP at Elegu and Nimule, some small-scale women traders are making use of the border, 
preferring formal trade as opposed to going through the bushes
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Marital Status of respondents 

Single		 	 	 	 	 32	 								6															19
Married	 																																												52	 								54	 			53
Co-habiting	 																																												4	 								0															2
Widowed	 																																												2	 								25	 			13
Separated	 																																											10	 								15	 			12
Total	 																																																						100	 								100	 			100
Source: Field survey

% of respondents
Average %

Elegu           Nimule 

Table 3.2.1: Percentage of WCBTs in various age brackets at Elegu/Nimule borders

The Marital Status of WCBTs
More than a half, 53% of the WCBTs interviewed at both border points are married and 
19%	are	single.	Due	to	the	extended	armed	conflict,	majority	of	women	either	lost	their	
husbands or have been forced to be heads of households, as the men took to alcohol and
living a life of hopelessness after the war. This is a double-edged sword for the women 
traders who are culturally bound by an oppressive patriarchal system; have to work hard 
to sustain their families; do not have ownership rights to the land they cultivate; and for 
some of the married women, the money earned out of trade is taken away from them by 
their partners. As women traders become economically empowered there are increased 
incidences of Gender Based Violence (GBV).

Table 3.2.2: Marital status of WCBTs (%) at Elegu/Nimule borders

Average %Age in years

% of respondents

Elegu            Nimule

18-35	 	 	 									51	 										62	 																57

36-45	 																															22	 										26	 																24

45-60	 																															24	 										11																								17

Above 60                      2            2                 2

Total	 																															100	 											100											 					100

Average	age	 																				37	 											34	 																36

Source: Field survey
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Education and WCBTs

More than half (52%) of WCBTs had primary education as the highest level of schooling 
with	Nimule	having	61%.	Majority	 (32%)	of	 these	WCBTs	with	 low	 schooling	had	 just	
completed	 lower	 primary,	with	 42%	 for	Nimule.	 A	 fair	 proportion	 (38%)	 of	WCBTs	 at	
Elegu had attained lower secondary education (Table 3.2.3). Given several decades of civil 
conflict	in	northern	Uganda	and	South	Sudan,	many	women	were	unable	to	access	formal	
education. Consequently, the WCBTs are unable to comprehend the complex border trade 
procedures and taxation requirements and hence prefer using the porous where they are 
harassed, taken advantage of and many lose their merchandise to security personnel   
or	those	pretending	to	be	security	enforcement	officers	in	both	countries.	The	women	
traders reported cases of harassment and extortion because of their lack of knowledge 
of border procedures and thus, out of fear of the customs authorities, they continue to 
use	the	ungazetted	hazardous	routes	to	trade.	According	to	a	URA	enforcement	officer,	
when traders use the informal/illegal routes, the penalties contained in the EAC Customs 
Management	Act	Section	199	and	Section	200	are	very	severe,	including	payment	of	a	
fine	of	up	to	50%	on	top	of	the	value	of	the	goods	which	are	being	smuggled.

Table 3.2.3: Education levels of WCBTs (%) at Elegu/Nimule borders

The study however noted that there was little correlation between formal education levels 
of the WCBTs and their ability to trade using the OSBPs at Elegu and Nimule. At Elegu, 
WCBTs with lower secondary education reported most improvements (Tables 3.3.5a, and 
3.3.5b). However, at Nimule the WCBTs with lower secondary education traded more; 
while	those	with	lower	primary	education	made	more	profits.

No	schooling		 	 					8	 																							4	 																			6
Lower	primary	 																22	 																							42	 																			32
Completed	primary	 																14	 																							15	 																			14
Lower	secondary	 																38																									19	 																			29
Completed	secondary	 					14	 																							13	 																			13
Tertiary	 																											4	 																							8	 																			6
Total	 																																						100	 												100	 																			100
Source: Field survey

Education Level of 
respondents

% of respondents Average %
        Elegu              Nimule 
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Table 3.3.5a: WCBTs’ trading improvements with introduction of OSBPs; by level of 
education at Elegu and Nimule

Communication and Language Barrier

It was also revealed doing trade in South Sudan was more complex because of the 
language barrier and that often because of the breakdown in communication, many 
women	were	harassed,	beaten	and	sometimes	their	goods	confiscated.	The	harassment	
on the side of the South Sudan was done by both the security agencies and the civilian 
customers.

“In South Sudan because you do not understand the language, you can easily get beaten. 
The Sudanese do not understand negotiations and so when you try to negotiate for a 
better price, they lose their temper, claiming that you want to cheat them…. Even if you 
are being beaten in South Sudan and you make an alarm no one can rescue you….and 
one	can	record	a	police	statement	but	you	cannot	access	justice	and	yet	here	in	Uganda	
once	harassed	and	you	report	to	the	police,	you	will	get	justice.
”WCBT in Elegu

Violence Against Women

A number of WCBT respondents that participated in the study reported incidents of 
domestic violence and also violence and harassment in the process of doing trade. Since 
majority	of	women	use	 the	porous	 routes,	 through	 the	bushes	 and	 swimming	across	
the River Unyama, to trade informally or what is known as smuggling, they experience  
a lot of abuse. They disclosed cases of rape, being beaten and their goods stolen from 
them by thugs that waylay them, while they use the illegal border crossing points. They 

Education level               Trading more quantities   Making more profits

No	schooling		 	 								9.4	 								0																		5.9																	0
Lower	primary		 																			28.1	 								25	 						5.9																	50
Completed	primary	 																			3.1	 								0					 						23.5	 					0
Lower	secondary	 																			34.4	 								50	 						41.2	 					33
Completed	secondary	 								18.8	 								0																		23.5	 					0.0
Vocational                               0.0         0                  0.0           0.0
Tertiary	 																														6.3	 								25	 						0.0				 					16.7
Total	 																																									100.0	 								100	 						100.0	 					100
Source: Field survey

Elegu           Nimule Elegu           Nimule 
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claimed to have no way of reporting such incidents because would be reprimanded for 
being smugglers. At the domestic front, the WCBTs revealed that often their partners 
accused them of being adulterous because of trading across the border and called them 
derogatory names, implying that they were prostitutes. There were cases where the men 
took away their money, claiming that culturally it belonged to them since they paid bride 
price when they married the women. Traditionally, both in South Sudan and Northern 
Uganda, women do not own property and some men have extended this claim to the 
money the WCBTs make.

