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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
 

This report presents a comprehensive understanding of the trends and pa�erns in resilience and 

innova�on by informal cross-border trade (ICBT) in East Africa. By synthesizing data collected 

from more than 20,000 ICBTs throughout the region before, during, and a�er the COVID-19 

pandemic, this report presents a case study of the innova�ons that helped ICBTs learn to ‘live 

with COVID’ and those adapta�ons that are driving recovery. Resilience and innova�on are 

explored from three key perspec�ves, which 

access to finance; and safety. Specific a�en�on is paid to the unique experience of women and 

youth with the objec�ve to iden�fying entry points for inclusive and meaningful development in 

the ICBT sec  

This report establishes an analy�cal �meline that focuses on three periods: the pre-pandemic 

period, between 2018-01 and 2020-03; the pandemic period, generally between 2020-03 and 

2020- -pandemic period, between 2020-09 and 2023-02.  

The primary target sample was informal and small-scale ICBTs on the mutual borders of Kenya, 

-

border market informa�on pla�orm present in the target sample countries, Sau� East Africa. 

 

1. Large-scale SMS/USSD-based structured ques�onnaires via Sau� East Africa’s ICBT-

n 2018-01 and 2023-02 

 

2. Cross- -

market and informa�on pla�orm, collected between 2018 -01 and 2023-02 (~22,728 

ICBTs) 

3. -based structured quest

2022-12 and 2023-02 (~508 ICBTs) 

a.  

b.  

c.  

d. Finan  

4. -01 and 2023-02 (~84,232 weekly 

prices) 

With this data, East African ICBTs are profiled with specific focus on the characteris�cs of gender, 

educa�on level, and firm behaviour to 1) to build awareness of the importance of ICBTs 

-specific considera�ons when designing facilita
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Women are es�mated to comprise between 75-85 percent of ICBTs; 

68.4% of ICBTs are iden�fied as under the age of 35 and classify as youth. 

Between one-third and half of ICBTs have, at most, a primary educa�on. 

Between 74.5 and 90.4% of ICBT trade in the region is in agricultural/food commodi�es 

Women traders make an average purchase of USD $123.83 each �me they cross the 

border, compared to $167.90 by men. 

The impact of COVID-19 on East African ICBT is analyzed from a macroeconomic and 

microeconomic perspec�ve. In the immediate post-COVID period, the prices of products traded 

by the majority of ICBTs increased by an average of 4.7%, compared to the two years price 

average before the pandemic. Moreover, the most popular product traded by ICBTs, maize 

products, has increased by an average of 5.1%-6.3%. Microeconomic impacts included: 

challenges from restric�ons on movement, health precau�ons, and official border closures; 

increased debt distress; increased corrup�on and harassment rates; and supply chain 

disrup�ons. 

The business prac�ces and innova�ons employed by ICBTs to ‘cope with’ and mi�gate the impact 

of COVID-19 are also explored. Key findings are:  

A significant number of ICBTs coped with the pandemic by modifying their trade 

-border markets. 

During the pre-pandemic period (between 2018-01 and 2020-02), traders indicated that 

66.4% of their sourcing and selling was conducted in cross-border marketplaces. During 

the height of movement restric�ons (2020-03 to 2020-09) in Kenya, this figure had 

dropped to 39.2% for the average ICBT. 

 members of 

a cross-border trade associa�on, of which, 33.7% indicated that their associa�on was a 

source of support to clear goods when the border was closed. 

34.9% of survey respondents stated that they sought more loan financing than they 

typically would during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mobile lenders were one of the most 

frequently sought-a�er sources of emergency loans during the pandemic, with 29.5% of 

borrowers having most recently taken a mobile loan. 

84.9% of survey respondents stated that they made/received most payments through 

mobile money during COVID-19. 36.4% indicated that they used their phones to buy and 

sell their products online.
 

In an analysis of the factors of recovery, key findings include: 

Digitaliza�on 

 Smartphone use was rela�vely low among East African ICBTs: 38.5% were found to use 

smartphones in their business ac�vi�es. Women and youth were found to be slightly 

more likely to use smartphones in their business.  
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-commerce in East Africa’s economic 

wider prerequisite issues that restrict ICBTs from taking full advantage of e-commerce, 

such as poor adop�on of the necessary devices (e.g., smartphones or laptops) among 

ICBTs, limited internet connec�vity, and lack of sufficient di  

 

 A large majority (85.5%) of survey respondents indicated that they were willing to take 

on new business loans in the future to mi�gate crisis shocks, however, many (36.6%) 

indicated that they do not meet the tradi�onal credit history requirements, and 13.2% of 

 

Safety 

 The likelihood of nega�ve experiences when ICBTs cross borders has reduced to 26.2% 

per crossing as of 2023-02, down from the pandemic high of 57.5%. These incident rates 

 

 A significant number (52.7%) of ICBT res

 

An analysis of the historic and current data on East African ICBT gives a glimpse on the future 

trends and pa�erns of resilience in informal trade.

-19 

The role of e-commerce systems in facilita�ng resilient trade  

ICT-driven enhancements to East Africa’s regional trade environment (e.g. Single 

Electronic Windows) have made significant progress reducing many of the transac�on 

costs associated with trade across borders, expanding market access, and improving 

compe��veness. 

By far, social media pla�orms like Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp groups provide 

the main avenues for ICBTs to find and connect with each other.  

Other e-commerce pla�orms are providing opportuni�es for ICBTs to move further up 

regional value chains and work directly with higher paying (o�en urban) customers. 

However, very few ICBTs (9.7%) indicated that they currently use e-commerce 

pla�orms other than the social media channels above to support their business.  
Despite e-commerce being essen�al for economic recovery, its impact on East African 

ICBTs is constricted by poor adop�on of the necessary devices (e.g., smartphones or 

laptops) among ICBTs, limited internet connec�vity, and lack of sufficient digital literacy 

pose significant hurdles to a digital-led recovery in East Africa.
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The role of digital payment pla�orms for mobile transac�ons  

The pandemic accelerated the adop�on of digital payment pla�orms (such as M -Pesa), 

and with the reduc�on of many mobile operators’ transac�on fees, and a large majority 

(84.9%) of survey respondents stated that they made/received most payments through 

mobile money during COVID-19.  

Tradi�onally, poor mobile wallet interoperability between countries and digital 

payment providers has limited adop�on for ICBTs. However, innova�ons made during 

the pandemic suggest that these technical barriers can be overcome and would be 

welcomed by the ICBT sector, especially by women and youth.  

The role of market systems digitaliza�on and market data  

For informal ICBTs, the vola�lity of informal market condi�ons and the small scale of 

their business ac�vi�es make them especially sensi�ve to changing market condi�ons. 

Addi�onally, the vola�lity of climate change for farmers in high-risk areas (e.g. 

Northern Kenya) means that up-to-date informa�on is more important in determining 

financing decisions. 

Increasing systems digitaliza�on by government and private actors is making available 

new informa�on resources for informal ICBTs to manage their business decisions.  

However, few informa�on resources are available to (or in development for) ICBTs that 

meet a) the scope and scale of their compara�vely smaller opera�ons, rela�ve to large 

mul�na�onal exporters, and b) accessibility for ICBTs. Few future and proposed 

solu�ons target both these barriers. 

The role of innova�ve financing and ICBT trade finance in providing access to credit  

Informal ICBTs are poorly suited to accessing formal debt finance, due in part to limited 

credit history, under-collateraliza�on, or lack of comprehensive financial records.  
Microfinance is also being powered by digital solu�ons to increase the reach and 

accessibility of Africa’s remote popula�ons. For women especially, financial services 

delivered via mobile phone can bridge the last-mile gap and bring financial tools and 

services directly to women where they work and live.  
Village savings loan associa�ons (VSLAs) have shown to be popular with youth-led ICBTs 

who, as members, can access capital several �mes larger than their own individual 

savings. The social and transparent nature of VSLAs also improves the accessibility of 

finance for ICBTs with lower financial literacy, who can instead bank on their social 

networks. 
Digital credit mechanisms are also one financing avenue that ICBTs are increasingly 

using to overcome the requirements of collateral and last-mile accessibility.  

The role of jus�ce mechanisms in ensuring safe trade  
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Currently,
 

a significant number (52.7%) of ICBT respondents indicated that they did not 

report incidents of corrup�on or harassment that they experienced to official jus�ce 

ins�tu�ons during the pandemic, for fear of further in�mida�on or self-incrimina�on.
 

Communica�ons are poor between ICBT communi�es and jus�ce officials and do not 

show many signs of improvement. The lack of trust between these communi�es is likely 

to con�nue reinforcing barriers in access to jus�ce for ICBTs.  

The role of trade associa�ons in ensuring safe trade  

Survey data indicates that most respondents (55.4%) were currently members of cross-

border trade associa�ons, of which a third of those respondents were supported by 

their trade associa�on during the pandemic.  

