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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Women constitute more than 50% of the population in the 
East African Community (EAC) region, of which majority are 
employed in agriculture and in other vulnerable occupations 
in the informal sector. Despite this, women’s role in 
boosting social and economic development of the region 
remains untapped. The patterns of inequality in 
employment across the region are almost similar and are 
mainly compounded by limited access to education due to 
cultural barriers such as preference for the male child, which 
promotes gender discrimination, early marriages, the high 
social burden of child and home care/ unpaid domestic work 
and ultimately limited skills to enable women join formal 
employment.  

The growth of gender 
inequality in employment 
is recognized as an issue 
of development concern. 
Whereas gender 
inequality in employment 
existed in the East African 
Community (EAC) prior to 
COVID–19, it has been 

magnified by the pandemic. The response measures to curb 
the pandemic affected mostly women dominated sectors 
namely the informal sector, covering hotels, bars, saloons, 
markets, floriculture, and overall the tourism and hospitality 
industry. Recovery measures such as the economic stimulus 
packages put in place by governments, including loan 
rescheduling, VAT refunds, tax exemption and tax reduction 
measures in the EAC region have largely targeted formal 
employment and big registered enterprises as opposed to 
the informal sector.   Very few women stand to benefit from 
such packages due to the silent amplifiers of inequalities in 
employment.  

This policy brief analyses unemployment and gender 
inequality in employment in the EAC and how it has been 
magnified by COVID-19. It offers policy alternatives to 
governments in the EAC to foster women’s economic 
empowerment and implement gender sensitive strategies to 
address the rising unemployment challenge.  

COVID-19, RISING UNEMPLOYMENT AND 
GENDER INEQUALITIES  

The response measures to curb the pandemic has affected 
employment in the region, particularly for sectors 
dominated by women. On the contrary the male dominated 
sectors comprising of the bulk of essential services such as; 
law enforcement, security, cargo drivers, construction 
workers, manufacturing and mining sectors continued to 
operate. In Kenya, the labour force participation rate fell 
from 75% in 2019 to 58.8% in April 2020; while the actively 
employed population, whether informal or formal, fell to 
65.3% of men and 48.8% of women when compared to 2019 
participation rates of 77.8% men and 72.5% of women.   

EAC GOVERNMENTS ACTION AGAINST COVID-
19 

TANZANIA 

• The Bank of Tanzania prepared a stimulus package to 

cushion the economy from the negative economic 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The package was 

expected to support private sector businesses and 

consumers. 

• Vocational Training Centers offered on-job trainings; 

loan schemes as well as gender specific procurement 

policies intended to benefit men and women and 

promote equal access to employment opportunities as 

well as skills and resource contribution. 

UGANDA 

• Policy measures directly benefiting many low-income 

households were initiated. 



• The economic stimulus packages put in place by 
governments in the EAC region targeted formal 
employment and big and or registered enterprises. 
Very few women stand to benefit from such 
packages due to the unresolved amplifiers of 
inequalities in employment. 

• Although the governments have undertaken policy 
measures to directly benefit many low-income 
households there is no clarity on how the hard-hit 
women will be offered a special recovery package. 

POLICY ISSUES FOR ACTION 

• Tax relief and suspension of loan repayment; to 

stimulate recovery of private sector, businesses in 

distress including the liquidity measures from the 

Central Bank to commercial banks, microfinance 

institutions and credit institutions, allowing them to 

provide a temporary suspension of up to 12 months on 

loan repayment for businesses and individual borrowers 

that were affected by the pandemic. 

• Farmers were supported to access high quality 

agricultural inputs, seeds and fertilizers using e-vouchers 

to boost nutrition and food security. 

• Emphasis of social protection programs and the cash for 

work labor intensive programs expanded to benefit 

500,000 individuals while the current senior citizen 

grant to cover an additional 71 districts to support the 

elderly. 

• A national single registry for beneficiaries of safety net 

programs has been established and additional measures 

taken to protect children against violence. 

KENYA 

• Stimulus packages were designed to boost the economy 

and support secure jobs and livelihoods. These included 

tax measures, economic monetary adjustments and 

limited social measures to curb the spread of COVID-19. 

People earning a gross monthly income of KES 24,000 

were exempted from income tax. This would result into 

a saving of KES 1,500 per month.  

• The top rate of income tax was reduced from the 

current 30% to 25%; the corporation tax rate for 

resident companies was also reduced and the VAT rate 

was reduced from 16% to 14% putting Kenya below the 

other East African Community member states. VAT 

refunds amounting to KES 10 billion were to be 

expedited by the Kenya Revenue Authority for verified 

claims. 

• Government ministries, departments and the private 

sector were directed to pay at least KES 13 billion of the 

supplier debt and there was temporary suspension of 

adverse listings in Credit Reference Bureau for Micro, 

Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMES) and corporate 

entities where loans were overdue. 

• An appropriation of an additional KES 10 billion to the 

elderly, orphans and other vulnerable members  of 

society through cash transfers by the Ministry of Labour 

and Social Protection; KES 1 billion was appropriated for 

additional recruitment of personnel in health services 

and a reduction of 80% of the salary of the president and his 

deputy, 30% for Cabinet secretaries and 20% for principal 

secretaries among others. 

Building Governments’ 

Political-will: EAC Partner 

States should commit to 

eliminate and enforce   laws 

and policies on discrimination 

against women's employment. 

Where necessary, additional 

measures like, effective 

remedies, dissuasive 

sanctions, awareness 

campaigns, and strengthened 

specialized quality bodies 

could be put in place to 

enhance women's 

employability. 

Design Economic Stimulus 

Packages for the Informal 

Sector. These could be 

alternative policy measures 

targeted to benefit a fair 

proportion of women in the 

informal sector who have 

been neglected or sidelined 

by proposed economic 

stimulus packages.  

Address Gender inequality in 

its Entirety: Innovation in the 

area of education needs to be 

scaled up in order to address 

the entrenched biases 

promoting gender inequalities 

in employment. 

Establish Specific Measures 

that Promote Women’s 

Access to Credit and 

Production Resources by 

encouraging informal women 

entrepreneurs to work in 

groups and benefit from 

cheap and affordable credit 

that will boost women owned 

enterprises. 

Adopt Regulatory Reform Approaches, which will deliberately 

promote equal pay protection in law and promote its practice and 

enforcement. Governments should invest in the strengthening of 

individual and collective capacities of women in trade and 

business by re-skilling and re-tooling them so as to enable them 

establish alternative enterprises that provide productivity 

solutions for enhanced economic recovery. There is also need to 

support inclusion of informal women enterprises in local 

development that will foster inclusive market infrastructure 

development. 
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