“Our men are simply walking corpses. They do completely nothing to support the family. 
Here women are the husbands because they provide everything for the family. The men 
wake up in the morning and go to the trading centers and they come back home drunk 
and demanding for food. They are married to alcohol. Where do they think the food 
comes from, if they do not work to bring it home? Our men and boys need help, because 
when they have nothing to do, the resort to beating women and our children.”
Woman Trader in Elegu

WCBTs in Cross Border Activities
Most of the women (69%) were engaged in retail trade across the border points and 22% 
physically	cross	the	borders	to	trade	on	either	side	(Table	3.2.4).	Many	women	traders	feel	
safer to trade at a physical location, for example at a market stall, where their customers 
can access them. Those crossing, particularly to South Sudan reported that due to the 
weak law enforcement system, there are incidents of sexual and physical harassment, 
including being beaten, taking of their goods free of charge and some of their colleagues 
getting killed. The WCBTs on both sides of the border are discouraged from doing 
business in South Sudan because of the unstructured system and unpredictable trading 
environment.

Table 3.2.4: Primary Economic Activity of WCBTs (%) at Elegu/Nimule borders

Cross	Border	Trading	 																			40	 	 4	 	 22

Retail Trading                                56  82  69

Other	(Specify)	 																														4		 	 14	 	 9

Total	 																																																			100	 	 100	 	 100

Source: Field survey

Primary Economic Activity % of respondents Average %
Elegu              Nimule
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1On	a	daily	basis,	WCBTs	from	South	Sudan	purchase	fresh	foods	from	the	makeshift	
border market of Elegu

Commodities Traded
Commonly traded goods from Uganda to South Sudan include maize, groundnuts, sim 
sim,	maize	flour,	beans,	eggs,	matooke,	tomatoes,	onions,	fish,	silver	fish,	millet,	green	
vegetables, fruits, cow, goats, chicken, fresh cassava and potatoes, clothes, hair weaves 
(artificial	hair).	Goods	from	South	Sudan	to	Uganda	include	new	and	used	clothes,	sugar,	
cooking oil, rice, saucepans, dishes, mats, powdered milk, mobile phones and cosmetics. 
Almost all the goods got from South Sudan are imported from elsewhere and re-exported 
to Uganda.

For	the	agricultural	produce	a	certificate	of	origin	 is	 required	for	customs	records	but	
most women lack knowledge about its use and how to get it. They also lack information 
about taxation on the goods they deal in. According to URA they do not collect taxes on
 
cereals regardless of the volume exported to other countries, but in order to maintain  
a	record	of	exports	to	South	Sudan,	a	trader	is	given	a	document,	Export	Document	1	
(EX1),	a	declaration	document	indicating	that	good	are	being	exported.	For	most	WCBTs,	
this information was new to them.

 

 

 
The	only	goods	that	attract	taxes	on	exports	are	fish,	hides	and	skin.	For	a	trader	dealing		
in	fish	export	in	Uganda,	the	laws	are	very	stringent	and	are	strongly	enforced.	A	trader	
has	to	first	of	all	register	as	a	fish	trader	in	the	area	where	she	or	he	is	operating	and	then	
apply	for	a	fish	trading	license	at	a	cost	of	UGX	50,000	per		year		for	small	scale	traders	
and UGX
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500,000	for	traders	using	trucks	for	transportation.	The	fish	trading	license	is	given	at	the	
MAAIF	headquarters	in	Entebbe	and	normally	the	Fisheries	officer	in	the	districts	or	Sub-	
Counties	ensures	that	the	intending	fish	trader	gets	this	fish	trading	license.	In	order	to	
process	the	fish	trading	license,	one	has	to	have	a	Tax	Identification	Number	(TIN)	and	a	
national identity card.

In	order	to	facilitate	the	trade	in	agricultural	produce	and	fisheries,	the	Customs	Authorities	
depend on the Ministry of Agriculture Animal Industry and Fisheries (MAAIF) to certify 
that	the	agricultural	or	fisheries	products	which	a	trader	wants	to	export	to	South	Sudan	
are	of	good	quality	and	will	not	 cause	danger	 to	 the	final	 consumer	 in	South	Sudan.	
MAAIF	certifies	that	by	issuing	an	International	Phyto-Sanitary	Certificate	to	a	trader	who	
pays	only	10,000	UGX	to	acquire	the	certificate.	She	or	he	is	then	free	to	take	his	goods	
across	the	border	for	sale	after	getting	the	EX1	document	from	URA.
 
Table 3.3.1: Products traded by WCBTs (%) at Elegu/Nimule borders

Border Market Operations
Most of the agricultural goods traded across the border originate from Uganda. The 
WCBTs	at	Elegu	also	trade	in	goods	from	the	East	African	region,10%	and	8%	specifically	
from	South	Sudan.	Given	the	limited	capital	the	small-scale	women	traders	have,	majority	
operate	their	businesses	in	the	weekly	markets	at	both	border	points,	48%	at	Elegu	and	
46%	at	Nimule.	Depending	on	the	days	when	the	weekly	markets	are	held,	people	living	
at the border, cross over to the other country and transact business. For the remaining 
days of the week, some of the women traders manage their stalls in the market or in the 
small retail shops. See details in table 3.3.2.