For many women traders, trade associa�ons provide one of the few resources for 

meaningful and accessible informa�on regarding sexual harassment repor�ng, sexual 

and gender-based violence (SGBV) resources, and SGBV rights informa�on.  
Coopera�ves have also been noted to help their members overcome collec�ve ac�on 

problems that may otherwise lead to harassment, such as collec�vely nego�a�ng 

be�er prices for their commodi�es, organizing bulk transporta�on, and sharing secure 

storage resources. 
vocacy are more robust for formalized organiza�ons, coopera�ves 

are likely to operate as significant players for ICBT advocacy in the future.
 

ess councils, regional organiza�ons and governments) that target 

digitaliza�on, access to finance, and safety as ICBT-

-
 

Digitaliza�on 

Consider
 

technology and promote 

“accessible-first” ICT-led 

trade facilita�on
 

Digital-based solu�ons are 

a promising avenue to 

target women and youth-

led ICBTs 

Promote cross-border 

fintech, paperless trading, 

and mobile money 

Access to Finance 

Support scale-up financing 

programs and the 

development of financial 

products and services 

suitable for ICBTs  

Work with mobile lenders 

to support innova�ve 

financing for ICBTs  
Provide formaliza�on and 

technical training support 

Safety 

Promote trust and dialogue 

with trade officials  

Provide support for 

programs that address the 

accessibility and 

effec�veness of ICBT-

related jus�ce ins�tu�ons  
Capitalize on AfCFTA policy 

implementa�on to promote 

ICBT dialogue and official 

communica�on  

interoperability  

 Promote data integra�on 

between ICBT-relevant data 

services 
 

 
Promote e-commerce 

channels and pla�orms 

already in use by ICBTs
 

to microfinance groups 

suppor�ng ICBTs
 

  

The role of jus�ce mechanisms in ensuring safe trade
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ACRONYMS 

ABC  

AFYWL  

COMESA  

 

Africa Borderlands Centre 

 African Young Women Leaders

 Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa 

 COVID  Coronavirus Disease  

EAC   

ICBT  Informal Cross Border Trade(r)  

ICT  Informa�on And Communica�ons Technology  

INGO  Interna�onal Non-Governmental Organiza�on  

KAMIS  Kenya   

SEW  Single Electronic Window  

SGBV  Sexual And Gender-Based Violence  

SMS  Short Message Service  

   

UNDP   

USD  United States Dollar  

USSD  Unstructured Supplementary Service Data
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The COVID-19 pandemic brought new challenges for cross- Africa. To prevent the 

border closures, lockdowns, curfews and travel bans. As a result, cross-border supply chains were 

significantly disrupted and the livelihoods, safety and well-being of informal cross border traders 

(ICBT) were placed at risk. Moreover, women and youth comprise significant segments of ICBTs 

and are heavily dependent on cross-border trade as their main source of income and economic 

empowerment.1 With the most extreme COVID-related restric�ons now li�ed, analysts have an 

opportunity to evaluate cross-border traders experiences with vulnerability and resilience during 

t. 

The United Na�ons Development Programme (UNDP) launched the Africa Borderlands Centre 

(ABC) in February 2021 to respond to the development gap in the borderlands regions. The centre 

integrates data, research, and policy with technical advice to be�er design, implement and adapt 
2 Thus, playing a cri�cal role in 

ICBTs in the pandemic.  

Purpose of the Study 

This study was assigned by the United Na�ons Development Program’s Africa Borderlands Centre 

(ABC) team to analyze the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on regional trade done by ICBTs. 

UNDP Africa Borderlands Centre seeks to develop a comprehensive unders

and future trends and pa�erns in resilience and innova�on by informal cross-border trade in East 

Africa. The knowledge curated will be u�lised to s�mulate the development of policies at na�onal 

and regional levels for governments, regional organisa�ons, development prac��oners and 

other key stakeholders invested in borderlands development. Furthermore, the ABC ini�a�ve 

aims to strengthen and maximise ICBTs’ opportuni�es to par�cipate in African Con�nental Free 

(AfCTA). 

Specifically, the study was guided by the following objec�ves: 

● -19 resilience and 
innova�on by ICBTs; 

● reduc�on of 
the digital, financial, and safety burdens of women and youth cross-border traders in the 

 
● crea�ng a 

safer work environment, and ul�mately genera�ng concrete policy and prac�ce 
recommenda�ons that improve women and youth cross-border traders’ resilience and 
coping mechanisms; and, 

● t partners, and 
interna�onal non-  

4.0 INTRODUCTION
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● Digitaliza�on: The level of digital literacy, smartphone adop�on, access to the internet, 
and integra�on of digital resources (e.g. communica�on and e-
address business vulnerabili�es. 

● Access to Finance: The use of formal and informal banking ins�tu�ons, creditworthiness, 
 

● Safety: The level of confidence in crossing the border, incidents of 
 and unofficial border routes, and the future of cross-

border mobility.  

5.0 METHODOLOGY 

�onally, related concepts 

highlighted in the figure below. 

Th

-19 pandemic grew rapidly and indiscriminately in the region. The second part, 

vulnerabili�es & impact, highlights the immediate changes in ICBT economic behavior and 

-

closures). Lastly, resilience & adapta�on focuses on ICBT's business changes as they learned to 

‘live with COVID.’ At the same �me, this also cov

Further, innova�on in resilience during this period refers to ‘learning’ and the adop�on of new 

business strategies which was catalyzed by the shared COVID pandemic experience in the 

informal sector.  

Addi�onally, an analy�cal �meline with three periods is also established to aid contextual 

comparisons of vulnerability and resilience.  First, the “pre-pandemic -01 

and 2020-03; then the “pandemic period,” determined between 2020-03 and 2020-09 when the 

region imposed the most restric�ve administra�ve measures; and finally, the “post-pandemic 

period” determined as 2020-09 to the �me of writing this report (2023-02).  
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5.1 Data Collec�on Instruments 

The broad nature of this assignment’s objec�ves required a variety of data collec�on techniques 

from mul�ple sources. The relevancy of ini�al thema�c areas to collect data involved a literature 

-

border youth and women traders from the East African region.3  

The primary target sample was informal and small-scale ICBTs on the mutual borders of Kenya, 

-border market 

informa�on pla�orm, Sau� East Africa, which makes available ICBT-related informa�on in 

 

This study compiles data from four different instruments. Par�cipa�on breakdowns (i.e. by 

 

Data Collec�on Instruments for this report 

 

1. Large-scale Short Message Service (SMS) / Unstructured Supplementary S

(USSD)-based structured ques�onnaires: A significant amount of relevant data to this 

project has previously been collected by Sau� East Africa and made available through the 

Sau� Trade Insights data portal. The Trade Insights pla�orm compiles user profile and 

user behaviour data from Sau�’s mobile-based market and trade informa�on pla�orms 

that are specifically marketed to ICBTs. Their method of data collec�on involves 

integra�ng SMS/USSD-based structured ques�onnaires on their ICBT-focused trade and 

 2018 and presents 

an extremely large-scale, and disaggregated, view of the ICBT landscape. ICBTs were 

criteria: 

� User was domiciled in Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, or Tanzania; AND 

i. User had self-iden�fied as a trader, OR  

Analysis of trends 
and patterns in 
resilience and 
innovation by 

ICBTs

1. Large-scale 
SMS/USSD-

based structured 
questionnaires

2. Targeted 
SMS/USSD-

based structured 
questionnaires

3. Cross-border 
trader’s digital 

experience with 
ICT tools

4. Agricultural 
spot price 
databases
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ii. User that marketed (either bought or sold) goods in regional markets other 

than their domicile country, iden�fied by their pla�orm behavior.  

om 22,728 ICBTs. 

2.  SMS/USSD-based structured ques�onnaires: 11,996 ICBTs in Kenya, Uganda, 

the completeness of exis�ng profile data (e.g. gender, age, educa�on),  and sub-groups 

(described below) were invited to par�cipate in four longer SMS/USSD-based structured 

ques�onnaires. The ques�onnaire involved topics specific to the objec�ves of this study 

(e.g., financial inclusion, social protec�on, etc), which were not available in the other data 

sources. Par�cipants were invited to dial a code in each country and fill out the survey via 

 

3. Cross- ommunica�ons 

Analyzing the -border traders is a 

-

-to-sample sector. Sau� East Africa’s market and trade informa�on pla�orms 

provide relevant, �mely, and official informa�on used ubiquitously by cross-border 

per day, how users access this informa�on (e.g. which marketplaces the request 

informa�on for) can reveal market, demographic, and trade insights that are significant 

for the objec�ves of this study.  

