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The Agricultural Policy Research Centre (APRC) of the University of Makerere
convened a trade meeting to discuss how to Unlock Uganda’s Agricultural Trade
Potential [and] Strength Competitiveness under AfCFTA and Regional Integration.
Emerging from this workshop was the strategic importance of Uganda’s agricultural
trade opportunities and the structural barriers that continue to limit its
competitiveness. Agriculture is a central pillar of Uganda’s economy, with strong
contributions to employment, food security and export earnings. It also places
agricultural trade within Uganda’s broader development agenda, particularly the
Fourth National Development Plan and the Ten-Fold Growth Strategy, both of which
emphasize agro-industrialization, export expansion, value addition and economic
transformation (Agricultural Policy Research Centre [APRC], 2026).

The core message is that Uganda already has a strong agricultural export base, but its
trade performance remains below potential because exports are still dominated by raw
or minimally processed commodities. Coffee, tea, fish, cocoa, maize, beans and
horticultural products provide a strong foundation for export growth, while regional
markets in East Africa absorb a large share of Uganda’s food exports. However,
persistent non-tariff barriers, border delays, weak logistics, limited value addition,
compliance challenges and financing constraints continue to raise the cost of trade
and weaken Uganda’s competitiveness (APRC, 2026).

This makes Uganda’s trade challenge different from a simple market access problem.
Tariff preferences under the East African Community, COMESA and AfCFTA create
opportunities, but Uganda’s ability to benefit from these arrangements depends on
whether it can supply markets consistently, meet standards, reduce transaction costs,
process more of its raw output domestically, and build reliable trade facilitation
systems. The AfCFTA’s stated objective of accelerating intra-African trade and
strengthening Africa’s trading position globally is therefore highly relevant to
Uganda, but only if domestic constraints are addressed in parallel with regional
integration commitments (African Union, n.d.).

Uganda’s Agricultural Trade Opportunity: Strong Regional
Demand, but Limited Value Capture

Uganda’s agricultural trade profile is anchored in both regional and global markets.
Agriculture contributes roughly one quarter of GDP and generates about 35—40
percent of total export revenues. Coffee alone accounts for about 20-25 percent of
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export earnings, making it Uganda’s most important agricultural export commodity.
Furthermore, more than 80 percent of Uganda’s agricultural exports are raw
commodities, and that smallholder farmers dominate production and export supply
chains (APRC, 2026).

The immediate opportunity lies in regional markets. Uganda’s food exports are
heavily oriented toward East Africa, particularly Kenya, South Sudan, Rwanda,
Tanzania and the Democratic Republic of Congo. These markets are important
because they provide demand for food commodities such as maize, beans, dairy
products, poultry, fish and processed foods. Regional food trade also plays a food
security role, moving products from surplus-producing areas to deficit markets.
Uganda’s agricultural trade competitiveness is inseparable from the efficiency of
regional trade systems (APRC, 2026).

At the same time, Uganda’s trade ambition is broader than regional food exports. The
country’s Ten-Fold Growth Strategy aims to expand Uganda’s export basket,
strengthen connectivity and leverage its central continental location for economic
transformation (Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development, 2025).
The Fourth National Development Plan similarly identifies agro-industrialization as a
key programme, with a focus on value-addition infrastructure, post-harvest handling,
technology adoption, market access and stronger collaboration between industry,
academia and research institutions (National Planning Authority, 2025).

The strategic implication is clear: Uganda’s next phase of agricultural trade growth
should not be built only on exporting more raw coffee, maize, cocoa or fish. It should
be built on moving up the value chain through processing, grading, packaging,
certification, traceability, cold chains and branded products. Without this shift,
Uganda will remain exposed to volatile raw commodity prices while importing
processed agricultural products that could potentially be produced domestically.

Trade Barrier One: Limited Value Addition and Weak Agro-
Processing Capacity

The most important structural barrier is limited value addition. Uganda’s agricultural
exports remain dominated by unprocessed coffee beans, raw cocoa, maize grain,
beans and unprocessed fish products. This reduces the domestic value captured from
trade and leaves producers vulnerable to commodity price fluctuations (APRC, 2026).

