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 Maize grain, was the single most traded commodity in the East Africa 
region in 2015 as depicted in Figure 1. There were also significant 
informal cross-border trade of dry beans, cooking bananas, locally 
produced rice, sorghum, sesame; imported sugar, wheat and flour.  
 

 Most of the primary staple food commodities were informally traded 
while a majority of the processed food commodities were formally 
traded in the region in 2015. 

 
 The volumes of maize traded in the region were lower than 2014 and 

2013/2014 average levels due to below average harvests in Tanzania.  
 
 Volumes of cross border trade with South Sudan remained dismally low 

due to conflict-related trade constraints in addition to worsening 
macro-economic conditions.  

 

 Livestock trade picked up in the region especially along the Kenya-
Ethiopia-Somalia triangle due to formalization of trade in the Somali 
region of Ethiopia, and also increased demand for large-sized Ethiopian 
goats and sheep in Somalia for re-exports to Arabian Gulf countries. 

 
   

 

 

 

The Market Analysis Sub-group of the 
Food Security and Nutrition Working 
Group (FSNWG) monitors informal cross-
border trade of 88 food commodities and 
livestock in eastern Africa in order to 
quantify the impact on regional food 
security. This bulletin summarizes informal 
trade across selected borders of Tanzania, 
Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda, Kenya, 
Somalia, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Sudan, and 
South Sudan and DRC. Data is provided by 
the East Africa Grain Council (EAGC), the 
Famine Early Warning Systems Network 
(FEWS NET), the Food and Agricultural 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 
the National Bank of Rwanda (NBR) and 
the World Food Program (WFP). 
 
Informal trade represents commodity 
flows outside of the formal system, 
meaning that activity is not typically 
recorded in government statistics or 
inspected and taxed through official 
channels. These flows vary from very small 
quantities moved by bicycle to large 
volumes trucked over long distances. This 
report does not capture all informal cross-
border trade in the region, just a 
representative sample. 
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*Additional products may be covered in the annexes. 

Figure 1: Main Staple Food Commodities Informally Traded Across  
Selected Borders in Eastern Africa in 2015. 

Source: FEWSNET and EAGC  
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The currencies of most Eastern Africa countries 
continued to decline against the major trading 
currencies notably the US Dollar in 2015 through 
January 2016. This is attributed to a falling trade 
deficit as the US economy deleverages, and businesses 
and consumers spend less. And with dollars becoming 
scarcer, the exchange rate have been driven up, and 
the fallout has hit the East African currencies which 
have been weakening since the beginning of 2015. The 
depreciation of the regional currencies is exacerbated 
by declining economic activities due to domestic 
conflict and or rising general insecurity in South 
Sudan, and Sudan; election-related uncertainties 
(Uganda); terrorism-related decline in tourism 
numbers (Kenya); and low commodity prices (all 
countries), amidst high demand for the US dollars. As 
global oil prices continued to decline, the benefits of 
low oil prices are only partially passed on to 
consumers as a result of the depreciation of the local 
currencies.  
 
In addition, the shortage of foreign currencies as 
reached alarming levels in some countries notably 
South Sudan, Sudan and Ethiopia due to rapidly 
widening trade deficits-low prices of export 
commodities, lack of export diversification, high 
demand for dollars to finance large infrastructural 

projects (Ethiopia), and domestic conflict (Sudan and 
South Sudan). Hence the curb-market exchange rates 
are widening against official exchange rates in Sudan 
and Ethiopia where foreign exchange rates are still 
controlled by the government. This phenomenon 
forced the South Sudan government to float the South 
Sudan Pound (SSP) in December 2015 followed by 
exceptional depreciation. See Figure 2. 
 

 
Depreciation of the local currencies and shortage of 
foreign currencies, has resulted in import inflation 
(See Figure 3) that as adversely affected the 
purchasing power of consumers especially the low 
income households; price and volumes of staple food 
commodity imports including wheat (in Ethiopia and 
Sudan), and sorghum and maize in South Sudan. These 
three countries are expected to have below average 
October-to-January harvests due poor rainfall 
performance. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Foreign exchange rates to the US Dollar: 
Oanda.com 

DEPRECIATION OF LOCAL CURRENCIES AND INCREASING INFLATION 

Figure 3: Inflation rates in selected countries (annual 
average of percentage changes). 

 Source: World Bank 
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Maize Trade 
 
An estimated 728,000MT of locally produced maize grain 
was traded in the East Africa region in 2015. This was 26 
and 34 percent lower than 2014 and the average of 
2014/2015 volumes respectively.  The main reason for the 
reduction in regional maize trade was significant decline in 
maize supply from Tanzania as a result of below average 
harvests in both the two-season northern bimodal rainfall 
areas, and the one-season unimodal rainfall areas of the 
southern highlands which is the main grain basket region 
of Tanzania. Although the southern highlands had an  

 
estimated 10 percent reduction in the May-to-August 
harvest, the domestic demand due to below average 
harvests in the central and northern parts of the country 
mopped up available tradable supplies that would have 
otherwise been traded in the region. With increasing 
prices, the profit margins for exports to Rwanda, Burundi 
and Kenya, declined reducing trade along these corridors 
by 91, 77 and 60 percent reduction respectively.  
 
