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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The outbreak of COVID-19 in the East African Community 
(EAC) greatly affected the tourism industry, resulting in 
significant job losses, loss of incomes and livelihoods, which 
in turn negatively impacted households.  Before COVID-19, 
women constituted more than half (58.5%) of those 
employed in the accommodation and food services sectors, 
which are the core tourism-related economic activities. The 
contribution of tourism to GDP in the EAC ranges between 
5.1% on the lower level and 10.3% on the higher level. The 
sector contributes an average of 17.2% to export earnings 
and employment to about 4.2 million direct and indirect 
jobs in absolute terms1. 

Source:  Draft EAC Tourism Marketing Strategy 2020 

The measures implemented both by the EAC Partner States 
as well as key tourist generating source markets to contain 
the pandemic have significantly affected tourism in the 
region2. Suspended visitor activities to all major national 
parks and other tourist sites in the region jeopardized 
women-owned businesses and employment by cutting off 
the market sources, consequently leading to loss of revenue 
and income for small-scale businesses that relied heavily on 
foreign visitors.  

By end of March 2020, Africa's largest online marketplace 
for Safari tours; Safari-Bookings.com, showed a 75 per cent 
drop in new Safari bookings. Regional and local airlines 
ceased operations and incurred massive losses in terms of 
revenue, consequently rendering several women employees 
redundant. It is important to note that the ban on travel has 
had a direct effect on consumption of hospitality products 
and services, which are largely provided by women.  

This policy brief analyses the impact of COVID-19 on the 
tourism, hospitality and travel sector in the EAC and the 
implications therein for women’s economic empowerment. 
It also examines the relevance of the responses made to the 
pandemic and proposes measures for gender sensitive 
policy and practice in the post COVID-19 recovery 
programming. While this brief has focused on Uganda, 
Kenya and Tanzania, the findings are relevant for the entire 
EAC region. 

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE TOURISM 
SECTOR 

It is estimated that tourism arrivals in the region dropped by 
about 18% for the first quarter of 2020, while very little 
tourism activity took place during the second quarter, with a 
drop of between 90 and 95% for international tourists. 
Given that EAC is highly dependent on long-haul markets of 
Europe and North America, the resumption of the tourism 
and hospitality industry has remained uncertain. It is 
anticipated that like in most destinations around the world, 
the 2019 arrival figures will be realized in either 2022 or 
2023. This uncertainty has had immense impact on women’s 
economic empowerment. 

• As a result of the restrictions imposed on hotel 
accommodation, unemployment has continued to 
escalate in form of layoffs, early retirements, 
retrenchment, particularly targeting women in the low 
cadre jobs of receptionists, waiters, cleaners, food 
vendors, among others. 

Country Percentage 
Contribution to 

GDP 
  

Percentage 
Contribution to 

Export 

Percentage 
Contribution 

to 
Employment 

Burundi 5.1 4.1 4.4 

Kenya 9.7 18.1 9.0 

Rwanda 10.0 21.0 8.0 

Tanzania 10.3 26.0 8.2 

Uganda 5.6 16.6 5.8 

Average 8.1 17.2 7.1 

1Draft EAC Tourism Marketing Strategy 2020 

2Draft East African Community Tourism Recovery Plan (2020) 



• Women-owned businesses have been hit harder because 

most of them are smaller, less productive, and are greatly 

affected by fixed costs. With the restrictions on operations 

and time limits for restaurants, bars and entertainment 

businesses, regulated seating to maintain social distance 

and the promotion of home deliveries, there has been a 

drop in the numbers of customer and revenue, leading to 

reduction of staff and income for women. 

• Government health protocols to curb the spread of COVID-

19 have created financial stress for women-owned 

businesses owing to the increased capital expenses 

required to ensure the observance of the stipulated 

Standards Operating Procedures (SOPs). The requirement 

for employees to undergo COVID-19 tests every 14 days; 

having additional dustbins; hand washing points; providing 

hand sanitizers; installation of equipment and facilities 

such as automatic hand washing stations; are not only 

expensive but unsustainable. 

•  During the lockdown, many women turned to unpaid care 

work,  making them spend more time and resources on 

family responsibilities that reduced their chances of 

participating in professional and technical jobs or assuming 

leadership positions. 

POLICY ACTIONS FOR GENDER SENSITIVE 
COVID-19 RECOVERY PROGRAMMING 

Kenya 

Provision of 
Stimulus Packages 

Stimulus packages comprising payroll 
support should be prioritized. This could 
include incentive programs for job 
retention by providing wage subsidies 
and/or social security and other fiscal 
payment reliefs. 

Business Support 
to Embrace E-
commerce 

The digitalization of tourism could offer 
new exciting opportunities for women’s 
innovation and empowerment. There is 
need to provide marketing support by 
expanding women’s access to digital 
technologies and the creation of digital 
platforms for selling products and 
services, including accommodation, tour 
packages and handicraft, etc. 

Business Re-
modelling and 
Training Support 

There is need for support in business re-
modelling and capacity building 
initiatives. These should be put in place 
for affected women in the tourism sector 
to enhance their competitiveness. 

Outreach 
programs and 
initiatives for 
Women in Tourism 
across the EAC 

In order to enhance collaboration among 
the women in tourism across the EAC 
Partner States and sharing of best 
practices, it is recommended that 
communities of practice leveraging on 
digital platforms be established. 

Research and 
Gender Inclusion 

Regularly collect, analyse and report 
gender disaggregated data on 
employment in the tourism sector 
focusing on formal and informal tourism 
employment, gender pay gaps, 
entrepreneurship, education and training, 
leadership and decision-making, time use 
and work-life balance. 

Gender Sensitive 
Policies and 
Strategies 

There is need for inclusive policies that 
can support economic transformation by 
helping women entrepreneurs, 
producers, and workers move to higher 
productivity activities, create better 
quality products, reach higher standards, 
and use improved technologies. 

Workers’ 
Protection Policies 

These are needed to prevent job losses in 
travel and hospitality sectors for women 
employees. Such polices include incentive 
programs for job retention through wage 
subsidies, social security and other fiscal 
payment reliefs. 

Support to 
Formalization of 
Women’s 
Businesses 

Promote measures that will ensure that 
women’s travel and hospitality 
businesses can become formalized and 
contribute to women’s financial inclusion. 
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Source: ILOSTAT database (accessed 26thJuly 2020)  
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