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The COVID-19 pandemic has swept through Uganda infecting tens of thousands, 
killing thousands and leaving untold disruption and suffering in its wake. The socio-
economic cost of the pandemic has been felt by women disproportionately. Women’s 
largely low status in society and their resultant constrained position in the economy 
has heightened their marginalization and vulnerabilities. Women’s location within 
the economy, mostly within the informal sector, is characterized by precarious work, 
low wages and limited labour protection. Women also predominate in sectors such 
as the service industry and hospitality in which returns were low even before the 
pandemic and completely ground to a halt with the nationwide lockdowns intended 
to slow the spread of the pandemic. A consolidation of evidence presented in this 
study shows that in terms of businesses likely to be closed because of the pandemic, 
women-led businesses outnumbered those led by men by 58% in hospitality (hotels, 
bars and restaurants) and by 8% in trading and services. The consequences of this 
has been loss of business revenue leading to layoffs, wage cuts and complete closure 
of some businesses.

The pandemic presents an increased burden of care work as women are seen as the 
primary caregivers who must now take on additional tasks such as home schooling, 
entrenching inequality in the home and by that same yardstick, in the workplace. 
Violence against women increased during the pandemic due to increased tensions 
between intimate couples as a result of financial constraints. Economic downturn has 
also led to increased public and household debt.

To counter some of these emerging issues, the government designed a number 
of relief interventions. However, across the board, the government’s response was 
found to be largely inadequate. For example, the distribution of food which was one 
of the responses intended to support poorer households at risk of food insecurity 
was politicized and weaponized to control the activities of opposition politicians. 
The government also underestimated the number of people who needed food relief, 
focusing on 1.5 million urban poor in Kampala and Wakiso and leaving out millions 
of others in rural areas. The distribution of food was also seen to be slow and the 
food supplied was found to be of low quality.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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A stimulus package to revive the economy by providing business support and increasing 
consumption was also proposed and was seen a prudent move from the government. 
However, this study shows that groups such as women’s entrepreneurship groups, 
small businesses in the informal sector, and people with disabilities that were most 
impacted by the pandemic - and therefore most in need of the stimulus - were not the 
biggest beneficiaries of these government measures. A cursory analysis of the figures 
allocated in the stimulus package shows that the highest number of beneficiaries of 
the stimulus package are in the formal sector and yet our data shows that the informal 
sector, where most women and the poor are located, took the hardest hit as a result 
of lockdown measures. This study concludes that the stimulus package was gender 
blind and indifferent to the poor.

The other interventions in response to increased Violence Against Women (VAW), 
and to other vulnerable groups through social protection were similarly inadequate. 
Government also failed to activate the extant benefits of the social protection system, 
leaving workers who lost their livelihoods with no safety net, and failing to disburse 
the Senior Citizens Grant which was critical for the health and wellbeing of older 
persons during the lockdown.

The case study for this research focuses on women’s groups receiving funding from 
the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP). A number of women 
expressed difficulty in opening accounts, particularly for those that were located in 
more remote parts of the country. An analysis of the 7 groups showed that groups 
waited between 8 to 12 months before receiving funds. Additionally, the groups 
shared that the amount of money dispensed was not sufficient to support the business 
ideas they proposed. On average, each group member received a loan of about 
UGX 291,000 (about US$ 81) for a period of at least 12 months. The study finds that 
UWEP has been a great source of benefits to women; facilitating the formation of 
savings groups that serve as a support system for women who are looking to become 
financially independent and providing financial resources and assets such as livestock, 
land and school fees which have improved women’s wellbeing and standing in society. 
The study finds that UWEP has been a great source of benefits to women; facilitating 
the formation of savings groups that serve as a support system for women who are 
looking to become financially independent and providing financial resources and 
assets such as livestock, land and school fees which have improved women’s wellbeing 
and standing in society. However, all these achievements fell under threat as soon as 
the pandemic broke out. The nature of the women’s groups’ businesses also meant 
that they were greatly affected by the COVID-19 mitigation measures put in place by 
the government. Most of them work in the service industry such as catering, while 
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others source produce for sale in markets, a process that was severely curtailed by 
lack of transportation. With these constraints, it became difficult to meet their loan 
obligations to the government, which has brought much despair and anxiety, with 
some women thinking they may get arrested. Notably, there have been no overtures 
from the government to restructure the loan repayment conditions. In spite of the 
prevailing hardships however, all the groups had made concerted efforts to repay 
their loans.

The study fields a number of recommendations, mainly aimed at the Ministry of 
Gender, Labour and Social Development:

 Á Make loan restructuring available for women’s groups affected by the pandemic 
to mitigate the strain of loss of income and revenue.

 Á Review the process of accessing UWEP funds as well as loan repayment terms to 
ensure ease of doing business and multiply impact of the programme on women’s 
wellbeing.

 Á Prioritise and fund social protection to mitigate vulnerabilities arising from the 
pandemic, targeting women, people with disabilities and older persons.

 Á Fund childcare services to enable women’s return to/participation in the workforce.

 Á Recognise and prioritise the informal sector and accord workers the protections 
necessary to thrive.
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On 11th March 2020, the World Health Organization classified COVID-19 as a pandemic.1 
Disease outbreaks affect women, girls and the wide variety of at-risk and marginalised 
groups differently. The compounding complexities of development and humanitarian 
contexts can have disproportionate effects on women and girls, as well as other 
at-risk and vulnerable groups. Pre-existing gender and intersectional inequalities 
often worsen during a crisis, including public health emergencies.2 Tragically, these 
inequalities are not consistently included as part of global frameworks and policies.3 
Recognising the extent to which disease outbreaks affect women, girls, men and boys, 
people of different genders, and at-risk and marginalised groups in specific ways is 
fundamental to understanding the impacts of a health emergency in order to create 
effective, responsive, and equitable policies, preparedness plans, and responses.

COVID-19 is projected to have a continued profound impact across the global economy. 
The United Nations in their policy brief ‘Shared responsibility, Global Solidarity’ on 
the socioeconomic impacts of COVID-19, states that markets and supply chains have 
been disrupted, businesses are required to close or scale back operations, and millions 
have or will lose their jobs and livelihoods.4 ILO has estimated that full or partial 
lockdown measures now affect almost 2.7 billion workers, representing around 81% 
of the world’s workforce, while the IMF projects a significant contraction of global 
output in 2020.5 COVID-19 is lurching the world economy towards a global recession, 
which will be strikingly different from past recessions.6

Emerging evidence on the impact of COVID-19 suggests that women’s economic and 
productive lives are affected disproportionately and differently from men. Across 
the globe, women earn less, save less, hold less secure jobs, are more likely to be 

1 World Health Organization (WHO). Director-General’s opening remarks at the media briefing on COVID-19. 11th 
March 2020. https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-
on-COVID-19---11-march-2020

2 Pacific Humanitarian Protection Cluster Support Team, Protection Key Messages for COVID 19 (no link available)
3 J Smith ‘Overcoming, the ‘‘Tyranny of the Urgent’’: Integrating Gender Into Disease Outbreak Preparedness and 

Response’ Gender & Development 27:2 (2019) 355-369, https://doi.org/10.1080/13552074.2019.1615288.
4 United Nations ‘Shared Responsibility, Global Solidarity: Responding To The Socio-Economic Impacts Of Covid-19’ 

March 2020 https://www.un.org/Sites/Un2.Un.Org/Files/Sg_Report_Socio-Economic_Impact_Of_Covid19.Pdf
5 IMF ‘World Economic Outlook, April 2020: The Great Lockdown’ https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/

Issues/2020/04/14/weo-april-2020
6 M Ezrati ‘Heading Off The Covid-19 Recession’ 18th March 2020 https://www.forbes.com/sites/

miltonezrati/2020/03/18/heading-off-the-covid-19-recession/?sh=788acced28e6

INTRODUCTION1.0
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employed in the informal sector. They have less access to social protections and form 
the majority of single-parent households. Their capacity to absorb economic shocks 
is therefore less than that of men. As women take on greater care demands at home, 
their jobs will also be disproportionately affected by cuts and lay-offs. Such impacts 
risk rolling back the already fragile gains made in female labour force participation, 
limiting women’s ability to support themselves and their families, especially for 
female-headed households.

In many countries, the first round of layoffs has been particularly acute in the service 
sector, including retail, hospitality and tourism, where women are overrepresented. 
The situation is worse in developing economies where the vast majority of women’s 
employment - 70% - is in the informal economy with few protections against dismissal or 
for paid sick leave and limited access to social protection. To earn a living these workers 
often depend on public space and social interactions, which have been restricted to 
contain the spread of the pandemic. Like the Ebola virus showed, quarantines can 
significantly reduce women’s economic and livelihood activities, increase poverty 
rates, and exacerbate food insecurity. From past experience and emerging data, it is 
possible to project that the impacts of the COVID-19 global recession will result in a 
prolonged dip in women’s incomes and labour force participation, with compounded 
impacts for women already living in poverty. Those who have managed to escape 
from extreme poverty as a result of recent economic growth are likely to fall back 
into this most vulnerable of situations once again.

Furthermore, health pandemics can make it more difficult for women and girls to 
receive treatment and health services. This is compounded by multiple or intersecting 
inequalities, such as ethnicity, socioeconomic status, disability, age, race and geographic 
location which influence access to critical health services and information about 
COVID-19. Women and girls have unique health needs, but they are less likely to 
have access to quality health services, essential medicines and vaccines, maternal and 
reproductive health care, or insurance coverage for routine and catastrophic health 
costs, especially in rural and marginalized communities. Restrictive social norms and 
gender stereotypes can also limit women’s ability to access health services. All of this 
has particular impacts during a widespread health crisis.

Also, women may be at risk of exposure due to the occupational sex-segregation: 
Globally, women make up 70% of the health workforce and are more likely to be 
front-line health workers, especially nurses, midwives and community health workers.7 

7 WHO Gender equity in the health workforce: Analysis of 104 Countries’ (2019) https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/
handle/10665/311314/ WHO-HIS-HWF-Gender-WP1-2019.1-eng.pdf?ua=1
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They are also the majority of health facility service-staff – providing cleaning services, 
laundry, catering – and as such they are more likely to be exposed to the virus. In 
some areas, women have less access to personal protective equipment or correctly 
sized equipment. Despite these numbers, women are often not reflected in national 
or global decision-making on the response to COVID-19.

Connected to women’s social and economic lives is their sexual and reproductive 
health: the provision of sexual and reproductive health services, including maternal 
health care and gender-based violence related services, are central to health, rights 
and well-being of women and girls. The diversion of attention and critical resources 
away from these provisions may result in exacerbated maternal mortality and morbidity, 
increased rates of adolescent pregnancies, HIV and sexually transmitted diseases. In 
Uganda, before we registered any COVID-19-related deaths, there were deaths of 
pregnant women during labour due to failure to access transport to hospitals as well 
as GBV-related deaths.8

The COVID-19 global crisis has also made starkly visible the fact that the world’s 
formal economies and the maintenance of our daily lives are built on the invisible and 
unpaid labor of women and girls. With children out of school, intensified care needs 
of older persons and ill family members, and overwhelmed health services, demands 
for care work have intensified exponentially. The unpaid care economy is a critical 
mainstay of the COVID-19 response yet there are gross imbalances in the gender 
distribution of unpaid care work. Before COVID-19 became a universal pandemic, 
women were doing three times as much unpaid care and domestic work as men. 
This unseen economy has real impacts on the formal economy, and women’s lives. 
In the context of the pandemic, the increased demand for care work is deepening 
already existing inequalities in the gender division of labor. The less visible parts of 
the care economy are coming under increasing strain but remain unaccounted for 
in the economic response.