Consumables	 																							80.4	 															53.6
Services4		 																							7.8	 															4.4
Electronics                        0.0                0.0
Hardware                        3.9                2.9
Textiles																																				5.9	 															11.6
Agricultural produce            2.0                23.2
Other	 																																			0.0	 															4.4
Total	 																																			100.0	 															100.0
Source: Field survey

Products traded
% of respondents

Elegu               Nimule

4The services were shop keeping; restaurants/hotels; bars, saloons etc.
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None	 																																																				51.1										38.8
Once	 																																																				8.9	 									16.3
Twice	 																																																				8.9	 									16.3
Three	times	or	more	 																												31.1										28.6
Total	 																																																				100.0								100.0
Source: Field survey

Elegu         Nimule
Times stopped for checking before 
reaching the market

% of respondents

Daily	 																																																										40.7	 							31.3
Weekly																																																											48.2	 							45.8
Monthly	 																																															7.4	 							14.6
B-annually	 																																															3.7	 							2.1
Annually                                                0.0        6.3
Total	 100.0	 100.0
Source: Field survey

Frequency of trading % of respondents
Elegu         Nimule

Table 3.3.2: Frequency of trading for WCBTs (%) at Elegu/Nimule borders

 

Non-Tariff Barriers
The Customs Union and Common Market Protocols provide for free movement of goods, 
capital, people and services, with minimal hinderances and check points for customs 
clearance.	The	Nimule	Customs	officer	reported	that	despite	the	existence	of	some	NTBs,	
for goods and services originating from the EAC, there is some level of free movement 
of goods and persons across the border. This study assessed the extent to which the two 
Protocols are being operationalised by inquiring about the number of times the women 
traders were stopped for checking, before reaching the market. The practice of stopping 
WCBTs at check points was still common at both border posts. However, they are more 
rampant	in	Nimule	where	61%	of	the	respondents	said	that	they	were	stopped	at	least	
once,	compared	to	49%	in	Elegu	(Table	3.3.3).

Table 3.3.3: Proportion of WCBTs stopped for checkups before reaching the markets

Additionally,	 goods	 from	 the	 region	 are	 supposed	 to	be	 verified	with	 a	Certificate	of	
Origin issued free of charge for use by the WCBTs. This is supposed to hasten clearance 
at	the	border	points.	However,	there	was	very	limited	knowledge	about	the	Certificate	of	
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Origin for WCBTs at both Elegu (76%) and Nimule (78%) borders. At Nimule, the limited 
knowledge	of	the	certificates	of	origin	is	because	although	the	procedure	for	getting	a	
certificate	of	origin	has	been	simplified,	the	certificates,	according	to	the	Customs	officer,	
t are not available at the border. The information on trade systems and regulations at the 
Nimule border is shared with traders at the border through pictorial messages on walls 
and notice boards; in addition to the original printed documents. The limited knowledge 
of	the	certificates	of	origin	at	Elegu	is	an	anomaly	because	in	Uganda	the	procedure	for	
getting	a	certificate	of	origin	has	been	simplified	and	the	certificates	are	available	at	the	
border points, free of charge.

The	Certificates	of	Origin	are	hardly	used	in	Nimule	and	Elegu	and	thus	all	the	WCBTs	
are	subjected	to	clearing	their	goods	through	customs.	The	process	is	seen	as	confusing,	
laborious, time-consuming and a great risk for the women traders, who largely deal in 
perishable agricultural produce. They reported that clearing of their goods requires a 
clearing	agent,	which	is	an	added	cost,	eating	through	their	profit	margin.	The	WCBTs
 
who cleared their goods through Customs at the borders reported a variance in the 
time spent at Elegu and Nimule. While at Elegu all clearance was done within an hour, at 
Nimule	some	WCBTs	reported	waiting	for	more	than	two	hours	(Table	3.3.4).
Overall at both sides of the border, clearance was effected within an hour. The study 
established that the OSBPs at Elegu and Nimule had improved the trading experience 
for	the	WCBTs.	However,	majority	of	women,	96%	at	Elegu	and	92%	at	Nimule	were	not	
aware of the Aggregation Centre, a facility that will enable informal cross border traders 
from both countries to store and sell their products. The Centre is being constructed   
by TradeMark East Africa (TMEA) through the Uganda Ministry of Trade, Industry and 
Cooperatives.	The	benefits	attained	by	the	WCBTs	as	a	result	of	the	improvements	at	the	
OSBPs varied across the border points, with the traders at Elegu having an increase in the 
traded	volumes	and	those	at	Nimule	realising	more	profits	(Figure	3.3.1).

Table 3.3.4: Hours spent by WCBTs (%) getting clearance at Elegu/Nimule borders
 

In an FGD in Elegu, the WCBTs observed that for those that were using the OSBP, there 
was a good rapport with the border agencies, who supported and offered the women 
information information to enable them trade across the border. The police was however 

Elegu         Nimule
Hours spent getting clearance at the 
border

% of respondents

Less	than	1	 33.3	 42.1
One	 66.7	 42.1
Two	 0.0	 10.5
Three or more 0.0 5.3
Total	 100.0	 100.0
Source: Field survey
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singled out as being corrupt, demanding for bribes once they got the women using the 
porous routes, locally referred to as panya (rat) routes. The women traders also said they 
often encountered thugs that stole their goods and cited incidents of sexual abuse by 
goons that used drugs.