Consequently, most of the maize traded in the region in 
2015 originated from Uganda (62 percent) unlike in 2014 
when 54 percent of all maize grain traded in the region 
came from Tanzania. Kenya accounted for 90 percent of all 
imports. Uganda maize exports to South Sudan, Kenya and 
Rwanda were 16, 32 and 55 percent above 2014 levels. See 
Figure 4. Still exports to South Sudan were 91 percent 
below 2013/2014 average due to high costs of imports as 
result of rapid and significant depreciation of the SSP 
against the US dollar and regional currencies; conflict-
related high risks of trading, and reduced purchasing 
power occasioned by high inflation. Exports to Kenya were 
61 percent higher than 2013/2014 average levels as 

Uganda exports replaced the dwindling supplies from 
Tanzania. Exports to Rwanda were one and half times 
2013/2014 average levels due to increasing re-exports to 
eastern parts of the Democratic Republic of Congo in the 
form of maize flour. 
 
Maize exports from Ethiopia to Kenya and Somalia were 24 
and 25 percent higher than 2014 levels, and 96 and 52 
higher than 2013/2014 average volumes. This was 
attributed to above average harvest and relatively lower 
prices in Ethiopia which in most markets were lower or at 
the same level as five year average prices, and competitive 

in the northern frontier markets of Moyale, 
Marsabit, Mandera and Wajir in Kenya; and in 
most markets in northern and central regions of 
Somalia. 
 
Sorghum Trade 
 
An estimated 214,000MT of locally produced 
sorghum was traded in the East Africa region in 
2015 which was 26 above and 67 percent lower 
than 2014 and 2013/2014 average levels 
respectively. The decrease from the two year 
average is attributed to significant conflict 
related trade disruptions that continue to 
adversely affect exports from Uganda and 
Sudan into South Sudan. South Sudan, Rwanda 
and Kenya accounted for 38, 26 and 20 percent 
of all regional sorghum imports respectively. 
 
Sorghum exports from Uganda to Kenya 
increased by 45 percent between 2014 and 
2015, boosted by reduction in excise duty on 
beers made from local sorghum in Kenya which 

has increased demand. In addition, there is a growing 
market for healthy eating among the middle and upper 
income classes that is increasing demand for local cuisines 
including sorghum, millet, cassava, arrow roots and sweat 
potatoes.   
 
Sorghum exports from Uganda and Tanzania to Rwanda in 
2015 increased four to five times for the same reasons 
mentioned in the previous paragraph. Also, most Rwandan 
commodities or processed products are usually re-
exported to eastern DRC thus increasing demand for 
primary commodities.  
 
Exports of sorghum from Ethiopia to South Sudan in 2015 
also increased significantly by 57 percent from 2014 levels 
(but at low volumes). The Ethiopian exports filled the gap 
in supplies to the eastern conflict-affected areas in Jonglei 
and Upper Nile States which are cut off from the rest of the 
country as a result of the domestic conflict and or tensions. 
Sorghum exports from Ethiopia to northern and central 
Somalia were nine percent above 2014 levels. 
 

THE STATUS OF CROSS BORDER TRADE IN 2015 

Figure 4: Three Month Moving Average Formal and Informal Cross 
border Trade of Maize Grain in Main Trade Corridors in Eastern 

Africa. Source: FEWS NET and EAGC 



EAST AFRICA CROSSBORDER TRADE BULLETIN  DECEMBER 2015 VOLUME XII 

 

4 
 

 
Sorghum exports from Uganda to South increased by 71 
percent between 2014 and 2015 (but in low volumes) as 
the trading environment improved albeit slowly. Still 
sorghum exports to South Sudan were 91 percent lower 
than the 2013/2014 average. Between 2012 and 2013 
sorghum exports to South Sudan were very high spurred by 
poor and very low production in country that just got 
independence in 2011. Also there was a significant number 
of returnees who were dependent on food aid sourced from 
Uganda and South Sudan. Gradually sorghum exports 
started declining as local production started improving 
because of expansion of area under the crop. Tensions 
before the eruption of the domestic conflict in December 
2013, conflict related high risks to trading, depreciation of 
local currency, and shrunken purchasing power, reduced 
cross-border trade significantly through 2015. See Figure 
5. 
 