This study considers the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 on women in Uganda, 
focusing in particular on women’s groups receiving funding from the Uganda Women’s 
Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP). The study assesses the Government’s response 
to the pandemic in respect of the economic vulnerability of women and makes 
recommendations on the inclusion of vulnerable groups in economic recovery plans.

8 ‘In Uganda, mothers in labour die amidst coronavirus lockdown’ Reuters 9th April 2020 https://www.reuters.
com/article/us-health-coronavirus-uganda/in-uganda-mothers-in-labour-die-amidst-coronavirus-lockdown-
idUSKCN21R2FA
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2.1 Study objectives

This study sets out to assess the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 on women in 
Uganda, with a particular focus on women’s groups that receive funding through UWEP.

This study has the following specific objectives:

 Á To assess the social-economic effects of COVID-19 on women and vulnerable 
groups in Uganda;

 Á To assess the Government of Uganda’s COVID-19 response in respect of women 
and vulnerable groups;

 Á To evaluate the effect of COVID-19 on women groups that have received funds 
under the Uganda Women Empowerment Programme; and

 Á To generate key actionable recommendations to the Government of Uganda for 
an inclusive, intersectional and resilient economic recovery following the COVID-19 
pandemic.

2.2 Research questions

The research questions were formulated in line with the study objectives and sought 
to generate information on the following:

 Á The effectiveness of the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP) 
before the pandemic;

 Á How the pandemic had impacted organizing and communitarianism that form 
the bedrock of women’s groups;

 Á How the pandemic had impacted women’s use of loans obtained from UWEP; and
 Á Key demands from the women’s groups to the government to ensure a COVID-19 
response tailored to their needs.

2.3 Study design

The study’s primary purpose is to document women’s voices and use their lived 
experiences to depict how the COVID-19 pandemic has upended their lives. This 
approach situates the women as experts in their own lives and as bona fide constituents 
with much to contribute to the discourse on policy and practice around the COVID-19 

METHODOLOGY2.0
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response. A literature review was undertaken and was complemented by Focus Group 
Discussions with women who belong to groups that have received funding from UWEP.

2.4 Data Collection Tools

Discussion guides for the Key Informant Interviews (KII) and Focus Group Discussions 
(FGD) were developed. The guide included open-ended questions and the interviewer 
did not suggest possible answers. The interviews ranged in length from 45 minutes to 
one hour, with the majority of interviews lasting approximately one hour. Interviewers 
did not cut the discussions short, but encouraged using as much time as each participant 
was comfortable to sacrifice to allow for the maximum opportunity for discussion.

2.5 Study Respondents

Study participants are members of women’s groups that had received funding from 
UWEP and were selected randomly based on availability. The study comprised of 33 
women representing seven women’s groups in the 5 districts of Gulu (5), Lamwo (5), 
Wakiso (9), Iganga (7) and Mbale (7). A total of 5 FGDs (1 per district) and 2 individual 
interviews were held. The conversations were held between 11th and 15th December, 
2020.

2.6 Ethical Considerations

All study respondents provided verbal and informed consent to participate in the 
study. The identities of participants have been protected throughout the research 
process and all information provided has been treated with confidentiality.

2.7 Data Analysis

The analysis of data involved a critical review of information gathered to identify 
answers to the study objectives. Qualitative data from literature review, FGDs, 
and KIIs was manually consolidated and analysed using content and interpretive 
techniques. This information was scrutinized to identify themes or patterns which 
were then further organized into coherent categories from which conclusions were 
drawn. Quantitative data was also obtained from existing studies and reports, and 
corroborated during interviews.

2.8 Limitations of the study

The study is limited in terms of the number of participants and districts included 
in the sample. Data collection focused on areas in the country where FIDA Uganda 
has established programming and interaction with women’s groups and therefore 
excluded the Western region.
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Nearly a year since the global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, its catastrophic 
sweep continues on, leaving wanton destruction in its wake. In November 2020, the 
global numbers stood as follows: 54.5 million infections and 1.3 million deaths.9 
Uganda’s first case of the coronavirus disease was confirmed in March 2020. From 
that time up to November 2020, 16, 563 cases have been confirmed, with 150 deaths.10 
The level of disruption wrought by the pandemic is unprecedented in recent history, 
cutting across socio-economic and political spheres. First, it forced a complete shift in 
human interaction and the general way of life. Given the ease with which the disease 
spreads, the high chances of fatality and the lifelong health complications that afflict 
some of those who recover, social engagements had to be limited in order to slow 
down the spread of the disease. Subsequently, all governments around the world 
undertook a number of measures in this regard. In Uganda, a nationwide lockdown 
was instituted which included closure of borders, restrictions in private and public 
transport use, closure of schools, closure of businesses, prohibition of mass gatherings 
such as political rallies and concerts, and a dusk to dawn curfew, along with a slew 
of standard operating procedures.11 Most of these restrictions instituted in March 
2020 have since been eased, but not before wreaking havoc, that many have still not 
recovered from.

As Uganda prepares for elections in January 2021, the restrictions have also been used 
as a pretext to clamp down on people’s rights and freedoms, particularly in respect 
of opposition politicians.12 Freedom House has warned that some measures being 
used to fight COVID-19 could have lasting “harmful effects and can be extended and 
re-purposed after a crisis has passed”.13 The ravages of the pandemic have coincided 
with the usual repressive practices that are characteristic of election season in Uganda. 

9 BBC News, as at 16th November, 2020.
10 Ministry of Health of Uganda as at 16th November, 2020 https://twitter.com/MinofHealthUG/

status/1328714999724957697?s=20
11 Address by H.E Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, President of the Republic of Uganda to the Nation on the 

Coronavirus (COVID-19) Guidelines on the Preventive Measures, 18 March, 2020, https://kampala.diplo.de/
blob/2315822/0468d91d79744d29cf6f2e8ce200da0d/corona-address-to-the-nation-data.pdf

12 ‘Human Rights in Peril as COVID-19 Escalates in the Face of 2021 Elections’ African Defenders 29th September 2020. 
https://africandefenders.org/uganda-human-rights-in-peril-as-covid-19-escalates-in-the-face-of-2021-elections/

13 Freedom House ‘Principles for Protecting Civil and Political Rights in the Fight against Covid-19’ 24th March 2020 
https://freedomhouse.org/article/principles-protecting-civil-and-political-rights-fight-against-covid-19

CONTEXT OF COVID-19 IN UGANDA3.0
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Opposition strongholds have been found in violation of the COVID-19 restrictions, a 
charge that has not been extended to the ruling party, even when have both flouted 
the rules.14 Furthermore, the curfew has further entrenched the military’s reputation 
as a ruthless machine eager to mete out violence even in the absnece of a threat or 
risk. Reports of people being beaten or shot at for being out past curfew or suffering 
arbitrary abuse on the basis of claims that the COVID-curbing measures have not been 
complied with became part of everyday life. For example, a group of women were 
rounded up at a guest house in the dead of night, beaten, forced to roll in the mud 
and forced to smear some of it in their genitals.15 Some have argued that COVID-19 
has handed the ruling party a powerful campaigning platform and the ideal pretext 
to suppress opposition activities via assembly and movement controls ahead of the 
2021 elections.16

The restrictions also bear potentially catastrophic outcomes for health. The ban 
on public and private transport meant that a number of people could not access 
healthcare services. For example People Living with HIV had to walk impossibly long 
distances to get refills for their Anti-Retroviral Treatment (ART) which forced some to 
abandon treatment altogether.17 Furthermore, health conditions for pregnant women 
worsened during the lockdown as they were unable to access maternity care forcing 
some to give birth in deplorable conditions such the roadside, while others died due 
to complications or lost their babies.18

Another worrying outcome of the pandemic has been its potential to derail girls’ 
future prospects for self-determination because of disruption in education and girls’ 
safety. While schools have remained closed, a crucial safety net that usually protects 
girls from sexual violence was removed, leaving them exposed.19 Statistics show that 
thousands of girls have become pregnant and reports show that many girls are unlikely 
to return to school which bodes poorly for quality of life outcomes as they are likely 

14 Presidential Candidate Yoweri Museveni campaign rally in Kotido https://twitter.com/ntvuganda/
status/1329368321590964225?s=20; Human Rights Watch ‘Uganda: Authorities Weaponize Covid-19 Repression’ 
20th March 2020. https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/11/20/uganda-authorities-weaponize-covid-19-repression

15 ‘Curfew: Security personnel arrested over torturing women’ New Vision 5th April 2020 https://www.newvision.co.ug/
new_vision/news/1517544/security-personel-arresed-torturing-women-curfew-enforcement

16 A MacDonald ‘Food distribution and corona-politics in Uganda: the view from Kampala’ 15th June 2020 https://
blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/06/15/food-distribution-coronapolitics-uganda-lockdown-elections-kampala/

17 ‘COVID-19 pandemic: HIV patient explains how lockdown affected her’ NTV 1st April, 2020 https://www.ntv.co.ug/
news/national/HIV-patient-explains-how-lockdown-affected-her/4522324-5511504-fcppco/index.html

18 See Reuters, n 8 above.
19 S Nakulima ‘Supporting Girls Key in Education Sector Recovery from Covid-19’ From the margins to the centre: 

Discourses on the impact of COVID-19 on Women in Uganda (2020) 26-31.
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to drop out school, have poor paying jobs, and entrench the low status that women 
and girls already have in society. 20

Another consequence of the pandemic has been Violence Against Women (VAW). 
Lockdowns essentially trapped women in the same spaces as their abusers. This, in 
addition to the emerging economic stresses occasioned by the pandemic, led to spike 
in cases of violence against women.21 The Deputy Police Spokesperson, during a media 
briefing on 16th April 2020, said that the Uganda Police Force had registered 328 
cases of Gender Based Violence in a span of 3 weeks.22 This situation was exacerbated 
by an already crippled and overwhelmed justice system that is not well-equipped to 
respond to cases of violence. With the pandemic posing a seemingly bigger threat 
than other societal issues, VAW was cast to the periphery and no specific action was 
taken to address and curb its scourge.

The pandemic has had a significant socio-economic impact on women in Uganda, 
severely affecting their health, safety, economic status, development and well-being.

20 A Taremwa ‘Kitgum leaders fear schools may not have female students after lockdown due to teenage pregnancies’ 
https://www.unicef.org/uganda/stories/kitgum-leaders-fear-schools-may-not-have-female-students-after-lockdown-
due-teenage

21 ‘Domestic violence against women increases in Uganda amid COVID-19: minister’ Xinhua 28th April 2020 http://
www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-04/28/c_139015384.htm

22 ‘Police records 328 cases of domestic violence during COVID-19 lockdown’ The Independent 16th April 2020 https://
www.independent.co.ug/police-records-328-cases-of-domestic-violence-during-covid-19-lockdown/
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Many Ugandans were already struggling financially prior to the pandemic. According 
to a study by Financial Sector Deepening (FSD), UGX 4800 (USD 1.3) is the median 
amount of liquid savings (cash) available to Ugandans at any given time. The study 
further reveals that 3 out of 4 Ugandans claimed that they did not have enough money 
to pay for living expenses, prior to the COVID-19 crisis and that 57% of Ugandan adults 
would not be able to sustain their current lifestyle after just one day of lockdown, 
while 81% would not be able to sustain it after 15 days.23

The economy shrunk with growth projections revised downwards to 3.1% compared 
to 5.4% the previous year.24 Unemployment was shown as likely to rise and millions 
are likely to slide into poverty.25 In April, the Ministry of Trade reported that 4200 
companies had folded.26 Additionally, a total of 100,000 jobs were expected to be 
lost in the formal sector, while an estimated 4.4 million informal sector workers were 
expected to see their earnings falling below the poverty line or totally drying up.27

4.1. A situational analysis of the economy and women’s location within it

In order to adequately analyse the socio-economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on women, it is important first to paint a profile of women’s location within the 
economy, looking at their participation in the labour force, both formal and informal 
and the rewards accruing from their labour. Findings from the Uganda Bureaus of 
Stastics (UBOS) National Labour Force Survey 2016/17 presents some highlights. The 
report shows that 80.5% of women in employment are in the informal sector and that 
the informal sector’s share of contribution to GDP is 54%.28

23 Financial Sector Deepening Assessing the Economic Resilience of Ugandan Households Before COVID 2020 https://
fsduganda.or.ug/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Assessing-the-financial-resilience-of-Ugandans-before-Covid-19_Aug-
2020.pdf

24 Budget Speech, Financial Year 2020/21 https://www.finance.go.ug/sites/default/files/Publications/FY%202020-21%20
Budget%20Speech_Final.pdf

25 ‘1.8 million fall back into poverty as Uganda launches 2021-22 budget strategy’ The Independent. https://www.
independent.co.ug/1-8-million-fall-back-into-poverty-as-uganda-launches-2021-22-budget-strategy

26 ‘4,200 companies close over Covid-19 lockdown’ Daily Monitor 22nd April 2020. https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/
news/national/4-200-companies-close-over-covid-19-lockdown-1886400

27 United Nations Capital Development Fund ‘Impact of COVID-19 on Ugandan MSMEs’ Inputs to the United Nations 
Socio-Economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 in Uganda (2020).