4. Agricultural spot price databases: Price data is a valuable indicator of local supply and 

demand. Moreover, the dynamics of price data and how prices shi� together and over 

�me can reveal important insights about the local economic condi�ons of cross-border 

markets. Relevant agricultural price data has been collated from the Sau� Market Prices 

nd Rwanda. Data has been selected from 2018-01-01 to 

2023-02-01. 

The data from all four sources have been tagged with metadata to allow for joins between the 

sources. This means that data from one source (e.g., gender or smartphone adop�on) can be 

used to disaggregate data from another source, enriching the poten�al comparisons in future 
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5.2 Data Collec�on Results 

The number of ICBT respondents for each data instrument are given in the table below. For the large-scale SMS/USSD-based structured 

ques�onnaires, and the cross-

-selec�on may 

r and self-

 that do not use 

their market and trade informa�on pla�orms. However, based on the large number of respondents in the final dataset (22,728) , a 

ula�on of East Africa, let 

 

-based structured ques�onnaires is given below: 

Data Collec�on Response Rate for Targeted SMS/USSD - based Structured Ques�onnaires  

Subgroup Invited Par�cipants   

Digital Literacy 3,153 205 6.5% 

 3,099 207 6.7% 

Social Protec�on 3,099 169 5.5% 

Financial Inclusion 3,096 203 6.6% 

 

Select disaggregated metrics are also presented, country, gender, and age group. Figures presented are approximate averages of all 

the relevant datapoints used from the source. Not all disaggregated metrics (gender, age) may add up to the total, given inco mplete 

 

 

Data Collec�on Instrument Country Gender   

 

Large-scale SMS/USSD-based structured ques�onnaires 

KE UG RW TZ M F  >30 

14,704 5,472 1,709 843 3,612 2,598 3,354 2,478 22,728 

-based structured ques�onnaires 411 79 3 16 307 177 251 256 508 

� Digital Literacy 168 31 2 2 136 55 104 82 205 



 

�  173 25 0 8 116 83 104 87 207 

� Social Protec�on 136 30 1 1 97 67 82 79 169 

� Financial Inclusion 166 31 1 4 131 64 96 91 203 

Cross-  14,704 5,472 1,709 843 3,612 2,598 3,354 2,478 22,728 

 

Specific loca�on data for the large-scale SMS/USSD- -

ICT tools’ respondents was only available for the Kenyan subsample due to user’s profile completeness. 1 Loca�on data is 

representa�ve of where traders typically sell the goods the source from abroad. The data is presented below: 

Kenyan County  % of Respondents  

 

Busia 31.3% 

Migori 21.9% 

Other 9.6% 

Taita Taveta 6.4% 

Nairobi 4.9% 

Makueni 4.9% 

Kakamega 4.7% 

Homabay 4.4% 

Bungoma 4.2% 

Kisumu 2.7% 

Kwale 2.3% 

Uasin Ngishu 1.7% 

Mombasa 1.0% 

 

                                                
1 Location data for user profiles on Sauti’s information platforms is only requested from Kenyan users. This, however, makes up a significant 
subset of the overall ICBT data.  
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on East Africa’s local marketplace economies. The East Africa Prices dataset compiles data from 22 data publishers in the region, 

, by 

 

Macroeconomic Data Coverage 

Metric Country  

 KE UG RW TZ  

# of Marketplaces 9 27 5 8 65 

# of Products 26 52 13 17 60 

Price data points (weekly) 9,233 29,838 44,120 1,041 84,232 





 

6.0 PROFILES OF INFORMAL CROSS-BORDER TRADERS IN EAST AFRICA 

Defini�ons of informality in the context of trade by ICBTs vary between researchers, but generally 

-

border trade (ICBT) is an evolving concept. While dis�nct from “smuggling” and illegal trade in 

illicit and dangerous goods, informal trade typically refers to unrecorded trade in common 

commodi�es that o�en bypasses formal data capture mechanisms.4 

-related regula�ons and du�es. ICBT is especially significant for the 

by volume, value, and by number of par�cipa�ng ICBTs. Indeed, researchers have also 

● 5 

● 6 

● 7 and, 

● 8

Highligh�ng the demographic, business, and social dimensions of ICBT’s involvement in East Africa’s 

intra-  and regional trade is important for two reasons: 1) to build awareness of the 

importance of ICBTs to the success of regional trade agendas (such as AfCFTA and trade facilita�on 

-specific considera�ons when designing facilita�ve ac�vi�es. 

sec�ons of this report. 

5.1 Women and ICBT 

-owned and women-led ICBTs (WICBTs) make up significant segments of ICBTs across all 

regions of Sub- 75-85 

 9 

Although WICBTs dominate informal cross-border trade across Sub-

men’s contribu�ons serve as important 

links between male-dominated produc�on ac�vi�es and small-scale post-

retailing.  

● In East Africa, for example, fewer WICBTs (17%) trade directly in livestock or poultry as 

compared to ICBT men (31.1%).10 -

scale dairy produc�on, collec�on, processing, value addi�on, and informal milk trading;11  

● 

and trade in fish and fish products.12 In a survey of Kenyan landing beaches and inland fish 

– o�en the 
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13 In Burundi for example, women are heavily involved in collec�ng and 

processing of tuna-

-operated small shops and kiosks across the 

region.14 

●  maize-meal, sorghum, and 

 

While par�cipa�on in informal cross-border trade is a cri�cal opportunity for advancing women’s 

economic empowerment in Sub- h ac�vi�es are 

15  

Social norms and beliefs rela�ng to women’s responsibili�es in the household typically require that 

-
16 

o

-burden also limits WSME’s �me and mobility (an 

important factor when considering travel �mes to official inst itu�on) and depletes mental and 

their businesses. 

-

primary source of income for their households and can exceed that of an individual earning the local 

minimum wage in the formal sector.17 This household dynamic can challenge cultural norms around 

masculine he home and creates tensions that 

may discourage women from par�cipa�ng in trade or produc�on. WICBT’s ac�vi�es may also 

may consider the women’s ac�ons as mo

from home and regularly interact with other men such as border authori�es to trade their goods.18  

as the threat of sexual violence and pressure for sexual transac�ons is ever-present in a working 

-person 

border crossings (as opposed to using a broker) can carry addi�onal risk, where regulatory viola�ons 

(inten�onal or not) mean that women are more likely to have their goods confiscated or stolen while 

in deten�on, and, in some cases, are asked for heavy bribes or sexual favors to be released. 19  

Recognizing the unique experiences of WICBTs – who make up a significant por�on of ICBTs – and 

integra�ng gender-responsive policies, procedures, and prac�ces, therefore is important for ICBT-
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6.2 Youth and ICBT 

of unemployed people in sub-Saharan Africa.20 

The demographic composi�on of ICBT suggests that cross-border trade is a significant avenue for 

r the age of 35 and classify as youth. Of ICBT men are more likely to be comprised of 

 

As compared to older segments of the popula�on, youth o�en have a greater  mobility and tendency 

employment. Across the con�nent, intra-African migra�on has also grown in recent years, with now 

n another African country, up from 18.5 million in 2015. The same 

-seeking, and low technical prerequisites 

 

A related trend associated with youth in the ICBT sector is the widespread and increasing adop�on of 

informa�on and communica�on technologies (ICT) in Sub-Saharan Africa, where youth have o�en 

been the key ini�al adopters.21 ving a good 
22 ICT may 

further enable youth to access opportuni�es for skills acquisi�on, social networks and access to capital 

that can help them to create new ICBTs or gro  

6.3 ICBTs' Educa�on Levels 

For many ICBTs with limited access to advanced educa�on, ICBT is a significant avenue of economic 

empowerment.23 Especially for young women who may have dropped out of school, faced teen 

pregnancy, experienced marital separa�on, or faced gendered barriers in the formal sector, ICBT 

 

Data Analysis on Educa�on levels by country  

Data collected from 6,014 cross-border traders in suggests that between one-third and half of ICBTs 

have, at most, a primary educa�on. There are significant regional differences in educa�on 

a�ainment for ICBTs across East Africa too: in Tanzania, one-third of ICBTs report at least a 

secondary educa�on as the highest level a�ained, whereas in Kenya, Uganda, and Rwanda ICBTs 

half of ICBTs report secondary educa�on as the highest level a�ained. The chart below presents the 

results of the data, by country.   
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ompared to men. Quan�ta�ve analyses 

omen. 

 

ICBTs is cri�cal for the prac��oner community when designing interven�ons and facilita�ve solu�ons. 

6.4 ICBTs’ Firm Behaviour 

ICBT is typically conducted by micro enterprises, o�en comprising one or few individuals who perform 

- -border trade is a 

markets to sell in, how o�en to stock up, which trade route/border crossing to use, and more.  

 

Cross-border trade in the informal sector also has dis�nct behaviours, rela�ve to the formal sector. 

