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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Agriculture is the backbone of the economies of the Eastern 
African Member States and plays a key role in their 
industrial development and trade. It accounts for more than 
32 per cent of the region’s gross domestic product; employs 
about 80 per cent of its labour force; accounts for about 65 
per cent of foreign exchange earnings and contributes more 
than 50 per cent of raw materials to the industrial sector. 
The sector is dominated by smallholder mixed farming of 
animals, food and cash crops and artisanal fishermen. 
Ranching and pastoralisms are the main preoccupation in 
the arid- and semi-arid lands (ASALs).  

The Natural Resource base is vital for the citizens of the 
region and 75 percent of the population relies wholly or 
partially on agriculture. The water resources for domestic, 
agricultural and energy generation are maintained and 

recharged only 
with adequate 
forest cover. The 
majority of women 
and men in the 
region depend on 
natural resources 
for their 
livelihoods through 
farming, 
pastoralism, 
fishing, mining and 
forest activities.  
Women represent 
about 60% -70% of 

labour force in agricultural production (producing about 60% 
of food) as well as contributing the largest proportion of the 
labour in productive activities. Unfortunately they have less 
access to vital production inputs such as: land; financial 
services including credit, savings, insurance; access to 
markets and storage; and other services and technical 
support, than their male counterparts and, are often denied 
access to education and agricultural extension programmes. 

IMPACT OF COVID 19 ON AGRICULTURE AND 
HORTICULTURE IN THE EAC 

KENYA 

• COVID-19 weakened growth prospects for Kenya’s key 

trading partners in North America and Europe, which 

has limited the demand for Kenya’s exports of coffee 

and horticultural products. 

• The Vegetables and fruits markets have had minimal 

activities as exporters are shipping only 25% to 30% of 

their normal capacity. Kenya’s flower exports have 

recorded more than 50% drop in exports, with 

production nearing total collapse. 

This policy brief analyses the impact of COVID-19 on women, 

agriculture and the natural resources sectors in the East 

Africa Community (EAC) with specific focus on Kenya, 

Uganda and Tanzania. The brief further looks at the 

response mechanisms instituted to curb the impact of the 

pandemic and proposes gender sensitive policy 

recommendations in the COVID-19 recovery programming.   

As COVID-19 continues its spread, the restrictions 
imposed by governments to limit infection are having a 
disproportionate impact on the food growers and 
producers, who are predominantly women. At a time 
when food security is under extra strain because of the 
pandemic, women in the agricultural sector are 
struggling to cope not only with the restrictions to limit 
the spread of the disease but also with endemic 
inequalities, which undermine their capacity to respond 
and recover from the impact of the pandemic. 



• The sudden fall in incomes by producers and businesses 

in the agricultural value chain could affect their ability to 

service bank loans or take new ones; as well failure to 

implement plans for the next farming season. 

• Agro-industry establishments could resort to mass 

retrenchments due to cash flow problems, which could 

affect the ability to access food, and more so balanced 

diets, which is a main cause for malnutrition, especially 

among women and children, and impacting on the 

health of the population, hence vulnerability to the 

spread of COVID-19. 

UGANDA 

• There is disruption in the supply chains and weakened 

global demand that has affected the inflow of raw 

materials and finished products for manufacturing. 

Trading restrictions have made it difficult to import the 

necessary chemical pesticides. 

• Global travel restrictions have hampered the export of 

horticultural products, which contribute about USD 

500m to the economy. 

• COVID-19 forced many migrant family members unable 

to find jobs in urban areas to return to their home 

villages. This has created greater competition over land, 

putting women’s already fragile land tenure security to 

the test and risking the widening of the gender gap in 

investments, productivity, and incomes.  

TANZANIA 

• Economic slowdowns in major export destinations in 

European and Asian markets due to COVID-19 led to a 

drop in demand for Tanzania’s key agricultural exports 

such as coffee, tobacco and fish, which contributed to 

5.4%, 9.8% and 5.3%, respectively to total exports in 

2019. With restricted reporting about the COVID-19 

status in Tanzania, the following situation was 

anticipated by UNDP. 

• With a decline in Tanzania’s key agricultural exports, the 

jobs remained in the balance, with a majority of the 67% 

active Tanzanians in the sector at risk of losing their 

jobs. 

• Failure by the government to generate adequate foreign 

exchange was likely to affect the importation of basic 

commodities like edible vegetable oil, sugar and wheat; 

as well as fertilizers for the next farming season.  

BEST PRACTICES RESPONSE FOR THE SURVIVAL 
OF THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR 

• COVID-19 acutely affected the flower sector in Kenya, 

with many growers uprooting their flowers; thousands 

of workers losing their jobs while hundreds are currently 

on 50% pay or unpaid leave. 

• Confinement exacerbated tensions and anxiety, 

especially among low-income families whose livelihoods 

were affected. They have also experienced insecurity, 

poor health and uncertainties on their income, hence 

predisposing women to Sexual and Gender Based 

Violence (SGBV). 

• Agricultural markets remained largely open as the 

three countries declared agriculture an essential 

service, hence maintaining stable prices in the 

markets. Transport of foodstuffs being an essential 

service helped to improve the supply of food in urban 

areas. 

• Livestock trading in Uganda and Kenya was moved 

out of large markets to on-farm sales. 

• There was considerable progress in developing a 

digital ecosystem to support and streamline 

agriculture. Many smallholder farmers are now selling 

their produce online, both at individual level and 

established online market places which have 

increased their operations in response to COVID-19. 