28 Uganda Bureau of Statistics National Labour Force Survey 2016/17 (2017) 130.
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The highest proportion of working persons in Uganda were own account workers 
(self-employed) at 73% with the proportion of female self-employed workers (79%) 
higher than that of males (67%). Females are more likely to contribute as family 
workers (14 %) compared to males (6%). There is no guarantee of payment as a family 
worker and the statistics lend credence to this; more males were in paid employment 
(41%) compared to females (26%). Women (86%) are classified as being more likely to 
engage in vulnerable employment compared to others. Wages are generally low in 
the informal sector; median monthly earnings of persons in cash paid employment 
was UGX 190,000/= (US$51); with the median monthly earnings for males at UGX 
240,000/= (US$ 65) and that of females at UGX 120,000/= (US$ 32).

According to the UBOS Informal Sector Survey, 2016, women own 70% of businesses 
that employ just 1 person, 61% of firms with 2 to 5 people, 34% of firms with 6 to 10 
people and only 4% of firms that employ 11 people or more. In short, women are 
more likely to own smaller businesses that employ fewer people and generate less 
income. Above all, women are more likely to be own account workers with the majority 
of them having businesses that employ just one person: themselves.

4.1.1. Disaggregation of work in the informal sector

The distribution of working persons across the most common sectors within the 
informal sector shows that women make up the majority of the workforce in agriculture, 
forestry and fishing, accommodation and food service activities, and are about even 
in trade with men. They are largely absent in construction and transportation and 
storage.29 More women work in subsistence agriculture than men at 49% which is 
about 17 percentage points higher than for males.30 This shows that the narrative that 
“the informal economy - where womxn31 are concentrated - is marginal, [is therefore 
at odds] with the realisation that it is the means by which the majority of households 
in the Global South earn their livelihood.”32 Indeed, were it not for the informal sector, 
people could have starved during the lockdown. Subsistence agriculture continued 
sustaining families even when borders were closed and transport limited as most 
rural households have access to self-produced food. 33

29 As above.
30 As above.
31 Alternative way of spelling woman, used particularly by feminists.
32 Centre for Economic and Social Rights ‘Invest in the Care Economy for a Just, Green, Feminist Covid-19 Response and 

Recovery’ https://www.cesr.org/invest-care-economy-just-green-feminist-covid-19-response-and-recovery
33 Uganda Food Security Outlook Update April 2020, https://reliefweb.int/report/uganda/uganda-food-security-outlook-

update-april-2020
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This distribution of workers shows that women are more likely to suffer economic losses 
in the pandemic, first because they lead in the informal economy and also because 
they are in segments that have been hit hardest by the pandemic. It is clear from this 
distribution that most women work in sectors where work cannot be done remotely, 
meaning that they were out of work when the lockdown happened. Also, women have 
six times less savings than men (median amount). In case of an emergency nearly 
60% of women would not be able to come up with emergency funds, compared to 
50% of men. Women rely on social networks and remittances more than men; both 
of which are heavily compromised in a pandemic.34

4.2. Economic impact of COVID-19 on women

Although both formal and informal economies will suffer a great deal due to the 
ongoing pandemic, the impact may be more ruinous on informal economies because 
they are not well structured and are not covered under compact shields of public or 
private insurance. For instance, most workers in the informal sector, even those that 
are employed and earn wages, do not have access to secure work, benefits, welfare 
protection or any sort of legal representation.35 The women who are active in the 
informal economy are confronted with challenges of globalization with no social and 
economic safety nets. This translates into enormous pressure on women as they are 
caught in a bind between patterns of extreme poverty and a faltering social welfare 
system.36

4.2.1 Loss of business revenue leading to scale back or complete closure of businesses

The United Nations Socio-Economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 in Uganda shows 
that COVID-19 will affect women’s businesses and their earnings to a larger extent 
than men’s. In the total number of Medium and Small Enterprises (MSEs) affected by 
COVID-19, there will be 11% more enterprises owned or managed by women. Women-
led enterprises will be particularly hard hit in trading and services and hospitality, 
the two sectors that will experience the brunt of COVID-19. Women-led businesses 
will outnumber those led by men by 58% in hospitality (hotels, bars and restaurants) 
and by 8% in trading and services. The pandemic has already led to layoffs, wage 
cuts and complete closure of some businesses.

34  Financial Sector Deepening, n 23 above.
35  S Nsekanabo ‘The impact of Covid-19 on women in the informal sector in Uganda’ The Centre for Multilateral Affairs 

blog 12th June 2020 The impact of Covid-19 on women in the informal sector in Uganda | Centre for Multilateral 
Affairs (CfMA) (thecfma.org)

36  SIHA Network ‘Coronavirus: Uganda needs a robust response plan to support women in the informal economy’ 2020 
https://sihanet.org/coronavirus-uganda-needs-a-robust-response-plan-to-support-women-in-the-informal-economy/
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Restrictions in movement and lockdowns are some of the contributing factors 
to loss in livelihoods and incomes for women’s businesses in the informal sector. 
Street vendors, for example, rely on traffic to be able to sell their wares. However, 
the restrictions in movement meant that they could not achieve this. Flower farms 
which also predominantly employ women laborers (60-70% of the workforce) have 
been severely impacted leading to wage cuts.37 The general outcome is that many 
businesses have closed altogether or have slipped below the poverty line, with 2 of 
the top 3 sectors predominated by women hit hardest: hospitality with a drop in 
revenue of 43% and trading and services with 41%.

4.2.2. Increased burden of care work

“We’ve never built a workplace that worked for people with caregiving responsibilities.”-- 
Julie Kashen38

The disruptions in patterns of work brought on by work-from-home measures, as 
well the closure of schools leading to children being confined at home, has increased 
the caregiving burden on women. As women are seen as the primary caregivers, 
they have taken on tasks such as home schooling, in addition to the other shifts and 
tasks that were being done before the pandemic. Before the pandemic, about nine in 
every ten females (88 percent) in Uganda were engaged in unpaid care work (UCW) 
compared to six in every ten males (64 percent). Female youth spent an average of 
26 hours a week on UCW compared with 11 hours for their male counterparts.39 This 
is only bound to increase, frustrating efforts in achieving equality, as inequality in the 
home is a harbinger of inequality in the workplace.40 A prognosis of the American 
workforce reads: “[The pandemic] is not just pushing women out of jobs they held, 
but also preventing many from seeking new ones. For an individual, it could limit 
prospects and earnings over a lifetime. Across a nation, it could stunt growth, robbing 
the economy of educated, experienced and dedicated workers.”41 This is in agreement 
with what Zahara Nampeewo expressed about the case of Uganda: that the pandemic 
has forced women into the private sphere from which many are unlikely to emerge 

37 ‘Flower exports drop by 90%, prices dip by half ’ Daily Monitor 26th March 2020 https://www.monitor.co.ug/Business/
Commodities/Flower-exports-drop-by-90--prices-dip-half/688610-5505002-ixdf1a/index.html

38 Director for Women’s Economic Justice, Century Foundation.
39 See UBOS, n 28 above.
40 ML Heggeness ‘Estimating the immediate impact of the COVID-19 shock on parental attachment to the labor market 

and the double bind of mothers’ Review of Economics of the Household 18 (2020)1053–1078. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11150-020-09514-x

41 ‘Recession With a Difference: Women Face Special Burden’ New York Times 17th November 
2020 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/17/business/economy/women-jobs-economy-recession.
html?action=click&module=Spotlight&pgtype=Homepage
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even after it is over.42 The cost of care work is incredibly high for the sacrifices women 
have to make, which can be illustrated by the example of women working on flower 
farms: During the lockdown, agricultural farms were allowed to remain open as long 
as workers agreed to camp on the premises instead of commuting between their 
homes and workplace.43 Some women working on flower farms revealed that they 
were unable to work under such conditions because they did not have support with 
childcare at home.44 This state of affairs therefore shows that women’s labour force 
participation is likely to widen, and so will the paygap along gender lines.

4.3 Social impact on women
4.3.1. Disruption of health service delivery

The COVID-19 restrictions have dealt a blow to accessibility to healthcare, particularly 
to regular programmes like distribution of ART and immunization. The ban on public 
and private transport meant that a number of people had to walk really long distances 
to access refills for ART.45 According to 2019 statistics from UNAIDS, of the 1,300,000 
adults living with HIV in Uganda, 770 000 (59.23%) are women, and new HIV infections 
among young women aged 15-24 years are more than double those among young 
men; 14 000 new infections among young women, compared to 5000 among young 
men.46 Women and girls living with HIV will bear the brunt of this disruption in access 
to ART services in the short, medium and long term. Additionally, maternal healthcare 
services were also interrupted forcing women to give birth in deplorable conditions 
such as the roadside, while others died due to pregnancy-related complications, or lost 
their babies.47 Lastly, with much of the health sector’s focus now shifted to addressing 
COVID-19, the implementation of Uganda’s free universal healthcare programmes at 
government health facilities has been affected. People living in poverty who mostly 

42 L Eryenyu, ‘More work shifting to the private sphere means more need to enforce protocols on violence and 
harassment’ AfricanFeminism Blog 18th May 2020 https://africanfeminism.com/as-more-work-shifts-to-private-
spheres-protocols-on-violence-and-harassment-offer-solutions/

43 Address by H.E Yoweri Kaguta Museveni, President of the Republic of Uganda to the Nation on the Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) More Guidelines on the Preventive Measures and the Need for a shutdown, 30th March 2020 https://
ambkampala.esteri.it/ambasciata_kampala/resource/doc/2020/03/more_guidelines_on_corona_virus_30_
march_2020.pdf

44 Hivos ‘A Rapid Assessment Report. Impact of COVID-19 on Women Workers in the Horticulture Sector in Uganda’ 
2020 https://womenatw orkcampaign.org/document/impact-of-covid-19-on-women-workers-in-the-horticulture-
sector-in-uganda/

45 H Athumani ‘Ugandan HIV-Positive Volunteer Goes Distance to Deliver ARVs’ VOA News 27th April 2020 https://
www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/ugandan-hiv-positive-volunteer-goes-distance-deliver-arvs

46 UNAIDS ‘Uganda’ https://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/uganda
47 See Biryabarema, n 8 above.
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rely on free healthcare programs now have to wait longer to access the services or 
give them up altogether.48

4.3.2. Increase in cases of Violence against women (VAW)

The lockdown brought with it a spate of incidences of violence against women. 
The first source of violence was from the state. The police, the army, and the Local 
Defense Unit (LDU) - an armed community-policing paramilitary unit coordinated by 
the army - were enlisted to enforce COVID-19 directives and used the opportunity 
to beat, harass and sometimes kill people in the process. For example, women 
street vendors were beaten by state security agents for allegedly transgressing the 
presidential directives on COVID-19.49 Other women were stripped naked and forced 
to roll around in the mud for allegedly breaking the curfew.50 The other major source 
of violence was intimate partners. Since women were confined with their abusers 
and there was a marked strain on finances because of loss in livelihoods, there were 
increased tensions within intimate relationships. Within a period of four weeks (March 
30 to April 28 2020), 3280 cases of VAW were recorded in Uganda.51 Due to the high 
numbers of incidences of VAW and the lack of priority given to this issue globally, it 
has been dubbed, the shadow pandemic by UN Women.52 VAW portends badly for 
the thousands of women and girls abused during this period.

