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COVID-19 has had an impact on various economies and 
industries globally and regionally. Data from a report by 
Deloitte (2020) indicates that total loss from COVID-19 to 
the global GDP is estimated at $9 trillion. In Africa, 
landlocked countries, in particular, Rwanda, Uganda, and 
Burundi will face significant challenges, with a decline in 
their exports by 37%, 34%, and 22%, respectively (Mold & 
Mveyange, 2020). In order to contain COVID-19, movement 
across the borders was prohibited from mid–March 2020. 
The restricted movement affected all businesses and 
brought to a halt cross-border trade, which largely affected 
women traders more intensely than the men because of 
their gender responsibilities and precarious employment in 
the informal sector. 

Status of Women in Trade in the EAC 

• Women owned businesses comprise of 

vulnerable, small, unregistered and 

undocumented trade of agricultural and non-

consumable commodities and services 

• The informality of women owned businesses 

results from non-compliance with standards and 

regulations of goods, including practices like price 

miscalculation of goods, under invoicing and the 

use of unauthorized trading routes and processes 

at border points. 

• Women make up the majority of informal traders, 

with no schooling or with primary schooling and 

with little capital, which is mainly obtained from 

their friends and family and to them, trade is the 

only employment opportunity they have. 

• Most women traders are engaged in perishable 

agricultural commodities, which have been 

adversely affected by the travel restrictions 

prompted by COVID-19. 

• Women traders face higher health risks and are at 

high risk of exposure to pandemics like COVID-19 

due to overcrowding in markets and the 

accommodations they live in. 

• Majority of small and medium scale women traders 

are faced with the heavy burden of childcare and 

domestic obligations and consequently they have 

inadequate time to expand their businesses. 

This policy brief analyses the impact of COVID-19 on small 
scale women traders in the East African Community (EAC) 
and urges the Partner States to put in place gender sensitive 
policies and practice in the development of the COVID-19 
recovery programming. While it is largely focused on 
Women Cross Border Traders, the recommendations are 
relevant for women traders across the region. 



POLICY ACTIONS FOR GENDER SENSITIVE 

COVID-19 RECOVERY PROGRAMMING 
Measures Imposed by Governments to Curb the 

Spread of COVID-19 

• Lockdowns of businesses not dealing in food and 

essential items 

• A ban on public gatherings and social distancing 

• Closure of international borders for persons, with 

the exception of transportation of cargo on trucks  

• Prohibition of movement for both private and 

public transport and restriction on movement of 

persons 

• Dusk to dawn curfews 

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON WOMEN TRADERS 
 

• A significant decline in their business activities with a 

drastic impact on the profit margins due to a shortage of 

products; closure of borders and businesses not dealing 

in essential products; reduced clients, and restrictions 

imposed on movements of persons and vehicles. 

• The marked loss of income by the small and medium 

scale women traders has had far-reaching effects 

beyond the women’s financial stability to include the 

East African states’ capacity to sustain their economies. 

• Loss of employees and fewer opportunities for business 

due to the closure and decongestion of markets. 

• The women traders operating at the East African 

borders reported a disruption of their business supply 

chains due to the closure of borders and the 

governments’ restriction on movements.  

• Failure to service existing bank loans due to the reduced 

profits and the prolonged closure of businesses. 

• Harassment from the owners of the rented premises, 

where the women traders operated from. 

• Exposure to abuse and lack of proper sanitation in the 

market place for the women that were compelled to 

reside in the markets where they operated for the 

duration of the lockdown.   

• Increased instances of Gender-Based Violence against 

women traders, in particular domestic violence. 

• Increased unpaid care work burden on women since 

children were out of school. 

• Ease customs policy restriction measures for trucks and 

other means of transport including motorbikes, carrying 

perishable goods across borders to accommodate the 

needs of the women traders, who primarily trade in 

small consignments of perishable agricultural goods. 

• Target women traders in all efforts to address the socio-

economic impacts of COVID-19. A gender lens should 

intentionally be applied in the design of fiscal stimulus 

packages and bail out measures to small and medium 

scale traders and in offering general social assistance 

programmes. 

• Ensure women’s equal representation in all COVID-19 

taskforces and response planning and decision-making 

bodies and especially those relating to businesses’ 

operation modalities and changes in border trading 

protocols and policies. 

• Ensure that policy decisions related to COVID-19, in 

particular those on restricted movement, are gender-

responsive and do not disproportionately compromise 

women’s access to Sexual and Reproductive Health and 

Rights (SRHR) services or their ability to effectively 

conduct trade at the border. 

• Prioritize the provision of protective services for GBV 

during the pandemic that include domestic violence 

hotlines, safe spaces, SRHR services, referral services, 

and justice mechanisms. 
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