This is both a trade issue and an industrialization issue. When Uganda exports raw
coffee, raw cocoa, maize grain or unprocessed fish, it captures only the farmgate or
primary commodity value. Processing, packaging, branding, quality differentiation
and retail margins are largely captured by downstream actors in other countries. This
limits job creation, constrains export earnings and weakens linkages between
agriculture and manufacturing.

The solution is to make agro-processing a central trade competitiveness strategy.
Uganda should prioritize processing capacity in commodities where it has existing
production strength and clear market demand: coffee roasting and soluble coffee,
cocoa processing, dairy products, grain milling, animal feed, oilseeds, fish
processing, fruit juices, dried fruits and horticultural packaging. This aligns with
Uganda’s NDP IV agro-industrialization agenda, which emphasizes value-addition
infrastructure, post-harvest handling, appropriate technologies and market access for
manufactured products (National Planning Authority, 2025).
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Free zones and agro-industrial hubs can also play a stronger role. Uganda has
established free zones to promote export-led industrial development, and that these
zones can attract investment in agro-processing industries. A practical policy
direction would be to locate agro-industrial hubs close to production zones and
integrate processing facilities, warehouses, cold chains, testing laboratories,
packaging services and logistics providers in one place. This would reduce the time
and cost required to move products from farms to export markets, while supporting
industrial clustering (APRC, 2026).

Trade Barrier Two: Non-Tariff Barriers and Regulatory
Inconsistency

A second major barrier is the persistence of non-tariff barriers in regional markets.
Double testing of agricultural products, complex certification procedures,
administrative barriers, border delays and inconsistent implementation of standards as
are identified as recurring constraints. These barriers increase transaction costs and
reduce predictability even when tariffs have been liberalized under regional trade
agreements (APRC, 2026).

This is particularly important because Uganda’s agricultural exports are heavily
regional. If most exports move within East Africa, then small frictions at borders can
have large commercial consequences. Delays at border posts increase transport costs,
reduce product quality, disrupt contracts and undermine buyer confidence. For
perishable products such as fish, dairy, horticulture and some processed foods, border
inefficiencies can be especially damaging.

The AfCFTA includes provisions and mechanisms to address non-tariff barriers,
including monitoring and reporting systems intended to support the removal of trade
obstacles. It also seeks to promote cooperation on customs, trade facilitation,
technical barriers to trade and sanitary and phytosanitary measures (African Union,
n.d.). For Uganda, however, the priority is to translate these regional and continental
commitments into operational reforms at the border.

A practical reform agenda should include mutual recognition of test results within the
EAC and COMESA, stronger use of electronic certificates, risk-based inspections,
joint border management and time-bound clearance standards. Uganda should also
actively use the AfCFTA, EAC and COMESA non-tariff barrier reporting
mechanisms to escalate recurring trade constraints. Beyond reporting, Uganda needs
diplomatic and technical follow-up with neighbouring countries to resolve specific
barriers affecting maize, dairy, poultry, fish, beans and processed foods.

Trade Barrier Three: Weak Transport, Logistics and Cold Chain
Infrastructure

Weak transport infrastructure, high logistics costs and inefficient supply chains are
also major constraints to agricultural trade competitiveness. Poor road networks,
weak storage systems, limited cold chain capacity and border delays increase the cost
of moving products to domestic and export markets (APRC, 2026).

For Uganda, logistics is not a peripheral issue; it is central to competitiveness. As a
land-linked country with strong dependence on regional corridors, Uganda’s export
performance depends on the efficiency of roads, border posts, inland storage, cold
chains, rail links and port access through neighbouring countries. High logistics costs
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reduce farmgate prices, raise consumer prices and make Ugandan exports less
competitive against suppliers from Kenya, Tanzania, South Africa and global
markets.

The practical solution is to prioritize trade-enabling logistics investments. This
includes improving road links between production zones and trade corridors,
expanding storage and aggregation facilities, developing cold chain systems for fish,
dairy and horticulture, and upgrading border infrastructure. For commodities such as
maize and beans, improved storage and grading can reduce post-harvest losses and
support structured trading. For perishable exports, cold chains and faster border
clearance are essential.