23



sector. While there are fewer avenues to sell in high-

-add processors, the market demand from informal marketplaces is sizable, requires li�le 

not all cross-border traders 

informal routes usually located on either side of the official border post, where they avoid taxes and 

 posts.24 

 

For poorer ICBTs these reduced entry barriers to lower-

of informal ICBTs from Rwanda showed an ini�al average start-up capital of USD $32.35.25 Informal 

-chains. 26  

Data Analysis on Firm Beh  

majority of products traded by ICBTs. The table below presents the breakdown for traders’ 

products: 

 74.5% 20.3% 5.2% 

Uganda 88.6% 10.3% 1.1% 

 84.2% 14.7% 1.1% 

 90.4% 5.5% 4.1% 

  

The data also suggests that traders in East Africa market an average of 3 products each. Within 

the majority commodity traded, agricultural and food commodi�es, unprocessed cereals and 

beans comprise nearly half of products traded by ICBTs in the region. Most traders operate 

-border marketplaces 

and a home marketplace. Most traders cross the border at least monthly to source their goods, 

with 29% repor�ng daily crossings.27 On average, each �me ICBTs cross the border they report 

-border purchases vary slightly among between 

 

 

Youth $132.40 $176.47 $158.66 

 $108.50 $152.57 $134.76 

 $123.83 $167.90 $150.09 

Country Agricultural/Food 
Commodi�es 

Livestock and 
Animal Products 

Other 

Women Men  
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ICBT also serves as a channel by which small-holder farmers (or their family members) can obtain 

higher prices for their farm produce, rather than selling to brokers at the farmgate.28 Data 

surveyed from 5,437 cross-border traders for this report indicated that 77.8% grew or produced 

the products they sold. Between men and women, women were 16.4% less likely to produce the 

products they sell, sugges�ng that men may use ICBTs to increase farm profit margins, while 

women may ‘specialize’ in ICBT as a singular source of employment.  

 

It’s important to note that, in lieu of par�cipa�ng in the formal sector, ICBTs o�en bear a level of 

economic and personal risk. Market informa�on is considerably less available and market prices are 

-the-
29 Informal money-

price-

by border officials and police – and can involve 

sexual violence for women traders.30 

Informa�on asymmetry too, makes ICBTs 

and sub- -making. 

Surveying 21,619 ICBTs, the data gathered by 

this report suggests that, up-to-

, cross-border market prices, trade 

regula�ons, and weather forecasts (related to 

demanded informa�on types by ICBTs (pictured 

elated to the 

vola�lity of ICBTs revenues, some�mes leaving ICBTs with few op�ons but to engage in risky behavior, 

with short-  

par�cipate in the formal sector for its pricing 

-

�mes higher in the formal sector: a comparison of informal ICBTs, comprising of farmers, cross-border 

trad

exporters.31 Barriers that restrict ICBTs from accessing the opportuni�es in the formal sector, 

 

4.8%

5.1%

6.5%

12.3%

12.5%

17.3%

19.2%

35.0%

39.5%

66.6%

71.6%

Health Info

Financial Management

Agriculture

COVID Info

Exchange Rates

ICBT Information Relevance 
(Percent of ICBTs in sample who accessed 

information type)
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7.0 ICBT VULNERABILITY AND THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 IN EAST AFRICa 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented an extreme hazard to the -border trade and 

ICBTs. Several economic characteris�cs made cross-border trade especially vulnerable to the 

disrup�ons brought on by COVID-19: 

- High transfer costs (due to distance and transport modes, among other things) and small-

volum -

border traders who source goods from several intermediary marketplaces. This meant that 

ICBTs inherently depend on travel and physical exposure to mul�ple individuals, o�en in 

crowded marketplaces. 

- the ICBT market system is extremely dynamic and interconnected, both across borders and in 

mul�ple nearby marketplaces, crea�ng a market system characterized by overlapping and 

 

- Up-to-

Before COVID-19, traders in Kenya and Uganda indicated that they spend an average of 

USD$8.70 per week on informa�on search costs (such as air�me for phone calls, internet, or 

on they needed to source goods from across the 

border. 32 In a rapidly changing policy environment, the high cost of up-to-

 

 

While the vibrancy of ICBT is heavily reliant on facilita�ve border governance, the measures for 

 in 

 -19, East African countries embarked on lengthy domes�c 

typically s�ll allowed by air, sea and vehicles, under strict tes�ng and sanitary condi�ons. However, 

the lack of personal protec�ve equipment for customs and other agencies’ staff, as well as quaran�nes 

imposed on truck drivers, resulted in long congested queues at the border, some�mes up to 35km 

from the border post.33 -wide curfews added further �me constraints to ICBTs wary of 

becoming stranded on the other side of the border. When foot traffic was resumed, restric�ons on 

across the border meant naviga�ng two health regimes: once while crossing to the des�na�on 

-level concerns concerning individuals 

  

-

�meline of the policy responses, including COVID-19 restric�ons, bans, and measures. Then macro 

and microeconomic impacts are highlighted.  
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7.1 Timelines of COVID-19 Restric�ons in East Africa 

The tables below give indica�ve �melines of the pandemic and associated restric�ons, bans, and 

 

KENYA 

COVID-19 Restric�ons/Bans/Measures Start Date End Date 

Establishment of the Na�onal Emergency Response Commi�ee on 
-19. 

(Source) 

2020-02-28 - 

-All interna�onal m
  

(Source1, Source2) 
 

2020-03-06 2020-08-01 

-mandatory mask wearing policy, 
provision of public hand washing sta�ons and a ban on all social 

vehicles 
(Source1, Source2, Source3) 

2020-04-04 2022-03-11 

-
mobile-money product, M-Pesa, to reduce the physical exchange of 
currency in response to the COVID-19 outbreak. 
(Source1, Source2, Source3) 
 

2020-03-17 2020-12-31 

Closures of schools and higher learning ins�tu�ons 
(Source) 

2020-03-20 2021-01-01 

All entertainment, bars and other social spaces, are to close their doors 
to the public by 7.30pm every day (Source) 

2020-03-23 2022-03-12 

Public service vehicle operators to observe high levels of hygiene. In 

it is directed that: i. For 14 seater matatus, a maximum of 8 passengers 
ii. For 25 seater vehicles, a maximum of 15 passengers iii. For 30 seater 

city. This 
  

(Source) 

2020-03-23 2022-03-12 

rrounding coun�es i.e Kajiado, 
Machakos, Nakuru and Kiambu would be treated as one zone, and 
residents would be barred from crossing over to other areas. (Source1, 
Source2)  

2020-03-26 2021-05-01 
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Curfew - From dusk un�l dawn 
(Source) 

2020-03-27 2020-07-07 

Prison popula�ons released. Kenya’s judiciary announced that it had 
released about 4,800 prisoners to h  
(Source) 
 

2022-04-02 - 

The cessa�on of movement into and out of the Nairobi Metropolitan 
Area, Mombasa County and Mandera County(Source) 

2020-04-06 2020-07-06 

- (Source)  2022-03-11 

Domes�c air travel is also set to resume in Kenya on July 15, with 
interna�onal flights resuming opera�on on Aug. 1. (Source1, Source2, 
Source3, Source4) 

2020-03-23 2022-03-12 

The na�onwide curfew that is currently in force between the hours of 9 
p.m. and 4 a.m. local �me daily has been extended by a further 30 days. 
(Source1, Source2) 
 

2021-03-29 2021-05-01 

 

UGANDA 

COVID-19 Restric�ons/Bans/Measures Start Date End Date 

Source1, Source2) 2020-03-20 2022-01-10 

Source1, Source2) 2020-03-21 2020-09-20 

  
(Source1, Source2) 
 

2020-03-25 2021-08-02 

Opera�on of non-
Source 1, Source 2) 

 

2020-03-25 2021-08-02 

Curfew (Source1, Source2) 2020-03-31 2022-01-25 

Lockdown (Source1, Source2) 2020-04-01 2022-01-25 

 

R  

COVID-19 Restric�ons/Bans/Measures Start Date End Date 

Lockdown (Source) 2020-03-21 2020-04-30 

 2020-03-21 2020-04-30 

Electronic payments and online banking services encouraged 
(Source) 

2020-03-21 - 

Curfew (Source1, Source2) 2020-03-21 2022-03-05 

All employees to work remotely (Source1, Source2) 2020-03-21 2020-05-04 
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Borders closed and travel restricted (Source1, Source2) 2020-03-21 2022-03-07 

Lockdown (Source1, Source2) 2020-03-21 2021-08-01 

All bars closed (Source1, Source2) 
 

2020-03-21 2021-09-23 

-  
(Source1, Source2) 

2020-03-21 2020-05-01 

 

TANZANIA 

COVID-19 Restric�ons/Bans/Measures Start Date End Date 

Schools shut down (Source) 2020-03-17 2021-07-05 

Source) 2020-08-01 2020-09-21 

Government issues guidelines for ci�zens to wear facemasks in public 
places (Source) 

2021-02-25 2022-09-09 

 

7.2 COVID-19 Macroeconomic Impacts on ICBTs in East Africa 

The immediate post pandemic period has been characterized by higher prices rela�ve to before the 

pandemic.34 In an analysis of wholesale prices across Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, and Tanzania, and 

-

prices have increased by an average of 4.7% compared to the two years before the pandemic. The 

 

 

Not all products have increased at the same rate. The data shows that vegetable product prices have 

been least impacted COVID-19, increasing 1.25%. Worryingly, cereals, which comprise a large segment 

of ICBT, make up most of the products with the largest price increases following the height of the 

-19 restric�ons, increasing by an average of 5.1%-6.3%.  The chart below gives the product 

increase averages for each category of products. 
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Price increases have also been spa�ally distributed through East Africa. The map below highlights 

product prices. The table in the top le� of the map indicates the average price increase for products 

in marketplaces of each country.  