4.3.3. Increased public and household debt due to major shortfalls in revenue

Major shortfalls in revenue collection due to disruption in business activity is likely to 
leave the budget with a major deficit.53 The trend shows that Uganda is likely to turn 
more and more to borrowing (as is happening with loans already secured) to finance 
shortfalls, as well as unanticipated expenses as a result of the pandemic. Uganda’s 
position was already weak in this regard as it entered 2020 with budget deficits due 
to failure to meet domestic revenue collection targets. The fiscal deficit54 for the 

48 Development Initiatives Socioeconomic impact of Covid-19 in Uganda. How has the government allocated public 
expenditure for FY2020/21? (2020).

49 ‘Battered vendors narrate ordeal’ Daily Monitor 30th March 2020 https://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Battered-
vendors-narrate-ordeal/688334-5508806-bnggnx/index.html

50 ‘Curfew: Security personnel arrested over torturing women’ New Vision 5th April 2020 https://www.newvision.co.ug/
new_vision/news/1517544/security-personel-arresed-torturing-women-curfew-enforcement 5th April, New Visions

51  Xinhua, n 21 above.
52 UN Women ‘The Shadow Pandemic: Violence against women during COVID-19’ https://www.unwomen.org/en/

news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-against-women-during-covid-19
53 Development Initiatives (n 48 above) 3.
54 A fiscal deficit is a shortfall in a government’s income compared with its spending. The government that has a fiscal 

deficit is spending beyond its means.
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financial year 2020/21 stands at 9.8%.55 With the onset of the pandemic, parliament 
passed a motion to borrow funds to support a supplementary budget in response to 
COVID-19,56 the first of several supplementary budget requests before the end of the 
financial year 2019/2020 in June.57 Funding to cover the budget shortfalls has mostly 
come from loans sourced from private domestic and cross-border public bilateral 
and multilateral sources.58

Uganda’s public debt stands at UGX 56.53 trillion as at June 2020, a 22.4 percentage 
increase from the same period the previous year.59 The Civil Society Budget Advocacy 
Group (CSBAG) posits that the current public debt refinancing poses a potential fiscal 
risk to the country as it has increased from UGX 5.9 trillion in financial year 2018/19 
to UGX 7.4 trillion in financial year 2020/21 translating into a 25 percent increase.60

Since the beginning of 2020, a total of UGX 4.321 billion has been borrowed including 
USD 491.5 million from the International Monetary Fund,61 Euro 600 million from 
commercial banks,62 USD 20 million from the African Development Bank aimed at 
providing credit to Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs)63 and USD 6 million from the 
EU for tourism.64 If unabated, this will contribute to further increase to the total public 
debt which has increased from 22.4% in 2010 to a projected 41% of GDP by the end of 
financial year 2019/20.65 Uganda is slowly wading into waters of unsustainable debt as 
budget commitments show a trend of significant resources allocated to debt servicing 
ahead of social services such as education and health. This precarious situation has 
been exacerbated by misuse of resources allocated for curbing the COVID-19 pandemic 

55 Civil Society Budget Advocacy Group (CSBAG) ‘Budget Trends’ October 2020 https://www.csbag.org/download/
budget-trends-magazine-september-2020-2/?wpdmdl=3352&refresh=5fc4ba4bb5ecf1606728267

56 Parliament of the Republic of Uganda ‘Parliament boost COVID-19 battle with Shs 284 billion in supplementary 
budget’ 8th April 2020 Parliament boosts COVID-19 battle with Shs 284 billion in supplementary budget | Parliament 
of Uganda

57 P Nambatya ‘Uganda’s Covid-19 Supplementary Budget: Pandemic Response or Cash Bonanza?’ CHR Michelen 
Institute https://www.cmi.no/publications/7279-ugandas-covid-19-supplementary-budget-pandemic-response-or-
cash-bonanza

58 Development Initiatives (n 48 above) 7.
59 CSBAG, n 55 above.
60 As above.
61 International Monetary Fund ‘IMF Executive Board Approves a US$491.5 Million Disbursement to Uganda to 

address the Covid 19 pandemic’ Press Release No. 20/206 6th May 2020.
62 Parliament Watch ‘Parliament approves a loan of up to 600 million Euros to finance the budget deficit for FY 2019/ 20’ 

https://parliamentwatch.ug/parliament-approves-a-loan-of-up-to-600-million-euros-to-finance-the-budget-deficit-
for-fy-201920/

63 Uganda Development Bank ‘UDB receives USD 20m funding from African Development Bank’ https://www.udbl.
co.ug/udb-receives-usd-20m-funding-from-african-development-bank/

64 ‘Ministry of Tourism secures a UGX 25Bn stimulus package from EU’ The Independent 29th June 2020 https://www.
independent.co.ug/ministry-of-tourism-secures-a-ugx-25bn-stimulus-package-from-eu/

65 Development Initiatives, n 48 above.
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for personal and political gain. A large portion of the supplementary budgets for 
which borrowing was required was allocated to members of Parliament (to the tune 
of USD 2.6 million) to raise coronavirus awareness, a move that was widely criticised 
and seen as simply lining the lawmakers’ pockets.66

Increased indebtedness has also been observed at the household level. Even before the 
pandemic, data showed that borrowers, regardless of gender, borrow for consumption 
of goods and services, followed by payment for education, then capital for non-
farm enterprises and health.67 The same data showed that women already spent a 
slightly higher proportion of their income on interest payments than men (5.3% to 
5.1%) although men contributed more as a whole to interest payments as they have 
higher access to credit. With incomes vanishing overnight, people have been forced 
to borrow to ensure business continuity, or to finance daily expenses for basic needs. 
The implication of the pandemic on this status quo is that there will be a reduced 
ability to pay loans because of reduced income, leading to increased indebtedness, 
while at the same time this situation will make lenders averse to lend to people with 
limited ability to pay, leading to limited access to loans. This, however can give rise 
to predatory money lenders who will provide credit under exploitative terms, mostly 
ensnaring women in the informal sector who make up the biggest proportion of those 
left without daily livelihoods.

66 ‘Uganda President criticizes MPs for Coronavirus payment’ Africanews 29th April 2020 https://www.africanews.
com/2020/04/29/uganda-president-criticises-mps-for-coronavirus-payment//

67 UBOS Uganda National Household Survey 2016/17 (2018) 37.
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People With Disabilities (PWDs) have voiced frustrations that in world where previously 
accommodations for participation in spaces could not be made for them, for example 
through remote engagements online, suddenly those services are available because 
non-disabled people (who have majoritarian power) have been affected by COVID-
19.68 Disability exacerbates the marginalization suffered at the intersection of factors 
such as gender, class and ethnicity. The Uganda Functional Difficulties Survey which 
was conducted by the Uganda Bureau of Statistics in collaboration with the Ministry 
of Gender, Labor and Social Development in 2017 established that 17% of adults, 7% 
of children aged 5 to 17 years and 4% of children aged 2 to 4 years had a disability.69 
Although over 5 million people (12.5%) of the 42 million Ugandan population are 
living with some form of disability, only 9,122 (1.3%) are employed in the formal sector, 
according to a Uganda National Bureau of Standards Labor Force Survey 2016/17.70

Many PWDs work in the informal sector due to difficulty in accessing formal education, 
and few find opportunities for work even when they do.71 The needs of marginalized 
people, especially those of persons with disabilities were conspicuously absent from 
the President’s COVID-19 directives and PWDs were only belatedly added to the 
national COVID taskforce after lobbying.72 Given that women are disproportionately 
represented amongst PWDs, they bore the brunt of this need-blind pandemic response.

Although the ban on private and public transportation was essential to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19, the decision was not inclusive of PWDs, excluding those with 
desperate needs for healthcare or food supplies. While non-disabled people could 
easily walk to buy groceries, many people with disabilities made the difficult decision 
to drive a car or ride on a ‘boda-boda’ or motorcycle taxi, out of necessity, at great 
risk to their personal safety. Lydia Abenaitwe, a woman with a physical disability in 
Kampala, the capital, was arrested and detained twice while driving to buy groceries.73 
She said of her ordeal: ‘They cannot move to health centres and markets to seek 

68 D Campamor ‘Disabled people react to coronavirus work from home accommodations’ TeenVogue 24th March 2020 
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/disabled-people-react-to-coronavirus-work-from-home-accommodations

69 UBOS & MGLSD Uganda Functional Difficulties Survey 2017 (2018) 16.
70  See UBOS, n 28 above at 20.
71 ‘Employers continue to shun PWDs; use them for personal gains’ New Vision https://www.newvision.co.ug/

news/1526855/employers-continue-shun-pwds-personal-gains
72 B Oduti ‘People with disabilities left stranded during national lockdown in Uganda’ Global Voices 23rd June 2020 

https://globalvoices.org/2020/06/23/people-with-disabilities-left-stranded-during-national-lockdown-in-uganda/
73 As above.
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medical attention and basic items for their families. The enforcement officers never 
take time to find out why someone is using a boda-boda. Instead, they just beat and 
shoot without taking the initiative to know why one is opting for a boda-boda’.74

Furthermore, PWDs were excluded from COVID-19-related communication due to 
lack of provision of materials in alternative forms like braille, large print and plain 
language.75 Major television stations only deploy Sign Language Interpretation (SLI) 
for the news in English and no other programs or infomercials.76

In effect, PWDs remained invisible in the COVID-19 response. Although the government 
considered the disability grant given to PWDs as part of the pandemic response 
package, the reality is different. The Government through the Ministry of Gender, 
Labour and Social Development (MGLSD) started giving out a Special Grant to Persons 
with Disability who are well organised in groups in the FY 2009/10.77 The purpose of 
the grant was to support income generating activities of PWDs in the country and 
help them to participate in the development process.78 From the FY2010/11 to date, 
3 billion UGX has been earmarked for the disability grant for all districts in Uganda. 
However, while at that time there were only 48 districts in Uganda which received 
UGX 30 million each, the fund has not increased with the number of districts which 
now stand at 134. The grant amount now has to be divided amongst this multitude.79 
Although the government considered increasing the grant during the FY2016/17, 
this never happened. It was instead merged into the social development fund which 
gave the District local governments discretion to determine how much should be 
allocated for Persons with Disabilities.80 In spite of the clear vulnerabilities faced by 
PWDs, there were no special social protection measures put in place to respond to 
their needs during the pandemic. The government simply continued giving out the 
disability grant whose prerequisite was that one had to have an income generating 
intervention. Considering the fact that non-disabled people were so adversely 
affected by the pandemic, holding PWDs to the same standards as everyone is doubly 
discriminatory. Since women are over-represented in this group, their marginalization 
was further magnified by this lack of response.

