


Introduction 
COVID-19 has greatly undermined the economic growth and development of the three East African 

Community (EAC) countries of Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania. In effect this has contributed to an increase in 

the debt build-up and negatively impacted the welfare of several households, pushing them into greater 

poverty.  This situation will for a long time continue to impact on the lives of women and could reverse the 

achievements made over the years in respect to enhancing Women’s Economic Empowerment (WEE). The 

economic disruptions caused by the pandemic, including closure of businesses, restricted movement, dusk 

to dawn curfews, all compromised women’s ability to make a decent living and meet their gender-specific 

responsibilities and the basic needs for their families. Many women traders, dealing in agricultural and 

consumable goods were forced to eat up their merchandise and spend their savings, which would 

otherwise have been used to support the growth of their businesses and the repayment of their business 

loans. 

 

With support from Urgent Action Fund-Africa (UAF-A), a consortium of seven women’s organisations from 

Uganda, Kenya and Tanzania, pooled their efforts to research, document and amplify the voices of women 

on their personal experiences in respect to the health measures instituted to combat the deadly pandemic. 

The consortium, which was coordinated by the Eastern African Sub-Regional Support Initiative for the 

Advancement of Women (EASSI) included in Uganda, the Platform for Labor Action (PLA); Femmeforte-

Uganda; in Kenya, Friends of Lake Turkana 

(FOLT); IIDA Women’s Development 

Organization (IIDA); the Association of Media 

Women in Kenya (AMWIK) and the Tanzania 

Media Women’s Association (TAMWA). 

 

Renown experts in the areas of trade, 

taxation and budgeting, tourism, agriculture, 

regional integration, gender and labour 

sector contributed to thought provocation on 

gender sensitive policy and practice 

measures that could foster resilience and 

recovery of women after the initial shock of 

COVID-19. The Consortium advocated for 

inclusive markets, businesses and 

employment practices where women’s voices and agency was amplified in economic decision making. Calls 

were made to governments and development partners to invest in the strengthening of individual and 

collective capacities of women in trade and business and the capacities for research of the various WEE 

actors in order to change the WEE narratives through policy engagement and advocacy, communications 

and media engagement. 

• Created opportunity for women to share their suffering 

during the lockdowns and the survival coping 

mechanisms adopted. 

• Exposure and documentation of women’s lived 

experiences in the wake of COVID-19 attained. 

• Analysis was done on the impact of COVID-19 on the 

achievements made by governments, the private sector 

and civil society organisations in the area of Women’s 

Economic Empowerment before its occurrence . 

• Advocacy for gender sensitive policy programs to build 

women’s economic resilience in the face of future 

economic shocks done. 

Challenges facing Women in Business  

Due to the low levels of education and 

the limited access to information, 

majority of women traders have got 

limited knowledge on trade structures 

and environments, such as the Common 

Market for Eastern and Southern Africa 

(COMESA) and the EAC Customs Union 

and Common Market Protocols. With 

COVID-19, it is imperative to further 

investigate the experiences of small 

scale women traders and their 

knowledge of information on preventing 

the contraction of COVID-19 and the 

restrictions that have been put forth by 

the respective countries. 

 

With tightened security measures 

at the border crossing points being 

imposed during the COVID-19 

pandemic, it is important to 

investigate how these restrictions 

affect women’s capacity to 

conduct trade across borders. The 

new border controls are likely to 

cause further delays in clearing 

goods, putting women involved in 

cross border trade at risk of 

physical violence and sexual 

harassment. 

Women in East Africa are culturally 

required to undertake household 

responsibilities, including taking care of 

household members, which impacts on 

the time spent building their business. 

Given that women spend most of their 

income on maintaining the livelihoods 

of household members, they invest less 

money in their businesses, making it 

difficult to bounce back in cases of 

shocks to the economy, similar to what 

COVID-19 caused. 

“With COVID-19, things deteriorated because 

the borders were closed down. Our customers 

were not coming in, particularly the Congolese 

and Kenyans and business was generally low.  

We could not access our stock and it was very 

hard even to get to town since there was a ban 

on public transport. Meanwhile the landlords 

want their money for rent, whether you have 

been working or not”, Julian Hope Akello, 

Trader, Kampala. 

#SaveWomensTrade 



The loss of income is a critical and negative outcome of 

the Coronavirus for women in business. It is 

imperative for policymakers to reflect on the 

gendered implications of COVID-19 quarantine-

related policies in order to ensure their 

physical, cultural, and safety and sanitary 

needs. The internal and cross-border 

movement restrictions and curfews in the East 

African region have implications on the ability of 

women in business in terms of accessing their 

suppliers and customers, hence slowing down most 

businesses.  