NDP IV’s integrated transport infrastructure programme provides an enabling policy
frame, emphasizing a seamless, safe, inclusive and sustainable multimodal transport
system, including railway and water transport investments and better maintenance of
existing infrastructure (National Planning Authority, 2025). Uganda’s agricultural
trade strategy should explicitly align commodity corridors with these infrastructure
priorities, ensuring that investments are linked to export potential rather than planned
in isolation.

Trade Barrier Four: Low Production Scale and Inconsistent Export
Supply

Uganda sometimes secures market opportunities but struggles to meet required
volumes consistently because of limited production capacity and supply reliability.
This is a critical constraint because trade competitiveness is not only about price; it is
also about reliability (APRC, 2026).

Uganda’s agricultural production is dominated by smallholder farmers. This structure
is not inherently a weakness, but it creates coordination challenges. Exporters and
processors require consistent volumes, standardised quality, traceability, reliable
delivery schedules and product aggregation. Fragmented smallholder supply systems
make it difficult to meet these requirements unless strong producer organisations,
aggregation systems and contract arrangements are in place.

The solution is to strengthen production capacity and aggregation simultaneously.
Investments in improved seed, high-yielding crop varieties, improved livestock
breeds, irrigation, mechanisation, extension and climate-smart technologies can
increase production. However, productivity gains must be linked to market systems.
Farmer groups, cooperatives, producer organisations and aggregators should be
supported to supply standardised products to processors and exporters.

This is particularly important for commodities such as maize, beans, dairy, coffee,
fish, horticulture and oilseeds. Uganda should therefore move from a production-first
model to a market-led production model, where export demand informs production
planning, quality specifications, aggregation models and investment priorities.

Trade Barrier Five: Limited Agribusiness Finance

The sector has limited access to finance as a constraint for agribusiness firms,
particularly those needing to invest in processing, storage infrastructure and export
logistics. This is a binding issue because most trade competitiveness reforms require
capital: processors need equipment, exporters need working capital, farmers need



inputs, and logistics firms need storage, vehicles and cold chain infrastructure
(APRC, 2026).

Agricultural finance in Uganda faces familiar constraints: perceived risk, weak
collateral, informality, fragmented supply chains, climate vulnerability and limited
bankable contracts. Smallholder-dominated supply chains make lending more
difficult unless farmers are organised and linked to reliable buyers. Meanwhile,
processors and exporters may struggle to access affordable medium- and long-term
finance for capital investment.

The solution is a blended finance and risk-sharing approach. Uganda should expand
credit guarantees, export financing windows, warehouse receipt financing,
receivables financing and investment incentives for agro-processing. Public finance
should not crowd out private capital; it should reduce risk and unlock private
investment. Uganda Development Bank, commercial banks, development finance
institutions and government agencies can structure products that support storage,
processing, aggregation, cold chains and export logistics.

Financial instruments should also be tied to value chain upgrading. For example,
firms investing in certified storage, food safety systems, traceability platforms,
packaging facilities or cold chain logistics should receive priority access to
concessional finance or investment incentives. This would align finance with trade
competitiveness objectives.

Trade Barrier Six: Compliance with Emerging Global Standards

Uganda must remain competitive not only in African markets but also in global
markets such as the European Union, the United States and Asia. These markets are
increasingly governed by strict regulatory requirements related to sustainability,
traceability and environmental standards. Coffee is particularly exposed because the
EU Deforestation Regulation will require stronger traceability systems for
commodities such as coffee (APRC, 2026).

The EUDR requires operators and traders placing relevant commodities on the EU
market to demonstrate that products are deforestation-free and legally produced. For
Uganda’s coffee sector, this creates an urgent need for farm-level traceability,
geolocation data, legality verification and due diligence systems. A 2025 EUDR
readiness report for Uganda’s coffee sector notes that exporters will need to prove
that coffee placed on the EU market does not originate from recently deforested land
or contribute to forest degradation (Zero Deforestation Hub, 2025). Uganda’s Coffee
Development Authority has also emphasized that EUDR applies to commodities
including coffee, cocoa, cattle, palm oil, soy, timber and rubber, and that products
linked to deforested land after 2021 risk exclusion from the EU market (Uganda
Coffee Development Authority, n.d.).