Figure 3.3.1: Improvement made by the OSBPs at Elegu/Nimule

                Source: Field survey

Ever	since	the	establishment	of	the	OSBP	at	Elegu,	there	are	improved	relations	between	the	WCBTs	and	the	Customs	Officers.	Some	
work,	however,	still	needs	to	be	done	in	Nimule	in	order	to	build	the	confidence	of	the	women	traders
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It was noted that there were incidences of consumption taxes being paid on products 
originating from the EAC region. It was rampant in Nimule where 75% of the WCBTs made 
these payments compared to only 8% at Elegu. This was expected as no export/import 
duties	are	supposed	to	be	made	on	products	whose	value	do	not	exceed	US$	2,000	as	
most	WCBTs	trade	in	small	volumes.	The	Customs	officer	at	Nimule	affirmed	that	goods	
originating from the EAC were checked and made to pay VAT and excise duties. On the 
other hand, at Elegu, goods originating from the EAC were only charged excise duties. 
The taxes were imposed on all products with the exception of agricultural produce. The 
WCBTs need to be given information on taxes on goods originating from the EAC

Mode of Trading
Majority	of	the	WCBTs	at	both	border	points	belonged	to	a	women’s	group,	although	
most of them were informal. The FGD with Nimule WCBTs reported that those who  
were not part of the groups was due to lack of knowledge about the groups; the high 
membership fees of 200 South Sudan Pounds; and the attitude of the leaders, which 
they	described	as	discriminatory.	Despite	belonging	to	the	groups,	majority	of	women	
still traded as individuals; 98% at Elegu and 92% at Nimule. The individualistic attitude 
could be attributed to the broken social fabric and loss of trust in relationships following 
the traumatizing experiences of civil strife for decades, hence the need for psychosocial 
support	to	facilitate	the	rebuilding	of	confidence	and	trust	in	other	people.
 
The few WCBTs trading in groups at Elegu, had attained lower secondary education and 
were all trading in consumables. At Nimule, the WCBTs trading in groups had varying 
education levels. Of these 50% had lower primary level; 25% had completed secondary 
education, while the other 25% had tertiary education. They commonly traded in services 
(75%)	 and	 consumables	 (25%).	 The	WCBTs	 trading	 in	 groups	 reported	 some	benefits	
such as access to group credit and savings, accessing training, sharing information and 
storage	facilities	(Table	3.3.6).	The	FGD	with	WCBTs	at	Nimule	corroborated	the	benefits	
and also noted that group members had gone for a study tour to Elegu; accessed group 
loans at low interest rates; and were making weekly savings that kept them busy.
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Elegu         Nimule
% of respondents

Benefits of group trading

Information sharing                        0.0        23.5
Group	Storage																																				0.0	 							17.7
Group credit                                    33.3        23.5
Group savings                                    33.3        23.5
Training                                    33.3        5.9
Other                                                0.0        5.9
Total	 																																															100.0	 							100.0
Source: Field survey

Table 3.3.6: Benefits of group trading

Box 3.3.1: The Benefits of Working in Groups
Benefits of Working in Groups
•	 Promotes	saving	to	support	the	group
•	 Enables	connection	to	the	bank	which	make	it	easy	to	acquire	loans	and	training	on	financial
 management.
•	 Facilitates	quick	money	lending
•	 Fosters	friendship
•	 Easy	access	to	guidance	and	counselling	during	conflict	and	political	instability	offered	by	different
 NGOs and government institutions
•	 Enables	easy	access	to	financial	support	from	NGOs	and	government	institutions	to	facilitate	the	

trade across borders.
•	 Promotes	easy	access	to	information.

How to improve WCBTs’ groups
1.	 Short-term	training	on	balance	sheet	skills.
2. Improvement on the products to meet international standard.
3. Promoting partnership business ventures.
4.	 Developing	strong	distributorship	network	linkages.
5.	 Establishing	financial	services	to	support	traders.
6. Expanding networking among women cross border traders in Uganda, and
7. Formalizing businesses in accordance with investment and trade policy.
      WCBTs’ FGD at Elegu

At	Elegu	and	Nimule	the	WCBTs	in	groups	were	trained	on	financial	literacy;	how	to	access	
markets for their goods, as well as customs and revenue requirements at the border; 
working in groups and working under COVID. However, since there are very few WCBTs 
in	the	groups,	the	trainings	have	not	benefitted	many	traders.	Furthermore,	majority	of	
respondents reported that the trainings so far organized, were very inadequate especially 
in scope of coverage. There is need to provide more training in all the mentioned areas 
broadly to the WCBTs (Table 3.3.7).
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Table 3.3.7: Additional training requested by WCBTs

Box 3.3.2: Elegu WCBTs Miss out on Information

Information on trade systems and regulations is at times given to women 
leaders to share with others. A number of trainings are organized but many 
WCBTs miss because they are not in the groups. In case of any support provided 
at the border point, they cannot access it, since as they are not recognized as 
individual traders. There is need to create awareness about the importance of 
working in groups. These women should be trained on working in groups so 
that	they	get	to	know	the	different	benefits	enjoyed.
Customs Officers, Elegu

 

Elegu         Nimule
% of respondents

Additional training required

Financial literacy                                                     0            0
Working in groups                                                     0            50
Customs	and	revenue	requirements	at	the	border	 				100	 											25
Working under COVID                                         0            25
Markets and how to access them                             0            0
Total	 																																																																											100	 											100
Source: Field survey

WCBTs from the borders of Elegu, Nimule, Katuna, Mirima Hills, Mutukula, Busia (Uganda and Kenya) and Malaba 
(Uganda	and	Kenya)	after	a	training	in	taxation,	during	an	exchange	visit	to	the	borders	of	Elegu	and	Nimule,	2019
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Elegu         Nimule
% of respondents

Sources of capital for trading

Self                                                                           66           72
Family	and	friends	 																																																		0	 										4
Women’s organization                                       6           0
Revolving	savings	group/SACCO	 																										18	 										24
Micro	finance	 																																																														2	 										0
Government programme                                       8           0
Total	 100	 100
Source: Field survey

Access to Finance and Capital
The study explored issues of capital for trading as this limits the operations of WCBTs. 
Majority	of	the	WCBTs	reported	inadequate	access	to	financial	services,	90%	and	82%	for	
Elegu and Nimule border posts respectively. Most of the WCBTs are depending on own 
savings and a few access credit from revolving funds and/or Savings and Credit 
Co-operatives  (SACCOs) (Table 3.3.8).
 