 

With the closure of schools as a measure to curb the spread of the virus in most East African 

countries, women who are tasked with the responsibility of taking care of children within the family have 

had less time to focus on their trading activities, hence loss of income.  

 

COVID-19 has also had grievous effects on food systems, including the supply chains, which communities 

depend on, hence having an adverse impact on the food security and 

nutrition of households. In East Africa, countries have got 

similar rain patterns and the pandemic coincided 

with the start of the planting season for maize, 

and other subsistence farming activities. This, 

coupled with the locust infestations that hit 

parts of Eastern Africa in early 2020 and the 

resultant decline in food stocks, have all 

contributed to an increase in the food 

prices. Since women are responsible 

for feeding their families, this burden 

falls on their laps and may result in 

the employment of negative coping 

mechanisms, such as reducing food 

consumption, procuring early marriages 

for their girls, engaging in transactional 

sex, borrowing money, or going into 

debt to pay for food.  

“The closure of schools is really a huge problem. 

You cannot come to work with children for fear of 

exposing them to the disease. Life has become 

very challenging. The little money I had saved to 

boost my business, we have had to consume it at 

home. So, it is more of spending when you are not 

earning. You will find that some customers can 

come only in the evening and with the curfew, 

they cannot be able to work on their nails.  It will 

take time for things to get back to normal because 

this pandemic has affected everything”, Jennifer 

Njeri, Beauty Parlour Owner, Kenya. 

“I thought that I was the only one suffering. You 

visiting me allows me to speak to you and share my 

struggle, but also when you tell me about other 

women’s struggles, I feel seen, heard and my struggle 

recognized. When I attend the finance act discussion, I 

feel my voice can be heard and someone may listen to 

me and to us as women especially us as Mama wa 

Vibanda (informal traders). Our story is not only about 

trade, but the violence we face both in the market 

and at home, the struggle to keep our children in 

school and safe at home, and our voice to demand for 

water, safety as we do our businesses. When you 

come here to me and listen to me, tell my story, it 

means a lot to me. I am sure many women like me will 

get to see and hear my story”, Caro in Turkana. 

Actions Undertaken by the Consortium: 

Amplifying the Voices of Women 

Entrepreneurs Amidst COVID-19 

Platform for Labor Action (PLA) Uganda developed a 20 minutes documentary that 

covered central and northern regions of Uganda, exposing the 

lived experiences of women traders, vendors, workers and 

entrepreneurs during COVID-19: http://youtu.be/rmgxMElzapM .  

Thereafter, a digital campaign on the effects of COVID-19 on 

Women’s Economic Empowerment was conducted on Facebook, 

Twitter, and Blog Spots, YouTube, and WhatsApp groups to create awareness using the 

visual clips. PLA also organised a national conference under the theme ‘Saving Women’s 

Economic Rights in the Wake of COVID-19’. The conference was held both physically and 

online. Additionally, a radio talk show was held on one of the leading radio stations; 

Radio One to further discuss the issues emerging from the documentary. 

Femmeforte-Uganda conducted a series of policy advocacy and media 

activities that targeted women in the informal sector particularly, those 

working as street vendors, domestic workers and women working in 

the hospitality industry in and around Kampala. The activities included 

high level Twitter chats, Facebook live discussions, production of videos 

of affected women vendors, and digital campaigns by renown social 

media influencers highlighting the risks posed by COVID-19 to women’s economic 

survival. The lived realities of six women during the COVID-19 lockdown were captured 

on video revealing the difficulties of street vending, food vending and road-side vending 

amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. https://drive.google.com/drive/

folders/1ZxQsEDXf0u_nCiE0n8p4BNoHNtpKG8T-?usp=sharing 

Association of Media Women in Kenya (AMWIK) 

developed a documentary capturing women’s lived 

experiences which informed a social media campaign 

in Kenya. A national convening was conducted online 

and a radio talk show thereafter. The radio talk-show in Nairobi was held on a Kibera 

slum-based radio station, Pamoja FM and the conversations revealed the actions of 

errant youths who had taken advantage of the lockdown to grab women’s businesses. 

