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Introduction
Small-scale cross-border trade (SSCBT) is a defining feature of the economies of the borderlands of the Great Lakes Region 
(GLR). It is an important source of income and a necessary channel to access goods and services that have enabled vulnerable 
households to increase their resilience against outside shocks and escape extreme poverty. SSCBT enhances food security and 
contributes to improved stability in this conflict-afflicted region. 

However, the COVID-19 pandemic, which has resulted in the restricted movement of people, goods, and services across borders 
in the GLR since March 2020, has greatly affected informal cross-border trade and traders. Its persistence has also hindered the 
progress that countries in this region have made toward improving the trading environment.

Evidence from the World Bank’s Great Lakes Trade Facilitation Project (GLTFP), which has been undergoing implementation in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Rwanda, Uganda, and the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) 
since 2015, highlights to a greater extent how the pandemic has erased some of the progress that countries in the region have 
made toward improving the livelihoods of their citizens and the trading environment. 

The objective of this note1 is to provide evidence of some of the emerging effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on SSCBT in the 
GLR. Because the effects of the pandemic are still evolving, this note summarizes emerging patterns that can inform discussions 
on policy response and the design of measures to lessen the effect of the pandemic and help protect the future of small-scale 
trade in the region.

Through a combination of hard infrastructure and policy and procedural reforms, the GLTFP aims, among other things, to increase 
the value of goods traded through core trade infrastructure at the borders, reduce the average time it takes a trader to clear border 
procedures, and increase the number of direct project beneficiaries. Since its inception, the project had made steady progress 
toward achieving those set targets. While the pandemic has stopped progress on some key indicators, the reforms that the GLTFP 
has supported have enabled the countries involved in the project to respond quickly and reopen some of their borders. The next 
section of this note presents the emerging effects of the pandemic in the region as evidenced by the GLTFP, and is followed by 
recommendations on focus areas for policy makers. 

1. This note was prepared by Nyembezi Mvunga (Consultant, EAEF2) and Charles Kunaka (Lead Specialist, EAEF2) under the supervision of Douglas Pearce (Practice 
Manager, EAEF2). For further information on this note, please contact Charles Kunaka at ckunaka@worldbank.org or Nyembezi Mvunga at nmvunga@worldbank.org.
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Emerging Effects of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic in the GLR
1. Decreased Value of Goods Traded through Core Trade Infrastructure 
Baseline indicators reported in the month of June 2018 show that the value of goods traded through core infrastructure between 
the DRC and Uganda was estimated to have been US$218.10 million, while the value of goods at the target border locations 
stood at US$4.45 million at the Mahagi/Goli border, US$199.42 million at the Kasindi/Mpondwe border, and US$14.23 million at 
the Bunagana border (see figure 1). 

In December 2018, the monthly value of SSCBT goods traded across the borders between the DRC and Uganda increased 
to about US$279.47 million, reaching its highest point during the January–February 2020 reporting period, around US$355.28 
million. However, given border closures and restrictions resulting from the pandemic, the project noted a striking reduction in the 
value of goods traded by small-scale traders through core infrastructure––over 50 percent to US$146.49 million in October 2020, 
compared with the October 2019 figure of US$275.88 million. Three borders between the DRC and Uganda that are targeted by 
the project all experienced a significant drop in goods traded through core infrastructure during that period.
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F I G U R E  1  -  Value of Goods Handled through Core Trade Infrastructure at Target Borders, 2018–20

Source: World Bank, using data reported by Uganda.
Note: Baseline figures were recalculated in 2018. DRC = Democratic Republic of Congo.
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2. Increased Average Time to Cross Borders 
Data reported by Uganda, where borders remained open or resumed operations, indicate the average time for SSCBTs across the 
border increased considerably during the pandemic given the new requirements needed to cross the border. Table 1 shows the 
average time it took to cross the borders between the DRC and Uganda from June 2018 to October 2020, in minutes and seconds.

Measures introduced in response to the pandemic have caused the process of clearing border procedures to take longer. In fact, 
for the Kasindi/Mpondwe and Bunagana borders, the average time to cross the border in October 2020 exceeded the time it took 
to cross the border before countries involved in the project began to initiate any policy or procedural reforms, despite the fact that 
in preceding years the time it took to cross borders had been declining. In the case of the Kasindi/Mpondwe border, the time it took 
to cross the border nearly tripled in October 2020 compared with the January–February 2020 reporting period, while it was nearly 
double that for the Bunagana border. 