This is a major trade barrier, but it can also become a competitiveness advantage if
Uganda moves early. Uganda should develop national traceability systems for coffee
and gradually extend similar systems to cocoa, fish, horticulture and livestock
products. Certification processes should be streamlined, digitalized and linked to
producer databases. Smallholders should not be left to manage compliance costs
alone; government, industry associations, buyers and development partners should
co-finance compliance infrastructure.



Trade Barrier Seven: Climate Risk and Export Supply Volatility

Climate change is increasingly shaping agricultural trade performance in Uganda.
Changing rainfall patterns, rising temperatures, droughts and floods affect
productivity and create uncertainty in export supply. These risks reduce Uganda’s
reliability as a supplier and weaken competitiveness in regional markets (APRC,
2026).

Climate risk is therefore not only a production issue; it is a trade issue. Export buyers
value reliability. If climate shocks reduce volumes, affect quality or disrupt delivery
schedules, buyers may diversify away from Ugandan suppliers. This is particularly
relevant for coffee, maize, beans, dairy, horticulture and livestock products.

Uganda should integrate climate resilience into trade competitiveness policy. This
means scaling climate-smart agriculture, irrigation, soil management, drought-
tolerant varieties, improved livestock breeds, weather advisory systems and climate
risk insurance. It also means strengthening storage and post-harvest systems so that
supply can be stabilized across seasons. The objective should be to reduce the
volatility of exportable surplus and ensure that Uganda can meet market
commitments even under climate stress.

Policy Package: Practical Steps to Resolve Uganda’s Trade
Barriers

The Uganda trade agricultural situation can be consolidated into a practical policy
package with the following interventions.

First, Uganda should strengthen trade facilitation by reducing non-tariff barriers,
harmonizing standards, digitalizing trade documentation and improving coordination
among border agencies. Border reforms should focus on time-bound clearance,
mutual recognition of testing and electronic certification.

Second, Uganda should invest in trade-enabling logistics. Road networks linking
production zones to corridors, storage infrastructure, cold chains and border facilities
should be prioritized for commodities with high export potential.

Third, Uganda should scale value addition and agro-processing. Agro-industrial hubs,
free zones and processing incentives should target coffee, dairy, grains, fish, oilseeds,
cocoa and horticulture. This would help Uganda move from raw commodity exports
toward higher-value products.

Fourth, Uganda should strengthen agribusiness finance. Export credit guarantees,
working capital facilities, investment incentives and warehouse receipt financing can
help firms invest in processing, storage and logistics.

Fifth, Uganda should build compliance readiness for international markets. EUDR
traceability for coffee should be treated as an urgent national competitiveness
priority, with systems that can later support other commodities.

Sixth, Uganda should increase production scale and reliability through productivity-
enhancing inputs, farmer aggregation, irrigation, extension, producer organisations
and market-led production planning.



Seventh, Uganda should embed climate resilience in agricultural trade strategy.
Climate-smart production systems, irrigation and risk management tools should be
treated as essential to export competitiveness.

Finally, Uganda should strengthen regional trade policy coordination. Active
engagement in EAC, COMESA and AfCFTA structures should be used to resolve
persistent non-tariff barriers and unlock regional value chains.

Building a Competitive, Standards-Ready and Value-Added Export
System

The convening in Uganda presented a clear argument: Uganda has strong agricultural
trade potential, but that potential is constrained by structural inefficiencies in
production, logistics, trade facilitation, finance, value addition and standards
compliance. The country’s regional orientation gives it a strong platform for growth,
especially in East African food markets. However, regional trade opportunities will
not translate into sustained export growth unless non-tariff barriers are reduced,
logistics systems improve and Uganda can supply consistent volumes competitively.

At the same time, Uganda’s global market position depends on upgrading beyond raw
commodity exports. Coffee remains a strategic export, but emerging standards such
as the EUDR show that future competitiveness will depend on traceability, legality,
sustainability and data systems. Uganda therefore needs a dual strategy: deepen
regional food trade while simultaneously upgrading compliance systems and value
addition for global markets.