 
 

1.2%

2.6%

3.7%

4.5%

4.6%

5.1%

5.9%

6.4%

7.4%

Roots & Tubers

Fruits

Beans

Seeds & Nuts

-COVID period, 
compared to the period two years before COVID-19

9.2%

5.2%

4.8%

4.7%

TZA

UGA

KEN
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Higher prices can have an extremely disrup�ve effect for ICBTs. Arbitrage pricing depends on the profit 

demand elas�city may eat into cross-border traders profit margins. In other words, unwillingness to 

 

 

7.3 COVID-1  

The pandemic’s impact on the microeconomic trading environment placed significant pressure on the 

 

cross- –  

 

Increased Debt Distress: The closure of borders to everyone but cargo drivers meant that for many 

in the evening. 35 So, when losses were experienced from the sudden and unexpected announcement 

of lockdowns and incomes depleted, many traders plunged into debt, especially those trading in 

perishable agricultural products.36 Informal creditors also raised their lending rates, further limi�ng 

-

their stock. 

Increased Corrup�on and Harassment: A survey analyzing cross-border trade behaviour reveals 

increased incidences of harassment and corrup�on, with police officials at the border having higher 

bargaining power to request for higher than usual bribes from traders.37 

closure during the pandemic led some traders to rely on non-  which created 

 viewed as par�cularly aggressive.38  

pandemic increased opportuni�es for violence in early May, with 21% of the violence happening 

nd of the month of May, violence between individuals increased to 31 % 

of total violence cases.39 Lack of effec�ve policing at border points and market ports increases the 

incidence of crimes against traders, and many opt to travel in groups to protect themselves.40 When 

asked about their percep�ons of safety when crossing the border during the pandemic, half (54.2%) 

 

Data Analysis of ICBT Experiences Crossing the Border 
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Based on 2,895 border crossing reports collected by Sau� East Africa, where ICB

whether they had a good or bad experience crossing the border, the data reveals that the average 

probability an ICBT experiencing a nega�ve border crossing experience, holding other variables 

-pandemic level of  

Analysis of the data also reveals a differen�ated effect based on demographic characteris�cs of 

ICBTs. Holding other demographic factors (age, educa�on, country, gender) constant during the 

pandemic, on average: 

� 

likelihood for men during the pandemic; 

� 

 

� The m

with a primary educa�on were 61.1% likely to have a nega�ve experience, trade

secondary educa�on were 56.1% likely to have a nega�ve experience, and traders with a 

ter�ary educa�on were 51.1% likely to have a nega�ve experience.  

Combining the highest risk factors during the pandemic, being a young, poorly educated women 

ICBT reveals a 69.9% chance of a nega�ve border crossing experience each �me they crossed the 

border. This is 24.3 percentage points higher compared to a mature, ter�ary educated, ICBT men, 

which was associated with a 45.6% likelihood of a nega�ve crossing experience.  

 

Supply Chain Disrup�ons: 

small- -

border markets creates arbitrage opportuni�es that sustain the economic livelihoods of ICBTs. 

of the pandemic nega�vely impacted ICBT’s capaci�es to consistently organize their busines s 

-

10.4%

57.5%

31.6%

(2017-07<->2020-02)
Pandemic

(2020-03<->2020-09) (2020-10<->2022-12)
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spoilage losses as a result.41 Disrup�ons in prod

increased the price vola�lity of ICBT’s commonly traded products, adding more informa�on challenges 

to the ICBT economy –  42  

first few months of the pandemic with average sales falling by 37% and profits by 54% compared to 

pre-pandemic levels. 
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8.0  RESILIENCE AND ADAPTATION DURING COVID-19 

This sec�on explores the business prac�ces and innova�ons employed by ICBTs to ‘cope with’ and 

-19. Indeed, nearly all ICBTs (92.2%) surveyed for this report indicated 

that they had received guidelines to understand how to safely trade during the height of the 

pandemic. While the health repercussions of COVID-

-19 are less well-explored.  

 

8.1  Adap�ng Business Models 

-19 by changing their 

business model. A coping mechanism that was adopted by Ugandan ICBTs 

commodi�es from non- 43 In 

a study assessing informal trade among small- -

border traders coped with trade decline during border closures by switching to new supply chains 

-border traders worked with 

domes�c suppliers, they were s�ll less likely to be out of business compared to domes�c traders.44 

how they did business by shi�ing towards selling other goods.  
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Data Analysis on Cross- -19 

Behavioural data from 2,548 Kenyan ICBTs suggests that a significant number of ICBTs coped with 

the pandemic by modifying their trade des�na�ons to trade within domes�c markets, rather than 

in cross-border markets. The chart below presents the monthly average of cross-border 

ns for ICBTs.  

 

During the pre-pandemic period (between 2018-01 and 2020-02), traders indicated that 66.4% of 

their sourcing and selling was conducted in cross-border marketplaces. During the height of 

-03 to 2020-09) in Kenya, this figure had dropped to 39.2% for the 

 

with Uganda, appear to have been resilient to the movement restric�ons at the border; maintaining 

their cross-border trade ra�os by 17.2 percentage points and 26.7 percentage points higher 

 

The data also suggests that educa�on was a sta�s�cally important factor of resilie nce during and 
45 they are likely to have retained 

4.2% of their cross-border markets as marke�ng des�na�ons. This is likely a�ributed to being able 

 

While the pandemic significantly affected cross-border traders’ ability to trade goods across 

borders, recovery has been extremely slow. A sta�s�cally significant post -pandemic trend of 0.2 

percentage points per month was -border markets 

into ICBT trade des�na�ons does not forecast a rapid bounce-back to pre-pandemic levels, and 

ated 

local marketplaces into their market sources.  
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8.2 Associa�on and Coopera�on 

Before COVID-19 emerged, cross-border traders typically bought commodi�es as individuals. 

oopera�ve prac�ces 

with their business clusters or trade associa�ons. 21.6% of respondents from survey data collec�on 

(e.g. ICBTs, transporters, etc). 55.4% of respondents in this report’s ICBT surveys indicated that they 

-border trade associa�on, of which, 33.7% indicated that their associa�on 

One common example of this 

 

of sale.46  

8.3 Ins�tu�onal Support 

ed by governments and private en��es to 

-19 pandemic. In surveys for this report, 

most respondents (60.8%) men�oned that they were aware of social and economic support programs 

in their area during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. 34.1% of respondents indicated that they 

of support was the 

from 3% to 1%. The chart below shows respondents’ answers from a mul�ple select survey focused 

 

 

8.4 Emergency Financing and New Savings Prac�ces 

34.9% of survey respondents stated that they sought more loan financing than they typically would 

36



 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The chart below presents the popularity of loan financing sources that 

ICBTs engaged with during the pandemic. 

 

The data shows that mobile lenders were one of the most frequently sought-a�er sources of 

ance support was from cross-border trade associa�ons. 

most survey respondents, who indicated that they were part of a trade associa�on (55.4%) stated that 

 

that there are alterna�ve places for traders to access loans during the pandemic besides the 

tradi�onal loan sources e.g. banks and loan sharks. 

las�ng impact. 33% of ICBTs responded that they saved more for business and put-off expansion or 

 

8.5 Business Digitaliza�on and an Accelerated Shi� to Digital Payments 

The adop�on of digital technologies played an important role to mi�gate the ini�al impacts of COVID. 

In Kenya, efforts were made by the Kenyan government to reduce transfer fees for mobile money 

payments to encourage everyone to stop using cash and switch to mobile money to reduce the spread 

of COVID-19. Indeed, a large majority (84.9%) of survey respondents stated that they made/received 

most payments through mobile money during COVID-19. Most respondents (61%) preferred to receive 

or make payments directly to numbers (not typically registered as a business).  