One of the affected women called-into the talk-show, complaining about the rowdy 

youth who had grabbed the management of a public toilet in the area. The authorities 

listening-in were able to urgently respond and reverse the situation. https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=jGotwpwvAKc  

http://youtu.be/rmgxMElzapM
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1ZxQsEDXf0u_nCiE0n8p4BNoHNtpKG8T-?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1ZxQsEDXf0u_nCiE0n8p4BNoHNtpKG8T-?usp=sharing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jGotwpwvAKc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jGotwpwvAKc


Friends of Lake Turkana (FoLT) in Kenya amplified the impact of 

COVID-19 on Women’s Economic Empowerment through a digital 

campaign that involved twitter chats, sharing infographics on 

Facebook. Radio programs were done to engage the community and 

capture their voices and views on addressing the challenges to 

women’s recovery and resilience. http://youtu.be/scForHCGxVM  The intervention 

led the Turkana Chamber of Commerce to include the plight of informal women 

traders into the request for financial support from the state and other partnerships. 

The National Gender and Equality Commission, the commission mandated to 

promote gender equality in Kenya was engaged in a discussion through a public 

tweet chat that brought women traders both formal and informal to advance policies 

informed by their economic realities experienced as a result of COVID-19. 

IIDA Women’s Development Organization developed Information 

Education and Communication (IEC) materials aimed at promoting 

safety and security of women traders and employees in Nairobi, 

during COVID-19. These were distributed in the market places in 

Eastleigh district of Nairobi. Public sensitization media drives were also conducted in 

the markets in addition to radio programs on Iftiin FM in which women traders and 

women in business were accorded the space and opportunity to air their views and 

share their experience on women’s economic empowerment and coping strategies 

during COVID-19. IIDA also undertook a rapid survey to assess the impact of COVID-

19 on Women Traders and Women-owned Enterprises in Eastleigh District of Nairobi 

County, with the aim of getting the views of women traders on how COVID-19 

continues to affect their businesses, livelihoods and daily lives.  

Tanzania Media Women’s Association (TAMWA) conducted a 

national campaign that included social media engagement, 

development of a documentary on the lived experiences for 

women small and medium scale cross border traders and large-

scale women entrepreneurs in Namanga-Arusha and Tarakea, 

Kilimanjaro in Tanzania. TAMWA also convened a national meeting 

online. https://www.instagram.com/tamwaofficialpage/   

Activity Outcomes 

• Quantitative and qualitative information with supportive 

statistics was generated on the impact of COVID-19 on 

women traders and their businesses in agriculture, tourism 

and employment so as to identify policy and programme 

solutions that can promote women’s economic 

empowerment.  

 

• Public awareness on the impact of COVID-19 on women’s 

SME businesses was enhanced through the social media 

engagements; national conversations and the production 

and dissemination of  video documentaries amplifying the 

women’s voices in respect to the pandemic https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=266ie76BFxw&t=139s; http://

youtu.be/rmgxMElzapM; http://youtu.be/scForHCGxVM; 

http://youtu.be/Fwev0eJxeVQ.  

 

• Advocacy was done to urge the Ugandan government to open  international borders, lift the travel bans to and 

from border districts and to streamline the Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) at the borders by the 

Governments Ministries of Health and Trade.  

“COVID-19 has really affected us. We have 

been forced to literary live in the market. With 

the ban on public transport we are unable to 

return home and that means we cannot even 

see our children and we are even not sure how 

they are surviving. If Corona persists, we shall 

remain sleeping in the market, but the biggest 

question is, what happens after? Our 

businesses are virtually at a standstill”, Agnes 

Nakanwagi, Market Vendor 

There is increased sharing of information among stakeholders on the available 

opportunities for women’s business recovery in private sector bodies like the Kenya 

National Chamber of Commerce and Industry; Uganda Chamber of Commerce; Private 

Sector Foundation Uganda (PSFU) and the Ministries of Trade. Support and re-financing 

of Women Entrepreneurship programmes by governments and development partners as 

a means of supporting the revival of women-owned businesses amidst COVID-19 has 

been put at the forefront of policy discussions. 

“Women are suffering the burden of COVID-19 on multiple 

dimensions than the men. The response made to the 

pandemic has to take into consideration the concerns, 

requirements and needs of women and girls in their fight 

against COVID-19”, TAMWA, Tanzania. 

Advocacy for increased exposure of the plight of women and COVID-19 has been taken up by the media and 

stories were published and aired as key news stories on women traders and their businesses. There are 

engendered conversations on building personal and business resilience through skills, savings and diversification 

and women. There is need for more training on reskilling, re-tooling and uptake of e-commerce. Following the 

national dialogues, women need to be empowered to come up with innovative ideas of selling their products 

online. There are also deepened discussions on the sexual violations and the increased burden of unpaid care 

work on the women traders.  

http://youtu.be/scForHCGxVM
https://www.instagram.com/tamwaofficialpage/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=266ie76BFxw&t=139s
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Lobby and Advocacy 

The economic interests of women 

need to be mainstreamed into the 

financial packages and systems 

that will be developed to sustain 

the national, regional and global 

economy as the world readjusts 

and learns to live with COVID-19. 