74 ‘COVID-19: Persons with disability suffering the effects of the pandemic’ New Vision https://www.newvision.co.ug/
news/1522442/covid-19-persons-living-disability-suffering-effects-pandemic

75 Uganda Parliamentary Forum on Social Protection ‘Social Protection and Persons with Disabilities during and post 
COVID-19’ https://upfsp.org/social-protection-and-persons-with-disabilities-during-and-post-covid-19/

76 As above.
77 National Council for Disability Performance of Special Grant for Persons with Disabilities in Improving their 

Livelihoods in Uganda (2018) 6.
78 As above.
79 As above at 9.
80 As above at 10.
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The government devised a number of initiatives to respond to the crises arising from 
the pandemic. A national taskforce chaired by the Prime Minister was established 
to lead the response to the coronavirus. This analysis shall focus on four main areas 
of intervention during the COVID-19 crisis: food relief, the stimulus package, VAW 
response, and social protection.

6.1. Food relief: “We are going to die of hunger before this virus even kills us”

With a nationwide lockdown in effect, the government’s first relief response to 
the arising needs was food distribution. The taskforce announced that they would 
target 1.5 million beneficiaries within Kampala and Wakiso districts. This included 
small business operators who make a daily wage, like taxi drivers, boda-boda riders 
(motorcycle taxis), salons and garage workers.81 For the initial lockdown period of 21 
days, each household identified would receive 6kgs of maize and 3kg of beans per 
person, and salt. Breastfeeding mothers and the sick were to receive 2kg of powdered 
milk and 2kg of sugar.82

However, there was a miscalculation about who needed the food the most and how 
much food would be sufficient. Firstly, the government decided to focus their efforts 
in the urban areas, at the expense of the rural areas, which have some of the poorest 
communities in the country. Over 8 million Ugandans (19.7%) live below the national 
poverty line83 with a significant proportion of these living in rural areas of Karamoja, 
Teso and Acholi that are at risk of food insecurity.84 When asked about the vulnerable 
poor in rural areas who needed food, the president responded: ‘‘If you were poor before 
the lockdown, you’ll be poor after the lockdown. Eat what you were eating before...
we shall deal with your poverty later.’’85 Even for the areas targeted, a few weeks into 
the lockdown, many households had still not received food, forcing them to protest 

81 ‘Museveni extends COVID-19 lockdown by 21 days’ The Observer 14th April 2020 https://observer.ug/news/
headlines/64272-museveni-extends-covid-19-lockdown-by-21-days

82 N Isabirye & B Musasizi ‘COVID-19 relief food distribution: impact and lessons for Uganda’ Pan African Medical 
Journal 25:2 (2020) 142.

83 Development Initiatives, n 48 above.
84 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations ‘Uganda at a glance’ http://www.fao.org/uganda/fao-in-

uganda/uganda-at-a-glance/en/
85 See n 81 above.
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the slow pace of distribution.86 Of the 1.5 million people targeted, only half had been 
reached by the last week of April.87 The government spokesperson admitted that the 
resources needed to distribute food in the Kampala Metropolitan area was ‘grossly 
underestimated’ but lay the blame on government agencies responsible for data 
collection and analysis necessary for effective decision-making and implementation 
as being ‘inadequate, incompetent, disorganised, and perhaps deliberately inefficient, 
and facilitating conspiracy, fraud and corruption so that individuals can benefit 
through underhand method’.88 It was when the items started getting delivered at the 
household doorsteps, that discoveries were made that many of the underprivileged 
in Kampala do not even have houses, let alone doors.89 To illustrate how far off the 
government’s numbers were, it is important to parse the words of the state Minister 
for Disaster Preparedness. After food was distributed to households only once during 
the lockdown period lasting nearly two months, he had this to say: ‘I don’t want to 
deceive the people that those who received the food yesterday or the other will be 
given another food when they have finished theirs because there are also hand to 
mouth people outside Kampala who have not yet received anything and are asking 
when are you reaching us and for them to hear that we have gone back those who 
have already spent what was given to them will be unfair.’90

The lived realities of people who needed food relief painted a picture of gross suffering 
as illustrated by a single mother of three in Kampala who, like many other Ugandans, 
had to reduce the number of meals per day.91 Another woman from Kampala expressed 
the situation as follows: “I boil water, and when it is ready I add maize flour to make 
porridge. That is what we eat for breakfast and supper. There are about three kilograms 
left in the bag. So I don’t know what will happen after. We are going to die of hunger 
before this virus even kills us".92

86 ‘Uganda activists held over ‘‘slow virus relief ’’ protests’ Anadolou Agency 18th May 2020. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/
africa/uganda-activists-held-over-slow-virus-relief-protests/1845080%C3%A5a

87 O Ofwono ‘COVID-18 Relief food in Kampala, the Kites, sharks, and Lessons’ Uganda Media Centre 30th April 2020 
https://www.mediacentre.go.ug/Opinion/covid-18-relief-food-kampala-kites-sharks-and-lessons

88  As above.
89  As above.
90  ‘Did government get it wrong on Covid-19 relief food?’ Daily Monitor 22nd April 2020 https://www.monitor.co.ug/

uganda/news/national/did-government-get-it-wrong-on-covid-19-relief-food--1886416
91 G Acayo ‘To address food insecurity in Uganda post COVID-19 the government must act now’ International Institute 

for Environment and Development 24th September 2020 https://www.iied.org/address-food-insecurity-uganda-post-
covid-19-government-must-act-now

92 J Agaba ‘Uganda’s ‘urban poor’ fear dying of hunger during COVID-19 lockdown’ Alliance for Science 17th April 
2020 https://allianceforscience.cornell.edu/blog/2020/04/ugandas-urban-poor-fear-dying-of-hunger-during-covid-19-
lockdown/
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Women, who are largely charged with procuring food for the households, were 
affected the most by the lack of food. Furthermore, it emerged that the quality of 
food procured for distribution, as well as that donated by numerous individuals 
and institutions was of poor quality, and not fit for human consumption.93 94 Food 
distribution was also marred with allegations of corruption95, and women being forced 
to give sexual favours in exchange for food.96

Lastly, the distribution of food came to be seen as an opportunity to score political 
points, with the distribution strictly managed by the government. The president 
directed that those found to be distributing on their own would be charged with 
attempted murder, calling opposition politicians opportunistic and irresponsible and 
looking for ‘cheap popularity’.97 However this directive was seen as directly looking 
to cripple opposition politicians who could gain goodwill through food distribution.98 
Some have argued that with an election on the horizon there was no alternative but 
to position the National Resistance Movement (NRM) government at the forefront 
of food relief efforts.99 Some who defied the ban on food distribution were met with 
violence.100 In a continued politicization of the food distribution, members of parliament 
were given 20 million shillings to distribute food in their constituencies which some 
saw as MPs giving themselves a kickback for approving the supplementary budget.101

93 ‘Parliament to probe quality of COVID-19 relief food’ Parliament of the Republic of Uganda 13th May 2020 https://
www.parliament.go.ug/news/4622/parliament-probe-quality-covid-19-relief-food

94 ‘UNBS withholds 100 tonnes of Covid-19 relief food over poor quality’ NilePost 19th April 2020 https://nilepost.
co.ug/2020/04/19/unbs-withholds-100-tonnes-of-covid-19-relief-food-over-poor-quality/

95 ‘Four OPM officials arrested over procurement prices for beans, maize flour’ Daily Monitor 9th April 2020 https://
www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/OPM-officials-arrested-inflated-prices-for-COVID-19-relief-food/688334-
5519020-rxgb2tz/index.html

96 ‘‘Leaders demand sex from us before they give us relief food’’, women claim’ NilePost 22nd April 2020. https://nilepost.
co.ug/2020/04/21/leaders-demand-sex-from-us-before-they-give-us-relief-food-women-claim/

97 ‘Distributing food to a group of people equates to attempted murder, Museveni warns’ Daily Monitor 31st 
March 2020, https://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Not-time-seek-cheap-popularity-Museveni-roars-
politicians/688334-5509544-1j0yhpz/index.html

98 A MacDonald & A Owor ‘Food distribution and corona-politics in Uganda: the view from Kampala’ Firoz Lalji 
Institute for Africa 15th June 2020. https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/06/15/food-distribution-coronapolitics-
uganda-lockdown-elections-kampala/

99 As above.
100 ‘Virus lockdown: MP Zaake arrested for distributing relief food’ Daily Monitor 19th April 2020 https://www.monitor.

co.ug/uganda/news/national/virus-lockdown-mp-zaake-arrested-for-distributing-relief-food-1886052 ; Human Rights 
Watch ‘Opposition Leader Reported Tortured by Police’ 28th April 2020 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/28/
uganda-opposition-leader-reported-tortured-police

101 ‘Public outrage in Uganda as MPs offered €5k coronavirus cash each’ RFI 21st April 2020 https://www.rfi.fr/en/
africa/20200421-public-outcry-in-uganda-as-mps-offered-coronavirus-cash ; N Mao ‘Shs10b cut from Covid-19 
budget earns MPs place on wall of shame’ Daily Monitor 19th April 2020 https://www.monitor.co.ug/OpEd/
Commentary/Shs10b--cut--Covid19-budget-earns-MPs-place-wall-shame/689364-5528480-ukti9z/index.html
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6.2. The Stimulus package: stimulate the economy, safeguard livelihoods, 
jobs, businesses and industrial recovery

At the reading of the financial year 2020/21 budget, the government announced a 
stimulus package designed to stimulate the economy, safeguard livelihoods, jobs, 
businesses and industrial recovery.102 The monetary and fiscal policy package looked 
majorly at four areas:103

a. Restoring household incomes and safeguarding jobs by increasing agricultural 
activity through providing inputs and extension services, creating jobs for the 
vulnerable by expanding labour intensive public works in urban and peri-urban 
areas; and providing seed capital to organised special interest groups under the 
Youth Fund, Women Entrepreneurship Fund and the ‘Emyooga’ Talent Support 
scheme.

b. Re-igniting business activity including providing credit through SACCOs and micro 
finance institutions to support MSMEs; increasing access to credit at Uganda 
Development Bank to offer low interest financing to manufacturing, agribusiness 
and other private sector firms; increasing funding to Uganda Development 
Corporation for public private partnership investments to facilitate the import 
substitution and export promotion strategy; and providing for banks to restructure 
loans to their borrowers who are facing liquidity constraints and provide additional 
liquidity on a case by case basis.

c. Tax relief to businesses: Deferring payment of corporate income tax or presumptive 
tax for corporations and Small, Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and Pay as You Earn; 
waiving interest in tax arrears; providing for tax deductibility of donations for 
the coronavirus response; and expediting payment of outstanding VAT refunds:

d. Financial sector stability: Providing for adequate capital buffers for supervised 
financial institutions to ensure effective operation by deferring payments of all 
discretionary dividends and bonus payments for at least 90 days; smoothing 
out volatility in the foreign exchange market arising from global financial 
markets; providing exceptional liquidity assistance for a period of up to one 
year to Supervised Financial Institutions that may need it; waiving limitations on 
restructuring of credit facilities; and encouraging the reduction of mobile money 
and other digital transactions fees.

102 Budget Speech, Financial Year 2020/21 https://www.finance.go.ug/sites/default/files/Publications/FY%202020-21%20
Budget%20Speech_Final.pdf

103 See Budget Speech for comprehensive breakdown of allocations.
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6.2.1 Analysing the stimulus package

The analysis of the stimulus package will focus primarily on interventions designed 
to increase household income and also to provide business liquidity. The allocations 
in that regard are as below:

1. ‘Emyooga’ Talent Support scheme: UGX 256 billion to support enterprises in the 
informal sector through group financing.