>  >  >
T A B L E  1  -  Time to Cross the DRC–Uganda Border, June 2018–October 2020

Source: World Bank, using data reported by Uganda
Note: Baselines for the average time to cross were recalculated in 2018.
ʹ denotes minutes and ʺ denotes seconds

Border Baseline
(June-18) Dec-18 May-19 Oct–Nov 19 Jan–Feb 20 Oct-20

Kasindi/Mpondwe 16’ 35” 14’ 35”  7’ 00”  7’ 26” 6’ 11” 18’ 24”
Bunagana 2’ 39” 5’ 31”  5’ 24”  4’ 52” 5’ 35” 7’ 04”
Mahagi/Goli 8’ 58” 5’ 30”  3’ 34”  3’ 37” 3’ 25” 2’ 38”
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3. Decreased Daily Average Number of Small-Scale Traders Crossing the Border 
Evidence from the border crossing points involved in the project reveals a drop in the daily average number of traders  
processed (entry and exit) through the border. For borders like Mahagi/Goli and Kasindi/Mpondwe, which are still operating but 
with restrictions, numbers dropped to 19 and 28 traders in June 2020 from 376 and 1,268 traders in the January–February 2020 
reporting period, respectively. 

4. Shifting of Small-Scale Trade to Noncontrolled Crossing Points 
The restrictions on the movement of people across the borders have also led small traders at borders like Bunagana and Kasindi/
Mpondwe to shift from trading through formal crossing points to trading in “no man’s land” (noncontrolled crossing points). Here, 
trucks from one side of the country offload their goods onto no man’s land, allowing the SSCBTs waiting for goods to make 
purchases. Closing the borders has not only contributed to a decrease in the number of SSCBTs crossing the border, but it has 
also driven some traders to nondesignated border crossing points, which in turn could result in the spread of the COVID-19 virus.

5. Increased Cost of Trading 
SSCBTs in the GLR are now faced with having to meet additional costs in order to engage in trade-related activities across the 
border.2 The jeton (a day pass), which was issued to small traders for free before the pandemic began, has now been replaced with 
a laissez passer,3 which costs about US$10.00 for small traders crossing the borders between the DRC and Rwanda and 10,000 
Uganda shillings (about US$2.75) for Ugandan small traders and US$5.00 for DRC small traders crossing the borders between 
the DRC and Uganda. SSCBTs engaging in trade at the borders between Uganda and the DRC are required to pay an additional 
US$50.00 visa fee.4 Furthermore, SSCBTs desiring to engage in trade activities in the region must produce a COVID-19 negative 
test to be permitted to cross the border. The cost of the test at the borders between the DRC and Rwanda is US$5.00 for SSCBTs 
belonging to associations that are facilitated to cross the border with the help of a Trade Information Desk Officer. At borders like 
Kasindi/Mpondwe between Uganda and the DRC, the cost for the test with a certificate is US$50.00.

6. Lack of COVID-19 Testing Centers 
Small traders, particularly those originating from the DRC, are faced with an additional challenge––the lack of COVID-19 testing 
facilities. At borders like Kamanyola (between the DRC and Rwanda), DRC-based small traders find themselves needing to travel 
to the Bugarama border on the Rwandan side to get tested, given the absence of a test center on the DRC side of the border. The 
same applies at the borders of Ruzizi 1 and Goma. The lack of testing centers at some of the DRC borders increases the time it takes 
for small traders to cross the border because much of their time is spent traveling to the Rwandan side of the border to get tested. 

7. Lack of Proper Monitoring and Evaluation Tools 
During the pandemic, countries involved in the GLTFP have found it difficult and in some cases impossible to collect and report the 
much-needed data from various indicators that are needed to track the progress and effects of the different policies and initiatives 
being implemented at various borders in the region, and to receive real-time feedback on the effects of the pandemic. The inability 
to collect data has signaled a need for countries involved in the project to explore and develop robust innovative monitoring 
mechanisms to enable them to collect data even with the absence of enumerators on the ground. 

8. Trading in Clusters 
In response to the pandemic and the need to minimize the volume of people crossing their borders, the countries involved in the 
project have explored pragmatic measures to keep trade flowing while minimizing the cross-boundary spread of the COVID-19 
virus. For example, the countries agreed to set protocols to reopen their common borders to small-scale trade during the pandemic 
by enabling SSCBTs to organize into clusters.5 Representatives of the clusters are then allowed to cross the border to sell or buy 
products on behalf of an association’s members. Figure 2 shows the combined number of small-scale traders and small-scale 
service providers from the DRC that are participating in group trade at specific border crossing points 