Table 3.3.8: Sources of capital for WCBT’s trading (%)

Opportunities for the Informal WCBTs

1.	 TradeMark	 East	 Africa	 is	 planning	 phase	 two	 for	 the	 construction	 at	 the	 OSBP	
facilities. Since the institution appreciates gender, this is an opportunity to ensure 
that the inadequate trade facilities are improved to accommodate more toilets for 
women and childcare facilities.

2. The Ugandan Ministry of Trade, Industry and Cooperatives is prioritizing promotion 
of cooperatives. There are plans to support the citizens to form cooperatives. EASSI 
should help the women’s groups to be formalized as trading cooperatives at Elegu 
and imule borders.

Challenges faced by the WCBTs
The WCBTs are faced with various challenges in trading, including the lack of adequate 
funds to expand their businesses; the lack of knowledge and proper information on trade 
requirements; delays at the border points; high taxes; high transportation costs; high 
clearance costs; lack of information on markets; competition from bigger companies; 
insecurity; sexual harassment and a host of other new challenges brought about by 
COVID-19.	To	further	elaborate	their	challenges,	the	WCBTs’	FGD	at	Elegu	pointed	out	
that they were disturbed by the multiple taxes for the same commodity at different 
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checkpoints;	lack	of	access	to	certification	procedures	and	their	low	knowledge	of	export	
requirements. They were also concerned about the lack of access to foreign exchange 
services	 due	 to	 the	 tight	 government	 monetary	 control	 policy,	 which	 significantly	
impacted business development potential for Ugandans. They pointed out that much as 
they were physically and sexually harassed, they had limited and no knowledge at all on 
gender-based violence and sexual harassment.

Table 3.4.1: Challenges faced by WCBTs in trading

Border Insecurity Related Challenges
The two borders, Elegu and Nimule are politically volatile and the WCBTs at Nimule cited 
insecurity as one of their biggest problems. At Nimule, 58% of WCBTs had been affected 
by	instances	of	insecurity	in	comparison	to	15%	at	Elegu.	As	a	result	of	insecurity	in	the	
region,	the	WCBTs	reported	losing	their	goods,	at	Elegu	(43%)	and	Nimule	(66%)	and	for	
some,	their	working	capital	or	were	unable	to	trade	(Table	3.4.2).	In	the	FGD	with	WCBTs	
at Nimule they revealed that during episodes of insecurity they are forced to contribute 
money in the markets for the protection of their goods on top of the unreceipted funds 
which are extorted from them by the security personnel. The community FGD, also 
revealed that on top of the armed security challenges facing WCBTs, there is intimidation 
at	the	border	by	uniformed	and	non-uniformed	security	officials,	extortion,	confiscation	
of	goods	and	some	women	are	raped,	and	cannot	report	the	perpetrators	or	seek	justice. 

Elegu         Nimule
% of respondents

Challenges

Lack of knowledge and proper information on trade requirements	 									16.6	 		15.5
Delays at the border points                                                               2.8   6.6
High	taxes	 																																																																																								1.7	 		5.8
High	transportation	costs	 																																																														12.2	 		7.4
High	clearance	costs	 																																																																											1.1	 		5.0
Lack	of	adequate	funds	 																																																																											24.3	 		15.1
Competition	from	bigger	companies	 																																																	1.7														5.8
Lack of information on markets                                                               8.3   6.6
Sexual	harassment	 																																																																											0.6	 		4.7
Insecurity	 																																																																																								1.1	 		10.5
COVID	-19	 																																																																																								26.5	 		17.1
Other                                                                                                       3.3   0.0
Total	 																																																																																																					100.0	 		100.0
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Elegu         Nimule
% of respondents

Effects of insecurity

Lost	goods	for	trading	 	 	 												42.9	 								65.5
Lost working capital                                                 28.6         6.9
Did	not	trade	 																																																												14.3	 								13.8
Other	 																																																																								14.3	 								13.8
Total	 																																																																								100.0	 								100.0
Source: Field survey

Table 3.4.2: Effects of insecurity on WCBTs (%) during political instability

COVID-19 Related Challenges
The	Corona	Virus	(COVID-19)	pandemic	affected	many	countries	forcing	emergency	shut	
down of the economies to control the spread of the virus. According to Africa Centres for 
Disease	Control	(Africa	CDC),	43	out	of	the	54	African	states	closed	their	borders	by	mid-	
April 2020. Other measures to protect public health included: total lockdown with people 
staying at home, restriction of public movement, closure of schools, places of worship, 
bars, lodges, markets and entertainment places, among others. Cargo movement at the 
border crossing points was delayed due to the new guidelines aimed at reducing the 
spread	of	COVID-19.	The	restrictions	on	people	movement	led	to	temporary	or	partial	
closure	of	businesses.	Uganda	and	South	Sudan	were	no	exception	with	the	first	cases	
reported in March 2020. Anecdotal evidence shows that the agriculture supply chain was 
heavily interrupted by the lockdown.