• Applications such as e-voucher systems and online 

marketing have been handy in facilitating access to 

inputs and outlets of products. These measures 

however do not reach most of the rural smallholder 

farmers and in particular women, who are not aware 

of the applications and lack access to, and ownership 

of mobile technology and internet connectivity. 



POLICY ACTIONS FOR COVID-19 RECOVERY 
PROGRAMMING 

Kenya 

Social Protection 
Measures 

• Set up Social Protection Measures to 

promote productive agricultural investments 
and farm inputs (i.e. seeds, fertilizers, and 
pesticides); 

• Institute cash transfers and “cash plus” 

programmes to help women farmers to 
recover from the crisis caused by the COVID-
19 pandemic and be in position to prepare 
for production in the following seasons. 

An SME 
Recovery Fund 

• Establish an SME Fund for women with quick 

and flexible disbursement system for agri-
food value chain support to offset the effects 
of the pandemic and protect the livelihoods 
of women against future stresses while 
allowing them to invest in growing their 
enterprises i.e. grant lower interest rates to 
women’s economic activities; 

• Put in place credit lines targeting women’s 
economic activities; 

• Provide support to savings and loan 

mechanisms to which women have 
preferential access, such as village savings 
and loans associations and cooperatives, self-
help groups; and 

• Facilitate women’s access to credit by using 

alternative collateral regimes (i.e. crops) and 
group-lending schemes to respond to 
women’s constraints and lack of collateral 
such as land and other household assets. 

Promote Access 
to Markets 

• Facilitate women and men smallholders’ 

access to markets by addressing mobility 
constraints, transportation restrictions and 
market disruptions i.e. through innovations 
such as mobile farm gate markets and/or 
electronic transaction systems to manage 
orders and sales of local products; 

• Prioritize informal and microenterprises, 

which are mainly managed by women in 
accessing loans and training and market 
linkages; and 

• Strengthen women-run businesses in value 
chains that link rural, peri-urban and urban 
areas by establishing gender-sensitive 
business-development service centres 
tailored to women’s specific needs. 

Promote Safe 
Trade 

• Keep local markets open, sanitize market 

infrastructure, provide protective attire for 
market operators, and improve information 
flow on COVID-19 in order to increase 
awareness. 

 

 • Consider the transportation and logistics of 

agricultural products as essential services since 
they provide off-take of agricultural 
commodities and facilitate the growth of local 
economies. 

• Efforts should be made to ensure the flow of 

food between rural, urban and peri-urban 
areas, allow local markets to remain open and 
develop innovative logistics and transport 
methods to mitigate the impact on producers 
and processors along agricultural value chain. 

Address 
Gender Based 
Violence 

• Adopt programmatic and policy-oriented 

measures to address gender-based violence 
i.e. “do no harm” principle in all agricultural 
programme intervention to prevent GBV; 

• Raise people’s awareness of existing and 

potential protection risks of GBV and 
strengthen the capacity of local partners and 
affected populations to identify and address; 

• Collect sex- and age disaggregated data and 
conduct vulnerability assessments to inform 
the design of differentiated protection and 
mitigation strategies and livelihood 
rehabilitation programmes. 

Involve Women 
in the COVID-
19 Mitigation 
Strategies 

• Engage with rural women and their 

organizations in the design and 
implementation of response and mitigation 
strategies of the COVID-19 by establishing 
quotas and targets for women’s participation 
and leadership in national and local-level 
committees and task forces organizing 
response to the pandemic to ensure that 
women’s voices are heard and needs 
addressed; 

• Enhance women’s leadership skills and self-

confidence to ensure their effective 
participation as decision makers at different 
levels; 

• Raise awareness within institutions working on 
the COVID-19 response about the importance 
of addressing gender equality in the response 
policies and programmes. 

Collect Sex-
Disaggregated 
Data 

• Collect sex-disaggregated data and evidence to 

assess the gendered impact of lockdowns on 
urban and rural women and men in order to 
design differentiated preventive and response 
measures and develop robust gender-sensitive 
monitoring and reporting frameworks; 

• Conduct gender analysis and mainstream 
gender in ongoing vulnerability assessments 
and track interventions in order to take into 
account the roles and responsibilities of men 
and women and their specific constraints and 
opportunities; 

• Assess women’s access to and benefit from 

social protection, support and other policy 
instruments used for responding to the 
pandemic. 



• Take measures to reduce gender inequalities in 

agriculture and food security by designing and putting in 

place long-term responses to enhance men and women 

farmers’ access to and control over productive 

resources, inputs, rural services, producer organizations 

and collective action.  

• Support rural women’s economic activities in the agri-

food value chains; establish financial services targeting 

rural women’s economic activities as producers, 

processors, traders and entrepreneurs.  

• Adopt affirmative action measures to protect and 

support women’s income generating opportunities and 

labour-market participation that prioritize informal, part

-time and seasonal workers in the agricultural sector i.e. 

public work programmes such as road construction. 

• Support enterprises – including micro and small 

enterprises – with high female participation rates to 

promote employment stability.  

• Adopt programmatic and policy-oriented measures to 

address Gender-Based Violence. 

• Engage with international, national and local civil society 

and non-governmental organizations and self-help 

groups to ensure a strong focus on gender equality in 

the COVID-19 response. Self-help groups can support 

the delivery of cash transfers to ensure that women are 

not left out of the recovery programmes.  

• Deploy digital capacity building at scale and increase 

women entrepreneurs’ participation in the digital 

economy through digital finance, digital marketing and 

digital trade.  

• Reinforce partnerships with the private sector, to tailor 

mobile and money transfer services to the needs of 

women.  
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