2. Credit through SACCOs and Micro Finance Institutions to support micro and 
small-scale enterprises: UGX 94 billion

3. Uganda Development Bank (UDB): UGX 1,045 billion. The UDB was the first 
national development finance institution established to provide short, medium 
and long term low interest financing to manufacturing, agribusiness and other 
private sector firms.

4. Uganda Development Corporation (UDC): UGX 138 billion. The government owned 
investment institution was created to make long-term investments in strategic 
sectors of the economy to stimulate industrial and economic development and 
thus spur private sector growth.

Fig 1: The distribution of the stimulus package

Source: Budget Speech FY 2020/21

Uganda Dev`t Bank (9%)

Uganda Dev`t Coop (68%)
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A stimulus package to revive the economy through providing business support and 
increasing consumption was a prudent move from the government. However, there 
is much to unpack about whether groups that were most impacted by the pandemic, 
and therefore most in need of the stimulus, are the biggest beneficiaries of these 
government measures. A cursory analysis of the figures on allocation show that the 
highest number of beneficiaries of the stimulus package are in the formal sector, as 
the 77% of allocated funds (from UDB and UDC) target them, and yet the informal 
sector, where most women and the poor are located, took the hardest hit as a result 
of lockdown measures.

The most heavily financed measure, UDB, is to offer low interest financing to 
manufacturing, agribusiness and other private sector firms.104 In order to access a 
credit facility at UDB, the project for which funding is sought must be under one of 
UDB’s priority areas, the business must be registered with Uganda Registration Service 
Bureau (URSB), and the minimum loan request should be UGX 100 million, secured 
with collateral.105 This is a clear impediment to the majority of Ugandan businesses 
where 70% (321,250 million) firms generate UGX 5 million or less in annual turnover, 
while 20% (91,447 million) firms generate between UGX 5 and 10 million and only 
about 10% (45,409) have an annual turnover of more than UGX 10 million.106

In an analysis of this stimulus package, the Institute for Social and Economic Rights 
(ISER) contends that the credit approval processes and high minimum lending 
thresholds to access funds at UDB are biased towards large corporate borrowers, and 
that the rigorous and lengthy credit appraisal and assessment processes followed by 
UDB will discourage many SMEs, especially those that have no working relationship 
with the Bank.107 These stringent borrowing terms automatically leave out a large 
swathe of the population, particularly women. The institution itself has admitted this 
shortcoming with its Managing Director stating that 50% of Ugandan business, MSMEs 
included, fail to access funding from UDB, the main reason being failure to meet 
lending requirements, chief among them being the provision of collateral security.108

Relatedly, UDC which received the second highest allocation is also marred with 
issues of inaccessibility to average Ugandan businesses. The cooperation’s strategic 

104 Budget Speech, Financial Year 2020/21 https://www.finance.go.ug/sites/default/files/Publications/FY%202020-21%20
Budget%20Speech_Final.pdf

105 ISER Uganda’s covid-19 economic stimulus package: Will it deliver? (2020) https://iser-uganda.org/images/
downloads/Ugandas_COVID-19_Economic_Stimulus_Package-Will_it_deliver.pdf

106 Uganda Bureau of Statistics ‘Census of Business Establishments, 2010/11’ Available at https://www.ubos.org/wp-
content/uploads/publications/03_20182010_COBE_Report.pdf

107 ISER, n 105 above.
108 As above.



25The socio-economic effects of COVID-19 on women in Uganda with a focus on 
groups under the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP)

direction for the next 10 years is focused on value addition looking at the utilizing 
and processing/manufacturing of local raw materials, amongst others. ISER asserts 
that UDC’s focus on pre-defined priority projects makes it unsuitable for emergency 
recovery funds and leaves out those affected by COVID-19 like trade, recreation, and 
social services, amongst others. Other impediments include reliance on land titles as 
collateral, and registration requirements.109

The 256 billion (17%) to Emyooga and 94 billion (6%) to SACCOS and MFIs are the 
only places women are likely to benefit. However, even in this scenario, data shows 
that women primarily borrow from Tier III institutions like Village Savings and Loans 
Associations (VSLAs) and not SACCOS and MFIs.110 An analysis of access to the emyooga 
funds is therefore in order.

Emyooga111 is a presidential initiative aimed at wealth and job creation. It was launched 
in August 2019 as part of Government’s continuous strategies to transform 68% of 
Ugandan homesteads from subsistence to market-oriented production, to increase 
employment opportunities and access to specialized financial services to rural areas 
particularly to women, youth and PWDs. The initiative is also intended to improve 
household income of the project beneficiaries; and to enhance entrepreneurial capacity 
of different categories of persons. The initiative targets 18 specialized enterprises 
including boda-boda riders; women entrepreneurs; carpenters; salon operators; 
taxi operators; restaurant owners; welders; market vendors; youth leaders; PWDs; 
mechanics and tailors.112

However, the Emyooga initiative is also characterized by stringent provisions and 
irregularities. There appear to be complications and bureaucracy in the registration 
process and in order to access funds, interested parties are expected to form groups 
of 7 to 30 people. 113 According to the guidelines, after the beneficiaries have formed 
groups at the village level, they are supposed to form a SACCO at sub-county level 
and open a joint account with other groups in the same category but from a different 
sub-county.114 Some members have expressed that they were not aware of this 

109 As above.
110 UBOS (n 67 above) 112.
111 A word derived from a local Ugandan dialect (Runyankole) to refer to specialized skills enterprises/groups.
112 Microfinance Support Centre website. https://www.msc.co.ug/faqs-emyooga-presidential-initiative. The Microfinance 

Support Centre is responsible for the planning, management, budgeting, reporting and accountability of all funds 
disbursed for the program.

113 As above.
114 Formation of SACCOs stirs confusion among Emyooga beneficiaries in Mukono’ The Independent 22nd November 

2020 https://www.independent.co.ug/formation-of-saccos-stirs-confusion-among-emyooga-beneficiaries-in-mukono/ ; 
‘Confusion mars Emyooga program in Kitgum’ The Independent 8th November 2020 https://www.independent.co.ug/
confusion-mars-emyooga-program-in-kitgum/



26 The socio-economic effects of COVID-19 on women in Uganda with a focus on 
groups under the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP)

provision while others have complained about this arrangement, citing lack of trust: 
‘We don’t like this arrangement because in our group we know each other, it’s better 
to manage the fund when it’s disbursed other than coming together with people 
from a different sub-county whose background records are unclear’115 Omiya Anyima 
sub-county LCIII chairperson Julius Peter Otto says the program may fail to attain it’s 
intended purpose if readjustments are not made: ‘How is it possible to elect a leader 
in the group that you don’t know and haven’t worked with? How can these group 
members even work together and manage funds in millions with someone unknown 
to them in a different sub-county?’116 ISER agrees with this concerned citizen. They 
say that setting the formation of SACCOs as a prerequisite for access to credit forces 
people to quickly come together just for purposes of accessing credit without proper 
planning, and this may limit the effectiveness of the extended credit as many businesses 
may fail, resulting in a limited capacity to pay. It is impossible to rule out conflict in 
cases like these where people who have no prior business relationship simply come 
together to access credit.117 The program has also been accused of patronage and as 
a vehicle for the president’s re-election.118 There have also been delays in release of 
funds registered and allegations of kickbacks by district officials in charge of issuing 
certificates of recommendation so that groups can access money.119

In conclusion, the stimulus package is gender blind and indifferent to the poor. Women’s 
positioning within the economy, leading to their limited capacity to absorb economic 
shocks, should have catapulted their needs to the fore and should have been the focus 
of the stimulus. Here, the biggest beneficiaries are still corporations that have not 
been given any preconditions about employee retention and maintenance of wages.

6.3. Response to Violence Against Women

At the beginning of the pandemic, it was quite clear that nations globally had not 
quite anticipated the levels of violence in intimate relationships that would arise as 
a result of measures to curb the spread of the pandemic.120 However, whereas other 
nations may have had relatively sturdy response mechanisms to VAW even before 

115 As above.
116 As above.
117 ISER, n 105 above.
118 ‘MPs query UGX160bn supplementary budget for presidential initiative on job and wealth creation’ The Independent 

6th October 2020 https://www.independent.co.ug/mps-query-ugx160bn-supplementary-budget-for-presidential-
initiative-on-job-and-wealth-creation/

119 Bukedea district leaders question criteria for selecting Emyooga beneficiaries The Independent 21st November 2020 
https://www.independent.co.ug/bukedea-district-leaders-question-criteria-for-selecting-emyooga-beneficiaries/

120 United Nations ‘Addressing the Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Violence Against Women and Girls’https://
www.un.org/en/addressing-impact-covid-19-pandemic-violence-against-women-and-girls
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the pandemic, Uganda was not in the same position. VAW perennially ranks as one 
of the highest items in the police crime reports. For example in 2018, out of 15,594 
cases of defilement, 15,366 were committed against female juveniles.121 Of the 
14,450 victims of domestic violence recorded during the year, 10,478 were women 
while 2,873 were male adults.122 In spite of these pre-pandemic numbers, VAW does 
appear to be a priority issue and is perennially underfunded by the government, with 
most resources coming from development partners.123 Relatedly, accessing justice 
for survivors in Uganda’s judicial system is difficult as victims are either asked for 
bribes or sexually violated again.124 In a testament to how much VAW is dismissed, the 
president joked in one of his COVID-19 addresses to the public that a woman beaten 
in the dead of night does not qualify as an emergency. “The guidelines are simple, 
you either respond to health or childbirth. We are not dealing with all problems, that 
some are drunk and has beaten his wife… if you ring me and I am on duty, I will say 
you finish that one from there, he said in the address.”125 Indeed as illustrated, there 
was already violence against women stewarded by the state against those who were 
out past curfew or others simply vending their wares. To put VAW on the agenda, 
civil society organizations had to mobilize and encourage the government to treat 
cases of VAW as critical within the COVID-19 response. It took the intervention of 
CSOs like FIDA Uganda demanding for the prioritization of interventions targeting 
VAW and others like UGANET mounting a concerted effort to raise awareness and 
provide services before VAW became part of the agenda.126 The police later on set 
up a call center to report cases of VAW with support from development partners.127 
The government’s response in this regard however remains to be judged as more 
data becomes available.

121 Uganda Police Force Annual Crime Report 2018 (2019) 36.
122 As above at 40.
123 S Senkaaba ‘Uganda: Violence against women unabated despite laws and policies’ Africa Renewal https://www.

un.org/africarenewal/news/uganda-violence-against-women-unabated-despite-laws-and-policies
124 A McCool ‘He Gave Her a Job, Then an STI. She Says Police Care More About Money Than Truth’ Vice 11th January 

2021 https://www.vice.com/en/contributor/alice-mccool
125 C Kabonesa & FI Kindi Assessing the relationship between gender based violence and the COVID-19 pandemic in 

Uganda (2020) 17.
126 Justice, Law and Order Sector ‘#COVID-19: Petition by FIDA to prioritize SGBV interventions’ 9th April 2020 https://

www.jlos.go.ug/index.php/com-rsform-manage-directory-submissions/services-and-information/press-and-media/
latest-news/item/739-covid-19-petition-by-fida-to-prioritize-sgbv-interventions

127 ReliefWeb ‘What happened after COVID-19 hit: Uganda’ 8th December 2020 https://reliefweb.int/report/uganda/
what-happened-after-covid-19-hit-uganda
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6.4. Assessing response through social protection

The 2015 National Social Protection Policy mandates protective and preventive 
interventions to mitigate factors that lead to income shocks and affect consumption. In 
the Ugandan context, the social protection system is comprised of two pillars, namely:

1. social security: protective and preventive interventions to mitigate factors that 
lead to income shocks and affect consumption; and

2. social care and support services: a range of services that provide care, support, 
protection and empowerment to vulnerable individuals who are unable to fully 
care for themselves.