The pandemic had negative effects on the WCBTs at the two border posts of Elegu and 
Nimule, including closure of businesses, inability to repay loans, loss of income, scarcity 
of products, loss of workers, and reduced numbers of customers. The WCBTs at Elegu
 
used up working capital during the lockdown while those in Nimule were trading but at a 
lower	scale	(Table	3.4.3).	The	FGD	with	WCBTs	at	Nimule	reported	other	COVID-19	related	
challenges,	including,	high	market	prices	due	to	reduced	inflow	of	goods,	high	transport	
costs due to the lockdown, reduced market spaces due to social distancing requirements 
and the lack of Personal Protective Equipment and supplies like masks, gloves, sanitizers, 
among others. The community in Nimule was concerned about the lack of quarantine 
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centres;	testing	machines;	and	medication	for	the	deadly	virus.	The	COVID-19	pandemic	
has also exacerbated the occurrence of Gender Based Violence (GBV) among families 
resulting	 from	 conflicts	 between	 couples.	 Domestic	 violence	 was	 driven	 by	 conflicts	
around	financial	constraints	coupled	by	close	interactions	in	the	confined	spaces	of	the	
home	occasioned	by	the	COVID-19	movement	restrictions.

Table 3.4.3: Effects of COVID-19 on WCBTs’ trading

Elegu         Nimule
% of respondents

Effects of COVID-19

Did not trade                                                             28.9          8.2
Used	up	working	capital	during	lock	down	 												42.2	 									23.3
Traded	but	at	a	lower	scale		 																																				27.8	 									52.1
Other	 																																																																								1.1	 									16.4
Total	 																																																																								100.0	 									100.0
Source: Field survey
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Challenges  Proposed Solutions 
Inadequate storage and trading facilities, such as 
markets 
 
Absence of separate toilet facilities with washrooms for 
women as well as child care facilities 
  
High cost of transport to trade across the border 
 
High rates of taxation for imported goods 
 
Harassment by the police on the border of South Sudan 
and Uganda 
 
Limited capital, hence small-scale trading 
 
Lack of knowledge on cross border trade 
 
Lack of banks in Elegu limits business growth. It is so 
risky to keep money in the house or to save it for 
expansion of the business. 
 
The constant fluctuation of the exchange rate against the 
Uganda shillings and the Sudanese Pound 
 
There is corruption by security enforcement officers. 
 
Language barrier, since the people in South Sudan speak 
only Arabic  
 
The customers of South Sudan are harsh and want to 
determine the prices for the goods. Most of them are 
armed. 
 
When Ugandans go to South Sudan to trade, they are 
charged 50 pounds, equivalent UGX500 but then they 
charged UGX 1,000 because the South Sudanese do not 
want coins. There is no corresponding charge for South 
Sudanese trading in Uganda. 
 
Rent is very expensive for businesses premises and you 
are expected to pay mid-month. 
 
During the time of COVID-19 border closure, many 
Ugandan traders lost money because they sent goods to 
South Sudan but were not paid. 

Need a store to keep their goods, especially 
agricultural produce 
 
Organise more training and knowledge to enable the 
WCBTs understand how to trade profitably, manage 
and grow their business 
 
Help the women traders transit from informal to 
formal traders 
 
Link the women traders to affordable capital and 
credit to do trade 
 
Need knowledge on how to build a strong and 
operational trade cooperative 
 
Facilitate the registration of the women’s trading 
cooperative so that they can start bulk trading 
 
Solve the problems the women traders are raising and 
provide knowledge about business management and 
development 
 
EASSI should link the women traders to markets 
outside Elegu 
 
More knowledge about how cooperatives operate so 
that the women traders are able to trade as a group 
 
Support the WCBTs with capital to build and expand 
their business 
 
Both Uganda and South Sudan Governments should 
train their border officials on how best to handle the 
women traders, in particular security personnel 
 
Open up Banks in Elegu 
 
Reduce taxes on goods imported from South Sudan 
 
 
Have good leaders for the women’s groups and 
provide them with proper leadership skills. 

 

Challenges Faced by WCBTs and Proposed Solutions
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WCBTs’ and Border Community Recommendations
The WCBTs made a number of proposals on what support is required for them to operate 
within	the	COVID	-19	era.	Majority	of	WCBTs,	84%	at	Elegu	and	75%	at	Nimule,	proposed	
financial	support;	provision	of	protective	gear	(masks,	sanitizers	etc.);	and	sensitization	
about	COVID	19	(Table	3.4.4).	The	WCBTs	at	Nimule	also	recommended	provision	of	food	
relief	(60%);	and	massive	testing	(46%)	at	the	borders	with	corresponding	treatment	and	
isolation facilities.

Table 3.4.4: WCBTs’ recommendations for working under COVID 19

Specific recommendations from Nimule
The	Nimule	security	officer	recommended	the	provision	of	specific	trucks	to	transport	
goods for small scale women traders so as to minimize their frequent movement from 
Nimule to Elegu and the use illegal routes to conduct their businesses.

The FGD with WCBTs and the Community at Nimule emphasized the need for:

a) Massive awareness to their leaders and community members about good   
 governance
b) Financial assistance, especially loans with low interest rates
c) Training on system and procedures at the border.