2. Cost figures presented are based on information obtained as of January 21, 2021. Figures may change as countries redesign policies.
3. The laissez passer (known as a temporal travel document in Uganda) is valid for three months at the borders between Rwanda and the DRC. For SSCBTs engaging in 

cross-border trade at the borders between the DRC and Uganda, it is valid for three days for DRC SSCBTs and one month for Ugandan SSCBTs. 
4. Unlike Rwanda and the DRC, Uganda does not belong to the Communauté Economique des Pays des Grands Lacs (Economic Community of the Great Lakes Countries), 

which allows for the free movement of people. Therefore, SSCBTs crossing the borders between the DRC and Uganda are required to obtain a visa to cross the borders.
5. The “trading in clusters” modality is now being considered as a long-term mechanism to facilitate small-scale trade and to enable associations to evolve into viable 

enterprises that may add value to traded goods.
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Number of small-scale traders and small-scale service providers
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F I G U R E  2  -  Small-Scale Group Trade, by Border Crossing

Source: World Bank, using data reported by the Democratic Republic of Congo.
Note: Data as of December 2020.
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F I G U R E  3  -  Group Trade—Borders between the DRC and Rwanda

>  >  >
F I G U R E  4  -  Group Trade—Borders between the DRC and Uganda

Source: World Bank, using data reported by the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).
Note: Data as of December 2020. Vegetables, cereals, and milk are included in fruits and cereals at Bukavu and Goma border. Poultry, eggs, and 
meat are included in livestock and fish for Bukavu border only. Numbers in bars are the numbers of small traders and small service providers.

Source: World Bank, using data reported by the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).
Note: Data as of December 2020.Salt, cereals, fish, meat, packing bags, poultry, oil, livestock, and eggs are included in fruits and vegetables for 
Kasindi/Mpondwe. Fish, cereals, legumes, poultry, eggs, and meats only are included in fruits and vegetables for Bunangana border.
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Figures 3 and 4 show the types of goods being traded and services being offered by 80 groups comprising 8,958 individuals who 
trade in clusters at borders targeted by the GLTFP. Services offered by some of these groups include microcredit, transportation, 
and loading and offloading of goods. The majority of small traders engaging in group trade are women. The figures show the 
breakdown of group trade by border, category of goods traded and services offered, and gender.

a. Bukavu border b. Goma border

b. Bunagana bordera. Kasindi/Mpondwe border
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Key Recommendations 
The evidence from the GLTFP shows some of the effects of the pandemic on small-scale trade in the region and exposes gaps 
that need to be addressed to ensure effective and efficient responses to future waves of the pandemic or crises of a similar nature. 
Although our list is not exhaustive, we provide some measures for consideration.

• SUPPORTING POLICIES THAT EMBRACE TRADING IN CLUSTERS AND E-COMMERCE. Trading in clusters could 
potentially play an important role in creating and promoting a safe trading environment that does not require large movements 
of people across borders to engage in trade in the GLR. This approach could further contribute to a reduction in trade 
costs for SSCBTs. E-commerce holds the same, if not greater, potential to promote a safe trading environment and save on 
costs associated with physically crossing borders to trade. Therefore, policies that support group trade are vital, including 
redefining how initiatives like the Simplified Trade Regime can be applied to group trade and boosting investments in internet 
infrastructure to support e-commerce and electronic payments. 

• STRENGTHENING POLICIES TO SUPPORT WOMEN TRADERS. The data suggest that four times more women than 
men continue to engage in small-scale trade through group trade during the pandemic. Women are also among the most 
vulnerable groups in the region. Therefore, introducing and strengthening policies and initiatives (such as establishing gender-
segregated infrastructure) aimed at preventing harassment and corruption or supporting victims of harassment and corruption 
are important.

• DEVELOPING AND ADOPTING INNOVATIVE TECHNIQUES FOR BORDER MANAGEMENT. The need for social distancing, 
a critical measure to preventing the spread of COVID-19 and other diseases like Ebola, has made it necessary to adopt 
measures to minimize or even avoid physical contact between traders and border officials. In that regard, digital technologies 
and adopting processes like preregistrations and prearrival clearance of consignments,6 which enable a trader to register 
and enter goods for clearance on a mobile app ahead of arriving at the border, can help quicken clearance times, reduce the 
amount of human-to-human contact, and allow for the collection of data on types of goods, their quantity, and the value of 
goods being imported and exported. The ability to tap into digital data streams is particularly important as the pandemic has 
made it almost impossible to carryout surveys at the borders for monitoring and evaluating the impact of the project.

• ESTABLISHING TEST CENTERS AT BORDER POSTS. A quick, efficient, and low-cost way to ensure that test centers are 
available at border posts within the region would be to use large family-sized tents or shipment containers or to work with 
border agencies to acquire office space at the facility. Establishing test centers at the border posts would help traders save 
time and costs associated with having to travel to the other side of the border to get tested for COVID-19. 

6. The Zambia Revenue Authority is implementing preregistration and preclearance techniques. For more information, see https://www.zra.org.zm/trade-facilitation-tools/ 
and http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/zambia_en.pdf?la=en.

https://www.zra.org.zm/trade-facilitation-tools/
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/na