This is comprised of direct income support (a non-contributory regular, predictable 
cash and in-kind transfers that provide relief from deprivation to the most vulnerable 
individuals and households) and social insurance (contributory arrangements to 
mitigate livelihood risks and shocks such as retirement, loss of employment, work-
related disability and ill-health).

It is important to note the social protection system has so far only operationalised 
a few components of its statutory mandate namely: i) The Public Service Pension 
Scheme; (a non-contributory, defined pay-as-you-go retirement benefit scheme 
financed directly by tax revenues from the Consolidated Fund targeting those in the 
civil service): ii) The National Social Security Fund (NSSF), Workers Compensation; (a 
contributory scheme for workers in the formal sector in a workplace with more than 5 
employees); iii) The Social Assistance Grants for Empowerment (SAGE); (which provides 
regular, predictable income support to older persons and vulnerable households. In 
this case the Senior Citizens Grant (SCG) is active); iv) Public Works Programmes (to 
create community assets, provision of food items to households affected by famine 
and transfer of cash to poor households with labour capacity) and v) Social Care and 
Support Services (institutional support to vulnerable groups including street children, 
survivors of GBV, etc).

The COVID-19 pandemic and its resultant shocks leading to increased vulnerability was 
as good a time as any to deploy these measures that are mandated by law. However, 
perennial underfunding and weak structures tested the viability of Uganda’s social 
protection system and found it wanting.128

128 Akina Mama wa Afrika The State of Social Protection in Uganda in response to Covid-19 (2020) https://www.
akinamamawaafrika.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/akina_The-state-of-social-protection-in-Uganda-in-response-
to-Covid-19.pdf
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During the COVID-19 lockdown, thousands of old-age recipients of direct cash transfers 
under the Senior Citizens Grant were left stranded without support.129 The program is 
designed in such a way that beneficiaries access their money through two payment 
service providers where accounts are created for them at the point of registration and 
enrolment into the program. At the time of payments, the payment service providers 
create mobile banking facilities at selected pay points in the communities where 
beneficiaries go and collect their money. This design became a structural challenge 
during the COVID-19 lockdown because movement was restricted and accessing pay 
points was difficult.130 It was only in June 2020, after the lockdown was eased, that 
the Senior Citizen Grant payments resumed for those who were already enrolled on 
the SAGE Program, and registration and enrolment commenced for older persons 
who were not yet reached under the national roll out.131

Elsewhere, none of the other existing social protection mechanisms were deployed 
to protect emerging vulnerabilities. During this period, there were demands from 
workers to access their savings through NSSF.132 Financial experts weighed in on the 
discourse arguing that it would be unrealistic to pay out NSSF savings as a COVID-19 
response package.133 Moreover, the majority of NSSF members are below 30 years 
of age and have not accumulated significant savings. As such, a 20% pay out at this 
time would be insufficient to address the needs that have emerged as a result of 
COVID-19. They proposed the amendment of the NSSF Act to expand the scope of 
benefits instead.134 Social care and support services were also not easily available for 
women experiencing violence because of restrictions in transport.

129 Uganda Parliamentary Forum on Social Protection ‘Older Persons should not be excluded in COVID-19 responses-
Experts’ 30th April 2020.  https://upfsp.org/older-persons-should-not-be-excluded-in-covid-19-responses-experts/

130 Akina Mama wa Afrika (n 128 above) 7.
131 As above.
132 ‘As employees stare at a bleak future, many turn eyes to NSSF’ The Observer 24th April 2020 https://observer.ug/

businessnews/64443-as-employees-stare-at-a-bleak-future-many-turn-eyes-to-nssf
133 Akina Mama wa Afrika (n 128 above) 11.
134 ‘Covid-19: Experts speak on 20% NSSF payout’ Daily Monitor 20th May 2020 https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/

news/national/covid-19-experts-speak-on-20-nssf-payout-1890998
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7.1. Impact of COVID-19 on UWEP beneficiaries

This section of the study summarises the findings of the interviews and Focus Group 
Discussions (FGDs) conducted to assess the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 on 
women’s groups who are beneficiaries of UWEP. A total of 33 women representing 
seven women’s groups in 5 districts of Gulu, Lamwo, Wakiso, Iganga and Mbale 
participated in the study.

7.2 Purpose of the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship Fund (UWEP)

UWEP is a nation-wide initiative run under the auspices of the Ministry of Gender, 
Labour and Social Development (MGLSD) and aimed at improving access to financial 
services for women and equipping them with skills for enterprise growth, value addition 
and marketing of their products and services.135 The programme objectives include: 
to strengthen the capacity of women for entrepreneurship development; to provide 
affordable credit and support access to other financial services to enable women to 
establish and grow their business enterprises; to facilitate women’s access to markets 
for their products and services; and to promote access to appropriate technologies 
for production and value addition.136

This assessment will focus on the Women Enterprise Fund (WEF) component of UWEP 
which takes up 70% of the total funds allocated under the programme. Here, women 
groups are provided interest-free credit for enterprise development on a revolving 
fund basis. Groups have a minimum membership of five people with members serving 
as a co-guarantors to each other. The minimum membership was reduced from 10 to 
5 in order to make the fund less restrictive.137 Beneficiaries are given a grace period 
and loan term based on the maturity period of the enterprise (the time at which the 
enterprise begins generating income). The maximum loan period is 3 years. Those who 
wish to pay within the grace period are encouraged to do so. Groups that repay the 
revolving fund within the first 12 months of receiving the fund pay only the principal 
debt without the service fee. Any repayments that go beyond 12 months attract a 

135 Ministry of Gender Labour and Social Development website. https://mglsd.go.ug/uwep/
136 As above.
137 ‘Cabinet relaxes rules for accessing Women Fund’ 11th April 2019 PML Daily https://www.pmldaily.com/

news/2019/04/cabinet-relaxes-rules-for-accessing-women-fund.html
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service fee of 5% per annum to cater for the costs of inflation. Groups may apply for 
another loan after clearance of all outstanding payments.138

The primary target beneficiaries of the programme are women between the ages of 
18 and 79 and fall within the following predetermined categories in order to qualify 
for a loan: (i) unemployed women; (ii) vulnerable groups e.g. single young mothers, 
widows and GBV survivors; (iii) women with disabilities; (iv) women living with HIV/
AIDS; (v) women heading households; (vi) women slum dwellers; (vii) women living 
in hard to reach areas; and (viii) ethnic minorities.139

In 2019, the programme terms were revised to deal with a number of bottlenecks that 
hampered the ease of access to funds for women.140 For example, the cabinet agreed 
that disbursement of funds be transferred directly from the MGLSD to beneficiary 
accounts instead of being transferred to the District first. Furthermore, the sub-county 
chief is no longer required to be one of the signatories to group accounts. Previously, 
some of these officials had reportedly used this requirement as an opportunity for 
kickbacks. Lastly, the cabinet also passed a resolution authorising flexibility in the 
management of enterprises at individual and/or mini-groups level where applicable. 
This means that group members can borrow money and finance individual enterprises 
but they remain collectively responsible for the loan repayment.141 According to the 
MGLSD, UWEP had financed 9,381 women projects by 2019, directly benefitting 117,551 
women.142 UWEP has also reportedly enabled its beneficiaries to acquire assets such 
as domestic animals, (59.7% of the beneficiaries), mattresses (54.5%), phones (51.9%), 
beds (28.3%), land (1.1%) and houses (0.8%).143

7.3 Impact of savings groups on the quality of life of women
‘I have seen many changes in my life from the time I joined the group. I have bought a piece 
of land and also helped with paying school fees for the children.’144

Interview findings show that savings groups serve as a support system for women 
who are looking to become financially independent. All the women interviewed were 

138 As above.
139 As above.
140 ‘Govt relaxes rules on accessing funds for women’ New Vision 10th April 2019 https://www.newvision.co.ug/

news/1498180/govt-relaxes-rules-accessing-funds-women
141 Approved Cabinet Perfomance Measures for the Uganda Women Entrepreneurship Programme, Press Statement by 

Mr. Pius Bigirimana Permanent Secretary Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development Tuesday, April 9, 2019 
https://www.mediacentre.go.ug/media/approved-cabinet-performance-measures-uganda-women-entrepreneurship-
programme

142 As above.
143 New Vision, n 140 above.
144 Participant G4, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
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already members of a savings or business group before becoming beneficiaries of 
UWEP, although these groups usually had smaller numbers and sometimes a different 
economic activity. Most of them said they were struggling financially and living in 
poverty. They realised they could not do things on their own and chose to combine 
efforts and ideas in order to support each other and develop together, as expressed 
by one group member:

‘I owned a restaurant and would get big contracts and it became hard to do it alone. I used 
to see other catering groups getting contracts such as Gulu Women’s Catering Group so I 
thought I should form a group of women who will offer catering services. Catering services 
is a big project and a good income generator’145

Others joined the groups to raise more money than they would have been able to 
do on their own, which would then be used to pay school fees for their children 
and take care of their families. The motive for joining for others was to have a space 
where they could learn, get advice, share and have a support system, as expressed 
by a FGD participant in Gulu:

‘I joined the group after seeing other people benefiting from it. Their life seemed better and 
they could provide for their families and also support each other.’146

Some women shared that the groups have been a source of friendship, and that 
they work as support systems when members have personal problems such death 
in the family:

‘We have different problems and get solutions to them for instance we support each other 
during burials. We also collect money to support a colleague who can’t afford something.’ 147

All group members mentioned that they were involved in village savings and loan 
schemes which provide financial services to the whole community. They are also very 
involved in community activities such as funerals, community cleaning projects and 
church activities. The groups have also gone ahead to teach and train community 
members in the knowledge and skills they have gained such as modernised farming, 
nutrition, and tailoring, which has helped members to start up small businesses. The 
groups also offer counselling services to families especially during the lockdown 
period. The groups are therefore seen as vehicles for social change, and are highly 
respected and admired by community members.

‘It has stabilized our marriages because our husbands don’t underlook us anymore. They 
don’t look at us as burdens because we contribute towards our children’s school fees.’148

145 Participant G1, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
146 Participant G5, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
147 Participant W2, FGD held with women’s group in Wakiso on 15th December, 2020
148 Participant I2, FGD held with women’s group in Iganga on 15th December, 2020



33The socio-economic effects of COVID-19 on women in Uganda with a focus on 
groups under the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP)

Across the board, the women shared that their lives had improved as a result of UWEP. 
The most tangible change and benefit has been in the form of financial resources 
and assets such as livestock, land and school fees, acquired as a result of UWEP and 
belonging to the group.