Elegu         Nimule
% of respondents

Proposed recommendations

Sensitization	about	COVID																																																																																		48	 																	20.8
Financial	support	 																																																																																																84	 																	75
Provision	of	protective	gear	against	COVID	 																																																				32	 																	43.8
Food relief                                                                                                 8                  60
Train on how to operate under COVID, following standard 
operation	procedures	 																																																																																	22	 																	4.2
Massive testing and provision of requisite facilities 
(treatment,	and	isolation)	 																																																																																	4	 																	45.8
Provide trucks to transport good for WCBTs                                                     2                  6.3
Knowledge	of	availability	of	markets																																																																			4	 																	0
Provision of stores/ warehouse e at Elegu to store goods for WCBTs         0                  6.3
Build more shades to allow social distancing                                                     0                  8.3
Reduce	transport	costs	from	Elegu	to	Nimule																																																					0	 																	4.2
Regulate	prices	at	the	border	 																																																																			0	 																	4.2
Provide	training	about	trading	 																																																																			0	 																	2.1
Affirmative	action	programme	for	WCBTs	with	disability	 																							0	 																	2.1
Provide	Business	cards	for	identification	of	WCBTs	 																																						0	 																	2
Source: Field Survey
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d)	 Gender	training	of	all	border	officials	to	eliminate	the	mishandling	and	abuse	the

 women cross border traders.

e) Training in business management.

f)	 Building	of	markets	with	adequate	spacing	to	prevent	the	spread	of	COVID-19

g) Provision of relief aids

h)	 Awareness	on	COVID-19,	and	provision	of	personal	protective	equipment,	and

i) Timely and adequate payments of civil servants’ salaries to reduce corruption  

 tendencies.

The Community FGD Nimule recommended improvements in information sharing 
through a number of mechanisms:

1.	 Transmit	information	via	radio	stations,	phones	and	speakers	to	the	right	people		

 and at the right place and time.

2. Institute Mobile teams to create awareness in various aspects

3. Provide incentives to the WCBTs’ leaders to disseminate information.

4.	 Ensure	that	sensitization	is	done	indiscriminately.

5. Make announcements in public gathering when need arises.

6. Print and distribute brochures and posters

7. Issue identity cards to the border community members.

8. Establish women’s information desk at Nimule border post.

9. Provide clean water sources, and

10.	 Construct	bathrooms	and	changing-	rooms	for	both	men	and	women	at	the		

 border

Specific Recommendations from Elegu

The WCBTs’ FGD recommended that information sharing could be improved through 

organized formal meetings, trade fairs or community outreach in order to enhance 

compliance with trade policies, regulations and laws of South Sudan. The FGD further 

recommended that Business associations should support and establish accessible cultural 
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education centres to enhance cultural education for all potential women cross border 

traders in order to help them understand and appreciate the different cultures across the 

border. They also proposed that the Ugandan and South Sudanese governments should 

continue to hold bilateral meetings so as to create a more conducive environment for 

trade and investment. The Superintendent of police at Elegu recommended training of 

WCBTs about trading systems and procedures at the borders; and support the formation 

of group trading.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Because	 of	 decades	 of	 armed	 conflict	 in	 South	 Sudan	 and	 Northern	 Uganda,	 the	

population	is	traumatised	and	impoverished.	The	armed	conflict	not	only	caused	millions	

of deaths then, but it has had a huge impact on the socio-economic wellbeing of society. 

When the guns were silenced, people moved on, without any psychosocial support and 

today,	majority	are	harbouring	hidden	anger	against

 

each other and keeping a personal vendetta against ‘imaginary enemies’, whom they 

blame for their plight.

Most men are unemployed, redundant and have resorted to alcohol consumption and 

the rate of violence against women and children is alarming. Many women traders have 

disclosed experiencing violence from their partners or from people in power, particularly 

security	officers.	WCBTs	reported	that	in	the	course	of	doing	trade,	they	have	at	times	

experienced uncalled for violent reaction from their customers and spouses. They said 

they were living in constant fear for their lives, as a result of the violence in both the 

private and public spaces.

With the existence of patriarchy and the marginalisation of women in the region, the 

women traders have a desire to be socially and economically empowered through trade. 

It is therefore imperative to promote public awareness and appreciation of the gender 

and women’s rights concerns at home; while trading; and when policy decisions are 
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being made at the at the local, national and EAC level. The two governments of Uganda 

and South Sudan will have to formulate and enforce legislations/regulations/guidelines 

to safeguard WCBTs against GBV, particularly sexual abuse and sexual harassment. With 

the	recent	outbreak	of	COVID-19,	there	is	an	urgent	need	to	prioritize	the	provision	of	

protective services against GBV that has emerged as a result of the pandemic.

In the course of trading across the borders of Uganda and South Sudan the WCBTs    

are	faced	with	several	challenges,	including,	but	not	limited	to;	lack	of	financial	capital,	

physical	harassment,	sexual	harassment	by	security	officials	and	male	customers;	extortion	

by	law	enforcement	officers,	rape,	and	loss	of	goods	and	at	times	loss	of	lives.	In	order	

to address these challenges, it is imperative that the WCBTs consider doing business in 

groups or in clusters dealing in similar products. They should also be encouraged to form 

trading cooperatives through which they can pool their resources and be able to access 

credit and bigger markets and consequently expand their business.

As a contribution to the building of women’s resilience in trade and healing the wounds 

of	armed	conflict,	there	is	need	to	strengthen	and	support	civil	society	groups	working	

at the border districts of Uganda and South Sudan, so that they are able to understand 

and address the challenges experienced by the WCBTs. Such efforts will empower the 

women	 traders	 to	 get	 involved	 in	 advocacy	 efforts	 for	 women’s	 rights	 and	 the	 fight	

against discrimination and GBV. A more holistic approach will have to be devised to 

address the gender dynamics in the region. Development partners will have to develop 

and	implement	projects	and	programmes	that	can	effectively	engage	the	men,	who	have	

been	traumatized	by	decades	of	armed	conflict.	By	specifically	targeting	the	men,	they	

will be able to contribute to development and also support, instead of frustrating the 

efforts made by the women cross border traders.