Sorghum exports from Ethiopia to Sudan, and 
the slight seasonal reverse flow from Sudan to 
Ethiopia declined by 85 and 12 percent 
respectively between 2014 and 2015 because of 
the expected below average October-to-January 
harvests in both countries. Ethiopia-Sudan 
sorghum trade is usually limited to markets 
around the border. In the same period, the 
below average harvests also reduced exports 
from Sudan to Eritrea, and from Ethiopia to 
Djibouti by 91 and six percent respectively. Re-
exports of Ethiopian sorghum from Somalia to 
Djibouti also declined by 42 percent for the 
same reason mentioned above. 
 
Rice 
 
About 240,000MT of locally produced rice was 
traded in the Eastern Africa region between 

January and December 2015. This was a 25 
percent increase from 2014 but was still 25 
percent below the 2013/2014 average cross-
border trade volumes. See Figure 6. 
 
Exports from Tanzania to Kenya increased by 
90 percent when compared to 2014, and were 
high in the first half of 2015. Exports to 
Burundi increased by almost one and half 
times 2014 levels, and were high in the 
second half of 2015, following the conflict-
riddled national elections. These surge in 
exports from Tanzania pushed the total rice 
volumes traded in 2015 above 2014 levels. 
However, up to 10 percent reduction in trade 
between Tanzania and Uganda moderated the 
increase reducing the volumes traded below 
the two year average.  Also Tanzanian exports 
to Rwanda increased only marginally by eight 

percent. The low volumes of trade between Tanzania and 
Uganda/Rwanda is attributed to a more stringent 
imposition of a 75 percent East Africa Community common 
external tariffs on Tanzanian rice. This was the result of 
widespread mixing of locally produced rice with imported 
rice from Asia to evade import taxes within the East Africa 
Community.  
 
Imported rice re-exports from Somalia to Kenya declined 
by 31 percent as a result of intensified cross-border 
security operations and terrorism-related long period 
during which business activity declined in the main Kenyan 
market of Garissa.  
 
Rice exports from Uganda to South Sudan remained flat 
when compared to 2014 due to high costs of imports as a 

Figure 5: Three Month Moving Average Formal and Informal Cross 
Border Trade of Sorghum in Selected Markets Corridors in Eastern 

Africa. Source: FEWS NET and EAGC 
Source: FEWSNET and EAGC 

 

Figure 6: Formal and Informal Cross border  
Trade of Rice in Selected Markets Corridors in Eastern Africa.  

Source: FEWSNET and EAGC 
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result of rapid and significant depreciation of the SSP 
against the US dollar and regional currencies; conflict-
related high risks of trading, and reduced purchasing 
power occasioned by high inflation. Re-exports of imported 
rice from Somalia to Ethiopia remained flat when 
compared to 2014. 
 
Dry beans 
Around 386,000 MT of locally produced dry beans were 
traded in the Eastern Africa region in 2015. This was 21 and 
15 percent higher than the 2014 2013/204 average levels 
respectively. 
 
Exports from Tanzania to Kenya, and Uganda to South 
Sudan were 16 and 33 percent lower than 2014 volumes 
respectively. These decreases in exports were attributed to 
below average harvests in Tanzania, and conflict-related 
disruptions in addition to depreciation of the SSP making 
exports expensive. 
 
However, bean exports to Kenya from Uganda which 
accounted for 55 percent of all dry bean trade eastern 
Africa region, surged by 34 percent between 2014 and 
2015 aided by average-to-above average June-to-August 
and October-to-November harvests with the later 
enhanced by El Nino. 2015 bean exports from Ethiopia to 
Sudan which is the second most important market 
accounting for 18 percent of all beans trade, was also 11 
percent higher than 2014. This was largely a result of above 
average 2014/2015 harvest which was mainly traded in 
the first half of 2015.  
 
Dry bean exports from Rwanda to Uganda, and Ethiopia to 
Kenya each of which accounted for eight percent of total 

trade in 2015, more than doubled and increased by 45 
percent respectively when compared to 2014. Increased 
exports from Rwanda to Uganda was attributed to high 
demand for the small-sized bean variety that are pre-
dominantly produced in Rwanda and are in high demand in 
Uganda, South Sudan and Kenya. Exports from Ethiopia to 
Kenya have been increasing as Ethiopia beans have become 
more competitive, capturing a wider market that extends 
from northern Kenya to the southeastern coastal markets 
of Kenya. 
 
Livestock Trade 
Goat and cattle exports from Somalia to Kenya increased by 
61 and 40 percent between 2014 and 2015 numbers 
respectively, and were up to 10 percent lower than the 
2013/2014 average heads. 2015 camel and sheep exports 
from Somalia to Kenya were up to two times higher than 
2014, but marginally lower and 27 percent higher than 
2014 numbers respectively. 
 