While the majority (42.7%) of survey respondents stated that during the pandemic they mostly used 

their phones to access mobile money services, nearly a third (36.4%) indicated that they used their 

phones to buy and sell their products online. The chart below presents a breakdown of the e-
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This is mostly conducted through Facebook (47.3%) where ICBTS can provide a catalog of their 

products, adver�se them, and receive o

The second highest propor�on of users (33.7%) stated that they use WhatsApp to engage in e -

commerce ac�vi�es. ICBTs indicated that they use WhatsApp to showcase pictures of their products 

customers or provide customer care/support.  

This sec�on highlighted some of the factors that mi�gated the ini�al impacts of COVID. The next 

- -pandemic levels.  

9.0 RECOVERY, INNOVATION, AND TRENDS  AFTER COVID-19 

The low entry costs to par�cipa�ng in ICBT (rela�ve to formal trade) and inherent dynamism to the 

business behavior suggests that ICBT may be faster able to bounce back to pre-pandemic levels, 

compared to other sectors in East Africa. In 

confidence in being able to get another source of income if they lost their primary one. This may 

Alterna -  

When pressed, most respondents (48.6%) stated that should they lose their primary source of income, 

they would turn to their savings to meet their needs. The next highest propor�on of respondents 

the respondents are equipped with backups to cushion them from sudden economic shocks. Savings 

that are grown over �me as emergency funds can cover basic expenses and help to cope with 

immediate needs. 

Three areas of discussion are highlighted for this report: renewed importance of innova�on in 

digitaliza�on; increasing access to finance; and, ensuring safe trade. The sec�ons correspond with 

 

9.1 Renewed Importance of Innova�on in Digitaliza�on 

-19 put renewed importance on the capacity of ICTs and digitaliza�on to literally reduce the 

required touchpoints and associated costs of doing business for ICBTs. Digitaliza�on not only refers to 
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the adop�on of ICT-

that expands their pool of best-

is already changing how ICBTs operate, allowing them to make more responsive, informed, and 

– all necessary fac

 

There are barriers, however, that lower the adop�on rate of cross border digital pla�orms by ICBTs, 

including low smartphone adop�on, limited digital literacy, and internet access costs. These 

-border businesses as they are o�en 

 ICBTs to drive more uptake and usage by women and youth ICBTs.  

Access to the internet 

with their phones. Most (67.3%) respondents stated that they use da

internet. This means that they either own smartphones or func�on phones (non-

that have some level of access to the internet via mobile data (e.g. WhatsApp enabled feature 

phones), also much cheaper). They may be slowly transi�oning out of feature phone use into 

smartphone use. 11.1% of respondents do not use or have access to the internet, while 5.5% access 

 

Smartphone Adop�on 

In a technical evalua�on of 8,809 ICBT’s mobile numbers, 61.1% of East African ICBTs were found to 

 with whether an ICBT owned a smartphone: 

�  

�  

�  

Mobile phone usage 

The majority (39.1%) of respondents used the internet to search for business info. The chart below 

presents how ICBTs used their internet-enabled phones, following the pandemic.  
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9.1.1 THE ROLE OF E-COMMERCE SYSTEMS IN FACILITATING RESILIENT TRADE 

ICT-driven enhancements to Africa’s regional trade environment have made significant progress 

reducing many of the transac�on costs associated with trade across borders, expanding market 

access, and improving compe��veness. The prolifera�on of digital resources, the growth of internet 

accessibility, and the ubiquity of digital technologies – especially smartphones – 

unprecedented access to market and trade informa�on, official resources, and each other, among 

other things. The scale of reach that is now possible with ICT-enabled program interven�ons is 

unprecedented. Solu�ons vary, but the approach is generally the same, to build connec�ve 

-chain that is more accessible (especially for informal ICBTs), 

expands the networks of actors, and facilitates professional/official rela�onships.  

The establishment of Single Electronic Window (SEW) systems, for instance, have simplified border 
47 SEWs allow traders to submit consignment details online 

and forward the informa�on in their required form to the necessary agencies through a single 

electronic gateway. In the past, traders were asked to present the same informa�on several �mes in 

different forms to mul�ple government en��es during the cargo clearance process, resul�ng in 

lengthy wait �mes and lost business opportuni�es. 

The design mo�va�on for SEW systems eliminates unnecessary duplica�on by posi�oning traders at 

the centre of border management prac�ces. People-centered ICT can bring the business needs of 

 30 

40



 

their goods by 50%. A similar SEW system implemented by Rwanda reduced the average �me required 

2012-2014. In the same period, export clearance �mes fell from 67 hours (about 3 days) to 34 hours 

(about 1.5 days).48 

ICT-led enhancements to supply chain management are significantly expanding business opportuni�es 

-

markets.  in Kenya is a notable example of a mobile-based business-to-business food 

supply pla�orm, which sources and delivers low- -quality products from trusted ICBTs to 

Sendy is a similar ICT-

Sendy 

a vehicle, pickup point, and des�na�on to connect to a nearby pool of re

 

The growing relevance of e-

Africans to connect with wider markets. Moreover, the digital nature of e-commerce also promises 

increased resilience for ICBTs against localized market shocks. By far, social media pla�orms like 

Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp groups provide the main avenues for ICBTs to find and connect 

with each other. The Global Digital Stats and Report 2021 reveals that there are an es�mated 11 

million ac�ve social media users in Kenya thus a�rac�ng sellers who create pages in these social media 

pla�orms with the aim of adver�sing their products or making sales.49 WhatsApp too, also plays a 

significant part in promo�ng regional trade, enabling enhanced messaging (with images for example) 
50 Data collected during the 

pandemic indicates that these channels comprised 83% of the e-commerce pla�orms used by ICBTs, 

-  

While much less ubiquitous, some ICBT-specific e-

ICBTs to reach buyers and sellers across borders. Examples include: the Eastern Africa Grain Council 

G-SOKO grain trading system, which provides a portal for buyers of cereal grains in East Africa; and 

, which provides informal ICBTs in Côte d'Ivoire, Kenya, Rwanda, Senegal, Tanzania, and 

order their stock via SMS or through a mobile app with 

-day delivery. 

E-

and work directly with higher paying (o�en urban) custo -specific, ICBTs are 

finding innova�ve ways to market the products that they source from rural areas to more affluent 

 

-commerce in East Africa’s economic recovery, however, there are 

wider prerequisite issues that restrict ICBTs from taking full advantage of e-

poor adop�on of the necessary devices (e.g., smartphones or laptops) among ICBTs, limited internet 
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-led recovery in 
51 

52 

 

Indeed, INGOs have been slow to recognize the accessibility and ubiquity challenges that limit the 

of e-commerce among ICBTs. While, less per�nent for already digitally-enabled ICBTs (who are 

-enabled solu�ons threaten to leave behind the vast 

majority of poorly connected ICBTs. Moreover, these solu�ons o�en ignore the overwhelming 

ubiquity of social media ecommerce pla�orms already in use by ICBTs: in surveys for this report, only 

9.7% of ICBTs indicated that they had used an e-

WhatsApp, Telegram, or Instagram. Poor profiling of ICBTs and their digital access needs and 

preferences threatens to make trade facilita�on ini�a�ves vulnerable to duplica�on, slow learning, 

and increase compe��on for similar funding resources. An illustra�ve example of these consequences 

-commerce pla�orms for ICBTs in East Africa developed, or currently 

 

●  

● Afro Ark of Rwanda and the Resilience Organiza�on of South Sudan “Buy East Africa e-

Commerce Pla�orm” (Elias Hakizimana 2022) 

● 

(2022) 

● Interna�onal Alert “Trade and Market Informa�on  

●  

●  

-

essible with any kind of phone) to connect over 100,000 ICBTs in East Africa to online 

-digit code with any kind of phone 

(e.g. *716#), ICBTs can access up-to- ed trade procedures, exchange rates, 

and connect with buyers and sellers of commodi�es from across the region in up to six different 

languages. The impact is significant for these previously disconnected ICBTs: a randomized control 

trial evalua�on of Sau

improved their monthly profits by 13% and decreased their transport costs by 10%.  

9.1.2 THE ROLE OF DIGITAL PAYMENT PLATFORMS FOR MOBILE TRANSACTIONS 

The ubiquitous adop�on of mobile phones by ICBTs, and especially women ICBTs, has increased the 

-border business opera�ons by making 

-border traders at the 

– 

money traders. The pandemic period saw mobile money service providers provide more affordable 

flexibility in mobile money transac�ons including lowering of costs and opening of accounts. In Kenya, 
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-day (from March 2020 to May 2020) fee-

mobile-money product, M-Pesa, to reduce the physical exchange of currency in response to the 

-19 outbreak. The number of transac�ons through mobile money pla�orms rose to 20% in 2020 

from the previous year, a slightly higher increase than normal a�ributed to the COVID-19 pr

measures imposed by the government when cashless transac�ons were recommended over cash. 53 

smaller ICBTs would not normally qualify for business �ll (Paybill) numbers and the 

business suite of tools provided by Safaricom, M-Pesa users have the op�on to use a scaled down 

business solu�on, ‘Pochi la Biashara’ (business wallet), which enables small business owners to 

financial record keeping for ICBT businesses as historical transac�ons can be downloaded to support 

business decisions and access to finance. 