In terms of helping the WCBTs grow their business, there is need for them to have 

access to information, with emphasis on the relevant provisions of the EAC Customs and 

Common Market Protocols; favourable trade policies, regulatory and customs clearance 

frameworks; access to markets and other trade support services; and information on how 
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to	trade	safely	under	the	new	normal	brought	about	by	the	COVID-19	pandemic.	The	

different stakeholders working with the WCBTs at the two borders also need to sensitize 

the	women	traders	on	the	benefits	of	group	trading	(cooperatives)	and	support	them	to	

organize their groups.

WCBTs	 also	 require	 training	 in	 financial	 literacy,	 group	 governance;	 and	 border	 trade	

requirements	and	also	lobby	financial	institutions,	especially	commercial	banks	and	micro-	

finance	institutions	to	support	WCBTs.	Border	officials	at	the	Elegu	and	Nimule	OSBPs	

should be encouraged to establish Women’s desks, and support their operationalization. 

The	border	officials	also	require	support	to	deepen	their	conceptualization	and	practical	

application of gender, for example in handling and facilitating WCBTs to trade with dignity. 

Lobby the Uganda and South Sudan governments to provide the required facilities and 

services	to	contain	COVID-19	at	the	border	posts.

Despite the construction of the OSBPs at Elegu and Nimule and the improved trading 

experience, many WCBTs still use the dangerous porous routes. The choice of using the 

dangerous illegal routes as opposed to the safe, secure established OSBP is because of 

fear and ignorance of what the WCBTs refer to as the “tedious and cumbersome border 

procedures.” Given the low educational levels, many women traders are scared of the 

documentation, formalities associated with foreign trade; the language barrier and the 

taxation system, which they can hardly comprehend.

While civil society organizations working with the WCBTs could build their capacity to 

profitably	 trade,	 the	 Ugandan	 and	 South	 Sudanese	 governments	 should	 continue	 to	

hold bilateral meetings to help create a more conducive environment for trade and 

investment, particularly for the small-scale informal women cross border traders. There is 

need to support awareness creation for the WCBTs about the EAC Customs and Common 

Market Protocols and the existing trading systems and procedures and also monitor and 

ensure the effective enforcement of the Protocols and procedures. The process of having 

South Sudan fully integrated into the EAC needs to be hastened in order to ensure the 

implementation of the protocols and agreements of the Community.
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The government of Uganda and South Sudan also need to ensure gender sensitivity in 

policy making in regards to border movement restrictions. This move will accommodate 

the trading needs of WCBT that revolve around the sale of small consignments of perishable 

products.	Through	the	private	sector	agencies	and	financing	institutions;	governments	

should consider establishing grants to revamp businesses of WCBT and conduct training 

and	sensitization	for	women	in	cross-border	trade	relating	to	diversification	of	income-	

generating activities. They should also target women in CBT in efforts to address the 

socio-economic	impacts	of	COVID-19	and	ensure	women’s	equal	representation	in	all

 

COVID-19	response	planning	and	decision-making	bodies	and	activities	at	national,

provincial, and community levels.

TradeMark East Africa (TMEA) through the Uganda Ministry of Trade  has constructed  

an Aggregation Centre for WCBTs at the OSBP and although it is not yet operational, 

this will go a long way in providing the women storage facilities for their produce as 

they prepare to have them cleared through customs. There is need to establish banking 

services at the border of Elegu to safeguard the women traders who now carry huge 

sums of money with them, exposing them to armed robberies. Attention should also  

be	paid	to	gender	specific	concerns	raised	by	the	WCBTs	such	as	the	lack	of	adequate	

washrooms for women as well as child care facilities within the OSBP.
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Institutions Supporting WCBTs at Elegu and Nimule
Border Institutions Contact person Position Phone Number 
ELEGU  Trade, Industry, 

Cooperative and 
Local Economic 
Development 

Mr. Sam Kidega District Commercial 
Officer, Amuru 
District 

0773 470 634 

Gulu Women 
Economic 
Development and 
Globalization 

Ms. Angwech 
Pamela Judith 

Project Officer 0772 644 729/ 0393 228 
391 

Trademark East 
Africa 

Mr. Moses Sabiiti Uganda/ South Sudan 
Country Director 

Moses.sabiiti@trademarkea.
com 
+256 312 223400 

EASSI Ms. Alice Doris 
Alal 

Project Assistant, 
Elegu 

alal2ad@gmail.com 
0782891493 

MEAC  Mr.Oluput Lazarua  Information Officer  0782205582 
jlolupotoriono@gmail.com 

M.A.A.I. F Dr.Ava Jimmy  Veterinary officer  0772611288 
IMMIGRATIONS  Mr. Harrison Ssali  Head of Immigration 

Team  
0772516340 

UNCBTA  Mr.Sam Ogwal  Chairman 0773535307 
 

 
URA -Customs  

Mr.KaKaire Ivan  Regional Manager 
Customs  

 
077514090 

AMURU  
DISTRICT  
 

 
Mr.Ochieng 
Godfrey  

  
RDC  

0774147416 

 
ELEGU TOWN 
COUNCIL  

Mr.Bongomin 
Wilson  

Town Clerk  0772685229 

 
ATIAK 
 SUB-COUNTY  

Mr.Baguma 
Geofrey Odiya  

L.C.III 0784351883 

 
ELEGU  

Mr.Opule Kassim  
 

L.C.I 0788731863 

NIMULE  Trademark East 
Africa 

Mr. Moses Sabiiti Uganda/ South Sudan 
Country Director 

Moses.sabiiti@trademarkea.
com 
+256 312 223400 

EASSI Ms. Alice Doris 
Alal 

Project Assistant, 
Elegu 

alal2ad@gmail.com 
0782891493 

MEAC    
Women Traders Yomima Semira Nimule WCBT 0779483319 

Amony Lucy 
Khalifa 

Nimule WCBT 0921768119 

Andrua Florence Nimule WCBT 0783733506 
Awate Lona Nimule WCBT 0778084630 
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