There is need to promote gender-

aware social protection measures, 

redistribute reproductive 

responsibilities through labour 

saving technologies, affordable and 

reliable care facilities and 

strengthen the caring role of 

fathers, in the design of CO VID-19 

economic recovery programmes. 

Governments and development partners are urged to 

finance the building of women’s resilience by investing in 

their human capital and capabilities so that they are able to 

enjoy higher returns on their labour. 

#SaveWomensTrade 

Significant Changes Made 

The opening of the border 

districts and later 

international borders was 

very significant. The 

campaign drew the 

attention of policy makers 

to the plight of women 

affected by COVID-19. 

Opening up of the markets, 

border districts and 

subsequently the 

international borders eased 

access to goods and 

markets for the women 

traders. 

 

Solidarity amongst women 

traders has been built and 

their voices amplified on 

their economic, social, and 

health realities amongst 

themselves, their leaders 

and other stakeholders. 

Discussions on sexual 

violations and the burden of 

unpaid care work for women traders are deepening. 

 

Women are willing to partner and uplift each other in times of difficulties and also ready to adopt and share 

innovative skills in order to counter the challenges experienced. There is increased information 

dissemination on available opportunities for women’s business recovery and women are able to engage their 

community leaders and legislators on creating an enabling environment for women to participate in 

economic ventures.  

 

At the programmatic level, using videography to amplify the voices of the target groups has been hailed by 

different stakeholder, including policy makers as an easier and effective way of amplifying the voices of 

vulnerable groups by letting them tell their story. 

“When the Corona disease surfaced, government 

restricted our movement. I went back home and sat 

down. Then the President (Yoweri Museveni) gave a 

directive that those selling food can continue working. 

I resumed frying my cassava and running my ‘hotel’ 

business. One day as I was going about my business, 

at around 7.00am, the police appeared. They ordered 

me to sit down, which I did. They told me that I had 

defied the President’s directive not to sell food on the 

streets. I was arrested and I begged to take my baby, 

who was sleeping at that time. They were very rude. 

They bundled us on a truck and took us to CPS 

(Central Police Station). Together with my baby, we 

suffered at the police station, until 5.00pm when we 

were produced in court. We were remanded in 

Kwania Prisons for 30 days”, Harriet Angom, Market 

Vendor, Lira 



Opportunities for Women’s Organisations in 

Eastern Africa 

Looking Ahead 

The policy papers have been developed 

targeting policy makers in different 

sectors, urging them to address the 

adverse effects posed by COVID-19 on 

Women’s Economic Empowerment. The 

issues are being highlighted in various 

strategic advocacy forums at the 

national and regional levels to spark 

discourse around enhancing women’s 

resilience and economic empowerment. 

Advocacy for the regulation of the 

domestic work sector, which is female 

dominated will continue. There is also 

need to advocate for a Minimum Wage 

across the EAC in order to provide 

social protection for the vulnerable 

workers majority of whom are women, 

youth and young persons. 

Governments and development 

partners to support women vendors, 

traders and entrepreneurs diversify 

their sources of income by re-tooling 

and re-skilling. 

There is need to invest in story-telling and highlighting the impact of 

COVID-19 on women’s businesses and the journey of building women’s 

resilience to economic shocks in the region. The stories should be widely 

disseminated to ensure that women’s voices are incorporated in policy 

decisions made at the national and regional level. 

Policy advocacy engagements are being 

held with the Ministries of Finance, 

Trade, with parliamentary committees 

on Trade, National Chambers of 

Commerce and financing institutions to 

expedite the re-financing of Women’s 

Entrepreneurship programmes amidst 

COVID-19. 

• New opportunities for collaborations were identified by women, both in- country 

and within the region and women traders are exploring means of forming and 

doing business in trading cooperatives. 

• There is increased collaboration with Government entities and opportunity for 

long term partnerships with women rights organizations, women in trade 

associations, associations of women in business, pastoralists and fisherfolk 

associations. Some of the partners have been co-opted onto government 

programs on enhancing Women’s Economic Empowerment. 

• The differentiated impacts of COVID-19 on women in business are hinged on the 

pre-existing gendered experiences of women in the private and public arena. The 

economic, physical and mental wellbeing-related impacts of COVID-19 on 

women needs further analysis given the weak social protection and health 

systems to support their populations amidst such unpredictable shocks.  

• There is increased collaboration with the media, which continues to cover stories 

on the impact of COVID-19 on Women’s Economic Empowerment.  
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