Mobile wallet interoperability between countries, that is, whether mobile wallet systems from one 

 

tradi�onally been a significant barrier that prevented wider adop�on of mobile wallets among ICBTs 

in their business. Recently, M-Pesa has expanded its partnerships with other mobile wallets in the 

region to enable cross-border payments.54 This has enabled, for instance, that Kenyan traders 

brokers and bank fees. Digital wallets also decrease the risk of the� for ICBTs while outside their home 

countries.  

This said, and despite high ownership rates of mobile money accounts among cross-border traders, 

 A number of 

payments, transac�ons are believed to be too small save much �me or money with digital 
55 Further, 

poor integra�on of mobile wallets between actors other than traders, such as at border posts, limits 

the a�rac�veness of adop�ng digital payments. However, as these technical and percep�on barriers 

 

9.1.3 THE ROLE OF MARKET SYSTEMS DIGITALIZATION AND MARKET D  

Now, more than ever, ICBTs make business decisions with enormous amounts of informa�on. While 

ideal fishing lo

access to addi�onal business informa�on. For informal ICBTs, the vola�lity of informal market 

ially sensi�ve to market 

-  

● Informa�on on market prices can influence what and how farmers grow, whether they sell at 

r sell goods. 
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● Informa�on on new market opportuni�es typically provides first-

are quick to react to profitable arbitrage opportuni�es. 

● -border tariffs and levies, or sudden changes in border 

procedur  

● -risk areas (e.g. Northern Kenya) 

 

-chains, 

especially in the areas of agricultural and livestock price informa�on. In one case from Uganda, an 

from which marketplace to source their inputs. By leveraging USSD and SMS-based approaches to 

provide poorer traders with access to publicly available price data, traders were found to increase 

their average commodity trading por�olio from 2 

addi�onal market, compared to those without access to the data.56  

The table below highlights public data examples of agricultural spot prices provided by government 

 

Source   Kenya Rwanda Tanzania Total 
(Dis�nct) 

e-Soko Rwanda 
P   110  110 

  62  62 

TZA- 

and Trade 

Products   8 8 

   17 17 

Livestock Market Informa�on System 

Kenya 

Products 4   4 

 43   43 

 

Products 396   396 

 292   292 

  

resilience, food security, and program design. For instance, the Food Security Analysis Service of the 

Food Program monitors food prices to provide cri�cal informa�on on food availability and on 

the func�oning of markets.57 The service also evaluates the effects of food assistance on local markets 

to op�mize program delivery and local market recovery. Si

project, which monitors food prices in approximately 30 countries, uses price trends and devia�ons 

-

humanitarian crises. Moreover, for cash transfer programs, a survey by the Norwegian Refugee 

the methodologies that established the value of cash grants in programs around the world.58

online resources due to the majority of traders not owning a smartphone.  
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he value-chain, ICBTs are at significant risk of not 

being to access its data-driven benefits. For instance, several ICT-based interven�ons have specifically 

resources include the Kenya Revenue Authority’s online trade portal and online price informa�on 

pla�orms such as Kenya’s Agricultural Market Informa�on System (KAMIS) and Rwanda’s Esoko 

pla�orm. However, in a significant number of cases, informal farmers  and traders are not able to 

access these digital and online resources due to most traders not owning a smartphone.  

 

Without access to the necessary technology (i.e. internet-enabled smartphones), and also without the 

appropriate digital literacy, ICBTs h

but 

-border trade showed that: 

● 59 

● 41% indicated no meaningful access to informa�on on how to formally register their 

businesses; and, 

●  

Moreover, without up-to-

be�er-resourced brokers, and traders are not able to “�me the market” – 

prices at face-

crossing borders traders are not able to verify ques�onable levies, because the cost of independently 

informal traders must take the exchange rates that informal money changers off er at the risk of 

-to-date and relevant trade regula�ons (e.g. special tariff 

rules and temporary import/export bans), which are rela�vely well-maintained online but inaccessible 

without smartphones or internet, 

 

 

e and scale of their compara�vely smaller 

opera�ons, rela�ve to large high-

informa�on for specific borders (which may have county-

ICBT value-chains. 
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9.2 Increasing Access to Finance 

Higher transfer costs associated with small-

opportuni�es to ICBTs. These transfer costs relate to the transport fees to cover long-

market search costs, and official trade costs such as du�es and tariffs, among others. With rela�vely 

smaller volume produc�on, these transfer costs eat into a large share of ICB

minimizing reinvestments and ICBT’s opportuni�es to scale. Moreover, given that 95% of the traders 

depend solely on personal resources and loans from friends and rela�ves, unexpected shocks to 

business revenue (made more per�nent with climate- -

level effects.60 

One avenue to overcome scale-up cost-

ormal finance and 

credit, however, is extremely underdeveloped across Africa. Indeed, the virtual absence of banking 

financing.61 

below 

presents ICBTs responses when asked where they had most recently received a loan. 

 

62 mal ICBTs are poorly suited to accessing 

the tradi�onal debt finance, due in part to limited credit history, under-

real e

especially women and youth. Moreover, high interest rates, processing fees, and short loan 

repayment periods keep formal business loans out of reach of ICBTs. The absence of credible credit 

reference bureaus and private credit registries also undermines the chances of informal traders 

gaining access to finance. 
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compliance and collateral as a precondi�on for accessing credit, things which most informal traders 

do not have. Indeed, a large majority (85.5%) of survey respondents indicated that they were willing 

 that they do not know where to get a 

loan applicable to their ICBT business, 28.3% indicated that they do not meet the tradi�onal credit 

of informal cross-

registra�on informa�on reported that they could not find, nor had access to, the relevant informa�on 

they needed to register their ICBT businesses.63 

owers indicated that they understood the terms and condi�ons for the loans 

they borrow and for the loans they were ineligible for, highligh�ng a mismatch between available loan 

products and ICBT businesses. Most respondents men�oned that their decision 

amounts is dependent on their ability to repay (38.4%) and their business needs (34%). When the 

respondents were asked the amount that they can borrow for their business needs and confidently 

he respondents quoted a preferable loan amount between 

$10-$100USD per month. 

Recalling the �me constraints and restric�ons in movement that women face, it can also be difficult 

reover, WICBT’s are less 

likely to sa�sfy the strict requirements of financial ins�tu�ons when seeking the funding to expand 

their businesses, given that produc�ve assets such as land or ca�le are o�en registered only to their 

husbands.64 While the majority of financing opportuni�es for ICBTs come from household and family 

65  

9.2.1 THE ROLE OF INNOVATIVE FINANCING AND ICBT TRADE FINANCE IN PROVIDING ACCESS TO CREDIT 

credit mechanism for individuals who are generally excluded from tradi�onal banking services. 

66 The 

-

smaller, interest rates are typically 

higher, but they tend to lend substan�ally higher shares of their por�olios to women and the poor. 67 

The table below presents some of the traders’ savings and coopera�ve groups opera�ng at East 

African borders:68 
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Busia Produce Dealers’ Mul�-Purpose 

 

Busia, Uganda (Kenya 

 

400 6% 

Katuna Traders Associa�on Katuna (Rwanda-

 

- 5% 

Mutukula Development and Savings 

Society 

Mutukula, Uganda 

(Uganda, Tanzania) 

500 5% 

 

via mobile phone can 

bridge the last-

live.69 Further digital financial technologies o�en integrate with mobile wallets, reducing the 

M-Shwari

is a savings and loan service that enables M-

customers’ M-PESA wallets. Similar examples include M-Pawa in Tanzania and BRAC Uganda in 
70 

While access to finance can create avenues for growth, for many ICBTs it also serves to reduce 

vulnerabili�es to economic shocks, both in the economy and at home. However, because financing 

ins�tu�ons typically rely on interest income to susta

risk- -
71 -30 members who self-manage 

and self- italize an aggregate savings pool to create a capital base to help manage individual cash-

flow issues. Village savings loan associa�ons have shown to be popular with youth-led ICBTs who, as 

members, can access capital several �mes larger than their own individual savings. The social and 

literacy, who can instead bank on their social networks.  

Digital credit has developed rapidly in Kenya72 and this seems 

loans are costlier compared to those offered through formal financial pla�orms.73 

smaller loans from community associa�ons (such as saving groups), or from loan sharks, which o�en 
74 Addi�onally, the rela�ve ease of access of digital credit has made most 

informal traders, including ordinary youth, to be highly indebted and blacklisted by the Credit 
75  

Ins�tu�on Name Regional Context Maximum Loan 
Amount (USD) 

Interest 
Rate 
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y a trader’s journey. The figure 

a trader’s journey. The abuse of this power as corrup�on has 

been a longstanding issue for IBCTs crossing formal and 

informal border crossings. While complying with the variety of 

regula�ons across Africa’s na�onal borders is difficult enough 

ample opportuni�es for corrup�on and bribery. Research on 

bribery in the East African Community suggests that traders 

 

1.  