‘Before joining the group I lived in a grass thatched house and sometimes the hut would 
catch fire and we would lose all our property, but now I bought land and built a permanent 
house.’149

Another group member shared:

‘With resources from the group I have bought livestock like cattle which is also another 
source of income because if there’s no money a cow can be slaughtered and money gotten 
from selling the meat.’150

Participants also shared that they had benefited immensely by gaining social capital as 
they got more respect from their peers and spouses as their financial status changed. 
A participant from Iganga said:

‘We feel more independent now as women because we are earning some money to support 
our families. We have got respect from the community.’151

Another from respondent from Gulu shares similar sentiments:

‘Before getting the funds we’d not get enough money and sometimes my husband 
would tell me to be home by 6 p.m. If I came back after 6 p.m. then that would be a 
problem. But after getting funds business caught up, we started getting money and 
now I also contribute to buying home necessities such as food and sugar and now 
my husband also respects what I do because I contribute money.’152

The shift in perception about the women is not only held by the community but by 
the women themselves as well. There appears to be a marked increase in confidence 
and influence:

‘We look good now, before we were not smart but now we dress nicely and eat 
good food. We eat a balanced diet. Our children are healthy, we are respected in the 
community.’153

The women also increased their social network and skillset because of the new 
networks the MGLSD exposed them to through UWEP:

149 Participant G5, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
150 Participant G4, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
151 Participant W3, FGD held with women’s group in Wakiso on 15th December, 2020
152 Participant G5, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
153 Participant G2, FGD held with women’s group in Iganga on 14th December, 2020
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‘Before getting any funds from UWEP our catering group was not organized but UWEP 
has helped us with business ideas. Also individually we have our side businesses and 
it has helped us to benefit.’154

7.4. Access to UWEP funds

The majority of the groups interviewed found the process of accessing the funds 
cumbersome and costly. A number expressed difficulty in opening up accounts, 
particularly for those that were located in more remote parts of the country. The 
groups in Lamwo had to travel all the way to Kitgum to open bank accounts, a process 
that involved a lot of back and forth and consequently high costs of travel. The 
amount of time taken between the application for a loan and disbursement was also 
a significant hindrance to business takeoff. An analysis of the 7 groups showed that 
it took between 8 to 12 months from the time of application to the receipt of funds. 
One group had to wait 36 months to receive funds since their initial application was 
rejected. The groups also voiced concern that the loan amounts disbursed were not 
sufficient. Some of them received significantly less than the amounts they applied 
for. The 7 groups interviewed had a total of 180 members. On average, each group 
member received a loan of about UGX 291,000 (about US$81) for a period of at least 
12 months.

Fig 2: Breakdown of UWEP beneficiaries participating in FGD

District Number of 
members 

taking part 
in FGD/KII

Number of 
members in 

group

Business 
venture

Amount of 
UWEP loan 
allocated 

(UGX 
millions)

Amount of time 
taken between 

application 
for loan and 

disbursement
(months) 

Gulu 5 30 Catering 8.7 8
Lamwo 1 27 Buying and 

selling pro-
duce

4.5 12 

Lamwo 1 30 Buying and 
selling pro-
duce

4.5 12 

Lamwo 3 15 Buying and 
selling pro-
duce 

5 15

154 Participant G4, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
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District Number of 
members 

taking part 
in FGD/KII

Number of 
members in 

group

Business 
venture

Amount of 
UWEP loan 
allocated 

(UGX 
millions)

Amount of time 
taken between 

application 
for loan and 

disbursement
(months) 

Wakiso 9 18 Catering/
events plan-
ning 

10.020 12

Iganga 7 30 Fashion de-
signing and 
tailoring

8 12 

Mbale 7 30 Produce 11.707 36
Total 33 180 52.427

7.5. Effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the women’s groups enterprises

For all the participants, business was good before March, 2020. They were able to 
cover all business costs and expenses and still make a profit. They were also able to 
pay back part of the loan on a monthly basis:

‘We were always getting booked for different functions. In a month we’d get about 4 to 5 
bookings. At times we would be double booked for a day and then we’d have to split up 
to be able to cover all occasions. We were so happy with the business because money was 
coming in but then there was a lockdown. We had never lacked necessities such as soap or 
sugar but after that lockdown we even failed to pay rent for the place we store our utensils. 
Our account is almost empty but the landlord wants us to pay rent fully.’155

The pandemic changed everything. The group businesses were the participants’ source 
of income and therefore a drop in business caused a financial strain on all of them. 
The groups were also a support system where the participants would discuss issues 
affecting them and get solutions to those issues and these could not be accessed 
because of the pandemic. The pandemic increased tension in homes and some of 
the participants were abandoned by their spouses because they could no longer 
contribute to household necessities. The pandemic also increased the participants’ 
reliance on loans and led to an increase in stress and anxiety.

The nature of the women’s group businesses meant that they were eligible for the 
COVID-19 mitigation measures put in place by the government. Two of the seven 
groups interviewed were catering businesses whose work effectively ground to a 
halt because of the ban on social gatherings. The catering group in Gulu had already 
planned to offer catering services at a birthday party happening the week the lockdown 

155 Participant G2, FGD held with women’s group in Gulu on 11th December, 2020
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measures were announced. The other four groups sold produce such as soya and 
millet in markets. The ban on transportation limited potential buyers from accessing 
markets. The high cost of transportation also affected the businesses because this 
meant more expenses incurred by the businesses with no profit. The participants 
also mentioned depreciation of their equipment due to storage for long periods of 
time which means that they will have to purchase new equipment for the businesses. 
The closure of schools affected the group that did tailoring as a business venture 
as they supplied uniforms to schools. At the time the schools were closed, they had 
not yet been paid for uniforms supplied. Generally, the issue of supplying materials 
and services on credit affected the groups greatly as their debtors were not able to 
pay them back.

All the groups tried to adjust their business ventures but did not have enough resources 
for this. Others decided to focus on individual businesses since the group business 
venture had been greatly affected. One of the women shared that she could not do 
any other business apart from tailoring and therefore could not adjust her business.

From conversations with respondents, all the groups had made concerted efforts to 
repay their loans, in spite of the prevailing hardships. One of the groups has been 
doing casual work like farm labour to be able to earn money to repay the loan. They 
have been able to raise UGX 200,000 so far and still have to raise UGX 800,000 to 
complete the loan. The second group resorted to brick-making during the dry season 
to earned money and could help them to repay the loan. The fourth, fifth and sixth 
group decided that each member should contribute a certain amount of money at 
the end of the month towards the loan payment. The seventh group plans on getting 
a loan to adjust their business venture to be able to repay the loan. They have also 
decided to sell the food crops in their personal gardens to get money to repay the loan.

In spite of all the challenges faced, the groups still hold out hope that their businesses 
will bounce back. They shared that they had learnt to adjust to the new reality and 
would find new ideas and ways to rebuild. Some also shared that they would focus on 
their individual businesses as well since they were able to sustain them throughout 
the pandemic.

‘Since lockdown is ending, we will find ways to develop the group. We will need support 
from different stakeholders to get on our feet again.’156

156 Participant L1, FGD held with women’s group in Lamwo on 12th December, 2020
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7.6. Conclusion

Women’s location within the economy renders their outsized contributions to it, as well 
as their needs, invisible to decision makers. This study shows that the socio-economic 
effects of COVID-19 pandemic have been felt to a disproportionate degree by women 
and other vulnerable groups in Uganda. It also shows that the government’s response 
address the needs of women and other groups on the periphery. Additionally, it 
shows that the pandemic has had debilitating effects on UWEP which have reversed 
the measure of self-sufficiency that women had attained through the programme. 
Where the programme could have served as safety net for women, it has brought 
additional strain as the women still have to pay back outstanding loans, in spite of 
a loss of revenue and income. There is need for a critical and urgent review of the 
programme in order to ensure that it promotes women’s economic independence 
through times of adversity and humanitarian crisis in particular.

Recommendations and key demands

On the basis of the study findings, the following recommendations are made to the 
MGLSD for improved conditions of financial support to women’s groups, even beyond 
the life of the pandemic:

1. Make loan restructuring available to all women’s groups affected by pandemic:

2. The government has directed and encouraged commercial banks and other credit 
institutions to restructure loan repayments to mitigate the strain of revenue and 
income loss for businesses and individuals. The same grace should be extended 
to women’s groups. The government can consider extending the loan repayment 
period without additional interest or writing off outstanding loans completely 
as it is clear that the pandemic decimated businesses and left very little room 
for recovery.

3. Develop and undertake a people-centred and gender-conscious response to the 
current pandemic and future public health and humanitarian crises: The stimulus 
package requires a thorough review to become more gender conscious and 
pro-poor. The needs of the most marginalized groups, particularly women, who 
predominate the informal sector, the unemployed, and people who are unable 
to work because of disabilities should be prioritised. It is prudent to invest in the 
informal sector as it is the engine of the economy.

4. Review process of accessing UWEP funds:

5. The tedious process of accessing loans as well as the long waiting period for 
disbursement is a clear impediment to the success of women’s businesses and 
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must be shortened and made more efficient. Required paperwork should be clear 
and simple and potential beneficiaries should be made fully aware of requirements 
before applying. Groups that have been performing well should be able to access 
additional loans to help them reignite their businesses.

6. Prioritise and fund social protection to mitigate vulnerabilities arising from the 
pandemic: Decent work characterized by social protection is the bedrock of socio-
economic resilience. In this case, unconditional cash transfers should be made 
available to all vulnerable groups such as women in the informal sector and PWDs. 
The pandemic has shown the importance of digitizing service infrastructure in 
situations where movement is impeded. Now more than ever the government 
should explore subsidizing the acquisitions of basic mobile phones to enable all 
beneficiaries access these benefits remotely, safely and quickly.

7. Fund childcare services to enable women’s return to/participation in the workforce: 
Women’s participation in the labour force without encumbrance requires recognition 
that the unpaid domestic tasks they perform at home qualify as work. Concerted 
support from the state is also needed to ensure that unpaid domestic work 
complements and does not interfere with work outside the home. Funding social 
infrastructure in the form of public services like subsidized childcare or setting 
up nurseries should be approached with the same enthusiasm for physical 
infrastructure like roads.

8. Recognise and prioritise the informal sector and accord workers the requisite 
protections necessary to thrive: The informal sector, which is predominated by 
women, continues to operate on the periphery, with its contributions to GDP 
rendered invisible. Governments must end the marginalisation and prejudices 
against informal workers by integrating their unique needs into policies and the 
design and administration of political units. The government should also ratify 
and domesticate ILO Convention 190 on Violence and Harassment at work that 
offers protections to workers in the informal economy.
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Interview guide for study on the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 on women’s 
groups who are beneficiaries of the Uganda Women’s Entrepreneurship Program

My name is……Thank you so much for making the time to come and share your views 
with me. I am conducting this interview to understand your experiences and how 
you have been faring as a beneficiary of UWEP, amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Your 
identity will remain anonymous, so I ask you to speak as freely as you can. If you have 
not understood a question, do not hesitate to ask for clarification. I am also asking 
your permission to record the conversation. This will only be used to help with writing 
the report and will not be linked back to you.

Name of 
women’s 
group

District Total 
number of 
members

Number 
taking part 
in FGD

Venture/ 
Business 
the women 
group deals 
in 

1
2

Interview Guide
1. Why did you choose to join a savings/business group?

2. How has the group been a source of support for you as a woman?

3. Does this group involve itself in anything else outside the business you are 
undertaking?

4. Did you receive any funds from UWEP?

5. How much did you receive and when did you receive it?

6. Have you found the payment terms to be favourable or not?

7. How easy or hard was the process of getting money with UWEP?

8. How much had you paid back by March 2020?

9. How much money do you still owe?

10. Do you believe the UWEP funds improved your life in any way? If yes, how?

11. How was the business performing before March 2020, that is before COVID and 
the lock down?
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12. How has COVID-19 affected the women’s group?

13. How has COVID-19 affected the business venture you are undertaking?

14. Did the COVID period influence you to adjust your business in any way? If so explain.

15. What efforts have you put in place as a group to be able to pay the loan?

16. Are there any other challenges you have faced as a group as a result of COVID-19?

17. Are there any women with disabilities in you group? For women with disability in 
the group, can you tell us how COVID-19 has affected you specifically?

18. How have you been coping with the challenges?

19. What do you think is the future of the women saving groups under the new 
reality of COVID-19?

20. What is your appeal to government through Ministry of Gender about the UWEP 
project?

21. What do you feel should be changed and by who?
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