Livestock prices have been decreasing in Somalia since 
August 2015 due to increasing livestock population after 
two to three consecutive seasons of good rainfall. In 
addition, increased inflow of higher quality livestock from 
Ethiopia have reduced the demand for local ones thus 
depressing prices in Somalia. In 2015, Kenya provided an 
alternative good market and with lower livestock prices in 
most markets in Somalia, more of Somalia livestock were 
sold in Kenya. However, persistent security operations 
along the border moderated the exports. 

Goat and camel exports from Ethiopia to Somalia increased 
by up to 96 percent between 2014 and 2015. Goat exports 
were four times higher than 2013/2014 average numbers 

but camel exports were 47 percent lower than the 
two year average numbers. See Figure 7. 

In addition to the drivers mentioned earlier, 
higher quality and big sized livestock especially 
goats from Ethiopia competed with Somalia 
animals for the re-export markets in the Gulf and 
other Islamic countries through Somalia’s 
Berbera and Bossaso ports. Somali traders 
widened their catchment areas and sent agents 
inside Ethiopia resulting in an increase in 
livestock exports from Ethiopia to Somalia. Also, 
the livestock market has been organized into 
cooperatives licensed by the local government of 
Somali region in Ethiopia. Hence, it is becoming 
easy to acquire large herds of livestock for export 
out of southeastern Ethiopia through the 
cooperatives. 

Figure 7: Three Month Moving Average Formal and Informal Cross 
border Trade of Goats in Selected Markets Corridors in Eastern 

Africa. Source: FEWSNET and EAGC 
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CROSS BORDER TRADE OUTLOOK JANUARY TO JUNE 2016  
 Macro-economic outlook 

 Decline in marketing costs (mainly determined by fuel prices) is expected to be moderated by 
weakening local currencies in spite of low and declining oil prices. 

 The prices of imported staple food commodities especially wheat is expected to be higher or 
compromised by weak currencies and shortags of foreign currency especially in Sudan, South Sudan 

and Ethiopia. 

 Import inflation is expected to continue through June 2016 due to depreciation of local currencies. 
Cross-border trade assumptions 

 Although the government of Sudan intends to supply 50,000MT of sorghum to Eritrea, cross-border 
exports of sorghum are expected to be lower through June 2016 as supply tightens due to below 

average November-to-January harvest, and diminishing carryover stocks. Also, cross-border exports to 

South Sudan will most likely be further inhibited by expected extended depreciation of the South Sudan 

Pound (SSP) after its floatation in December making imports more expensive, in addition to the 

spreading insecurity that is increasingly disrupting trade between many markets in South Sudan 

including in the non-conflict areas. 

 Maize imports from Uganda and Tanzania is projected to reduce by around nine percent and may reach 
425,000 and 400,000MT respectively between July 2015 and June 2016. This is attributed to increased 

household stocks and market supplies in Kenya as a result of El Nino rains that improved production 

in the marginal agricultural areas of southwestern, southeastern and coastal Kenya that rely partly on 

cross-border imports. Also, supplies from Tanzania are tightening and prices increasing occasioned by 

a 10 percent below average production in the May-to-August 2015 and another anticipated below 

average January-to-February harvest resulting in decreasing price differentials and profit margins. The 

reduction is mainly accounted for by an estimated 19 percent reduction in imports from Tanzania even 

through imports from Uganda are expected to increase marginally to 425,000MT from an earlier 

estimated 410,000 MT. 2015, maize production in Uganda is estimated at 2,300,000MT. 

 In Southern Africa, maize production is expected to fall below recent five-year average levels due to 

delays in the onset of rains, poorly distributed rainfall, and very high temperatures halfway through 

the 2015/2016 season. Maize prices across most markets are above average and are expected to exert 
upward pressure on maize prices in southern Tanzania further reducing inflows into southeastern and 

coastal Kenya until June.  

 Despite expected average-to above average maize production in Rwanda due to El Nino enhanced 
October-to-December rains, imports from Uganda are expected to rise as a result of increasing re-

exports to Democratic Republic of Congo as maize flour. 

 In south Sudan, maize and sorghum imports from Uganda, are expected to continue increasing through 
June 2016, having been on an upward trend since April 2014 (albeit at low levels when compared to 

pre-conflict period between November 2012 and 2013) supported by expected below average 

November-to-January harvest. However, cross-border trade will most likely be moderated by high 

prices of imports due to depreciation of the SSP against the US Dollar and regional currencies after its 

floatation in December 2015, the high costs of marketing occasioned by high fuel prices, and widening 

insecurity even in non-conflict areas.   

 Exports of maize, dry beans and sorghum from Ethiopia to Kenya, Somalia and Djibouti is expected to 
be weakened by expected below average production, rising prices, and uncertainties brought about by  

government policies that temporarily ban food exports in periods of deficit production.  
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Figure 8: cross-borders points monitored by FEWS NET and East Africa Grain Council in Eastern Africa 
by January 2016 

 