2.  

3. - 76 

 

insecurity can become an issue. For WICBTs especially, the prospect of being held up at the border 

increases their vulnerability to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), which can be exacerbated 

when bribery is presented as a means to accelerate clearance. 

 

Data Analysis on Safe Trade a�er the Pandemic  

Nega�ve experiences crossing the border have reduced since the end of  border closures in the 
region. Harassment and corrup�on reports, however, have not yet returned to pre-pandemic levels.   

8.3 ENSURING SAFE TRADE
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-02, down from the pandemic 

high of 57.5%. While the reduc�on of harassment and corrup�on incidents can be influenced by 

several exogenous factors (e.g., an�-

pre-  of 2027.  

 

9.3.1 THE ROLE OF JUSTICE MECHANISMS IN ENSURING SAFE TRADE 

The role of jus�ce mechanisms in ensuring the safety of ICBTs is mul�faceted, however, many of East 

reports. This can pose 

of ICBT respondents indicated that they did not report incidents of corrup�on or harassment that they 

experienced to official jus�ce ins�tu�ons during the pandemic. Reasons for not repor�ng incidents 

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Pandemic Levels of Negative Experience 

Pre-Pandemic Levels of Negative Experiences 
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The data suggests that about half did not report incidents because of fear of in�mida�on. Re por�ng 

-

of informa�on about jus�ce mechanisms 

that no ac�on was taken on their report. Reasons for no res�tu�ve ac�on can be a�ributed  

– crea�ng 

. 

9.3.2 THE ROLE OF TRADE ASSOCIATIONS IN ENSURING SAFE TRADE 

In response to the challenges in produc�on and trade, many informal ICBTs have developed their 

a 

indicates that most respondents (55.4%) were members of cross-border trade associa�ons. O�en, 

elves, are opera�ng in their target 

sector. 77 Associa�ons and coopera�ves play mul�ple roles at every stage of Africa’s trade value -chain, 

including advoca�ng for collec�ve ac�on benefits, which would ordinarily be elusive to individual 

members. Community ve�ng and trust plays a central role,  with membership applica�ons in many 

loan-based associa�ons requiring the signatures of exis�ng members. Membership can confer 

groups, a channel for policy advocacy, and market linkages. Membership in associa�ons can also 

promote networking among other members, reduc�on in informa�on search costs, and capacity-

 

 

For many women traders, trade associa�ons also provide one of the few resources for meaningful and 

accessible informa�on regarding sexual harassment repor�ng, SGBV resources, and SGBV rights 

informa�on.78 Coopera�ves have also been noted to help their members overcome collec�ve ac�on 
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problems that may otherwise have not been possible, such as collec�vely nego�a�ng be�er prices for 
79  

 

that associa�ons are effec�ve for championing the rights of traders albeit at the 

local border level. However, some issues affec�ng the ICBTs can only be addressed at the na�onal and 

regional level, where the bargaining power of individual associa�ons is poor. There are efforts to push 

currently nascent. The poten�al benefits to involving already organized stakeholders in current border 

 

 

associa�ons struggle without ini�al donor funding. One strategy to overcome these dependencies, 

has been to transi�on to a formalized coopera�ve model that is duly registered and regulated by the 

the future. 

10.0 RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

The following recommenda�ons are informed by the data and literature presented in the previous 

c�ons: digitaliza�on; access to finance; 

and safety. 

10.1 Digitaliza�on 

� Consider ICBTs level of technology and promote “accessible-first” ICT-led trade facilita�on: 

While smartphones are growing in popularity across the con�nent, a pernicious digital divide 

-led trade development. 

Further, while many ICT pla�orms in the region are designed with “mobile first” strategies, 

NDP, INGOs, and other regional 

design and development of trade-relevant interfaces that meet to meet the specific technology 

 

� Digital-based solutions are a promising avenue to target women and youth-led ICBTs: 

Here targeted women’s and youth empowerment programs can be supported by the UNDP, 
INGOs, and other regio -led interven�ons. At 
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the same �me, for older ICBTs and men, considera�ons need to be made about the levels of 
 

� Promote cross-border 

interoperability: ICBTs are ubiquitous users of mobile money, however, interoperability 

INGOs, and other regional stakeholders have an opportunity to promote programs to 

 

� Promote data integra�on between ICBT- Accessible and meaningful 

ng how ICBTs operate, allowing them to make more responsive, 

informed, and sustainable market decisions. INGOs, who also provide direct support to ICBTs, 

-�me data. The quality of 

data produced in East Africa, however, is variable, both by geographic and sectoral context. 

Data related to stakeholder and value-chain mapping, localized indicators of economic ac�vity 

(e.g., market prices), and trade interven�on evalua�ons are frequently siloed within INGOs or 

program-specific use-

greatest capacity to collect, standardize, and share data, sharing data in public-

even public- -placed to fulfill a coordina�ng 

INGOs, and other regional stakeh -

integra�ng exis�ng data resources related to ICBT trade and catalyzing the exper�se from the 

region’s digital entrepreneurs. 

� Promote e-commerce channels and pla�orms already in use by ICBTs: Many ICBTs with 

WhatsApp) to promote their businesses. UNDP, INGOs, and other regional stakeholders are 

well-placed to capitalize on this technology adop�on and promote technical business and 

marke�ng training programs to encourage ICBTs to maximize their experience on these 

pla�orms. 

 

10.2 Access to Finance 

� Support scale-up financing programs and the development of digital fintech products specific 

to ICBT businesses: 

g finance 

from exis�ng finance ins�tu�ons. In coordina�on with the private sector, financial ins�tu�ons, 

na�onal policymakers, and regulators, UNDP can help to strengthen and expand the coverage 

. Ac�ons may include working with banks 
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- 

specifically tapping into emergent alterna�ves such as supply chain finance, trade finance 

funds, or technology-enabled 

 

� : Mobile money lenders 

Here UNDP can promote the development of digital solu�ons, or extend exis�ng financial 

services, to integrate the accessibility of financial loans via mobile money. This can also be 

especially relevant for promo�ng economic empowerment among women ICBTs, who o�en 

 

� Provide formaliza�on and technical training support to microfinance groups suppor�ng 

ICBTs: -border trade associa�ons are 

important parts of ICBT financial infrastructure, especially for women and youth. They can 

- de scaling loans, and some�mes provide avenues of 

(e.g., impact inves�ng products) for their membership. UNDP can take ac�ons to strengthen 

the enabling capacity of local ICBT associa�ons through grants and coopera�ve development 

support in areas such as formal registra�on procedures, governance, financial management, 

member equity and capitaliza�on, and social inclusion. Moreover, grass-

and associa�ons o�en have a track-record of trust with their membership, but fewer links with 

the impact inves�ng community. UNDP is well-placed to play a mapping and coordina�ng role 

h. 

10.3 SAFETY 

� Promote trust and dialogue between cross- : The pandemic 

are decreasing, at 2023- l experience a 26.2% likelihood of a 

be well-placed to support programs and interven�ons that seek to restore trust and dialogue 

between cross-border trade officials and ICBTs and accelerate the rate of decline in nega�ve 

experiences.  

� Support programs that address the accessibility and effec�veness of ICBT -

: Respondents in surveys for this report highlighted factors such as fear of 

in�mida�on, or ineffec�veness, as barriers to repor�ng corrup�on and harassment. Many also 

indicated that their reports had not been ac�oned. UNDP can support programs that target 

this issue from several entry-points, including a) promo�ng the guarantees of safety and 

security when repor�ng incidents; and b) providing accessible informa�on on the rights, 

obliga�ons and avenues for jus�ce for ICBTs. provide ins�tu�onal support for women’s -
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specific trade associa�ons to enable them to con�nue advo -free trade 

 

� Capitalize on AfCFTA policy implementa�on to promote ICBT dialogue and official 

communica�on: The implementa�on of the AfCFTA regional trade agenda is a unique 

opportunity to promote inclusive, resilient, and sustainable trade environments for ICBTs. It is 

well- all-

trade agenda are involved in ins�tu�onal trust-building with officials to enhance ownership of 

the AfCFTA ini�a�ve through support from UNDP, the government, private ins�tu�ons, and 

INGO’s.  

 

While the pandemic presented an extreme threat to the ICBTs involved in East Africa’s intra-regional 

-pandemic period, INGOs such as UNDP have several opportuni�es to catalyze the 

and the avenues (and lack thereof) for recovery. Promo�ng these pathways for recovery and 

resilience, and addressing the challenges made worse by COVID-19, will be cri�cal for East Africa’s 
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