The most important policy implication is that agricultural trade should be treated as
an integrated system. Production, aggregation, processing, finance, logistics,
standards, climate resilience and trade diplomacy must be coordinated. Uganda’s
success under AfCFTA, EAC and COMESA will depend less on market access
commitments alone and more on whether the country can build the domestic
capabilities required to compete. If Uganda can reduce trade frictions, process more
of its agricultural output, build reliable supply systems and meet emerging standards,
it can convert agricultural production strength into sustained export growth, rural
incomes and agro-industrial transformation.

This policy brief draws on the Agricultural Policy Research Centre (APRC)'s
substantive contributions in Uganda, whose work in convening national dialogues and
synthesising country-level evidence was instrumental in elevating country-specific
agricultural trade issues into a regional policy agenda. It also draws extensively on
discussions and contributions from the APRC-convened workshop titled Positioning
Uganda for Competitive Agricultural Trade under AfCFTA and Regional Integration.
This convening is part of the broader efforts of the Africa Network of Agricultural
Policy Research Institutes (ANAPRI) to promote evidence-informed policy dialogue
to strengthen agricultural trade across Africa.
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Annex 1: Implementation Matrix: Policy Issues, Recommendations, Actions and Institutional Responsibilities

KEY POLICY ISSUE

PROPOSED
RECOMMENDATION

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES

LEAD INSTITUTIONS

SUPPORT AND COORDINATION
ACTORS

LIMITED VALUE
ADDITION AND RAW
COMMODITY EXPORTS

WEAK LOGISTICS AND
HIGH TRANSPORT
COSTS

NON-TARIFF BARRIERS
IN REGIONAL MARKETS

BORDER DELAYS AND
ADMINISTRATIVE
BOTTLENECKS

INCONSISTENT EXPORT
SUPPLY AND LOW
PRODUCTION SCALE

Accelerate agro-processing
and value addition in
priority agricultural value
chains.

Invest in trade-enabling
transport, storage and cold
chain infrastructure.

Strengthen regional trade
facilitation and NTB
resolution mechanisms.

Digitalize and streamline
trade documentation and
border clearance.

Strengthen market-led
production, aggregation
and supply reliability.

Identify priority commodities for processing, including
coffee, dairy, grains, fish, cocoa, oilseeds and horticulture.
Provide investment incentives for processing plants. Support
packaging, branding, product development and quality
certification. Link agro-processing to NDP IV and the Ten-
Fold Growth Strategy.

Upgrade roads linking production zones to trade corridors.
Expand storage facilities and cold chains for fish, dairy and
horticulture. Improve logistics services around border posts.
Align infrastructure planning with commodity export
corridors.

Use EAC, COMESA and AfCFTA NTB reporting systems to
document and escalate barriers. Negotiate mutual
recognition of standards and test results. Reduce double
testing. Establish joint technical committees with key trade
partners.

Expand electronic certification platforms. Introduce time-
bound clearance standards. Strengthen one-stop border
post coordination. Implement risk-based inspections for
compliant traders. Integrate customs, standards and
sanitary/phytosanitary agencies.

Support farmer organisations and aggregation models.
Promote contract farming and structured supply
arrangements. Increase access to improved seed, breeds,
irrigation, mechanisation and extension. Develop
commodity-specific production plans linked to export
demand.

Ministry of Trade, Industry

and Cooperatives; Ministry of

Agriculture, Animal Industry
and Fisheries; Uganda
Investment Authority

Ministry of Works and
Transport; Ministry of Trade,
Industry and Cooperatives

Ministry of Trade, Industry
and Cooperatives

Uganda Revenue Authority;
Ministry of Trade, Industry
and Cooperatives

Ministry of Agriculture,

Animal Industry and Fisheries

Uganda Free Zones Authority;
Uganda Development Bank;
private processors;
APRC/Makerere University;
development partners; producer
organisations

Uganda National Roads
Authority; Uganda Revenue
Authority; private logistics firms;
development finance
institutions; EAC and COMESA
corridor agencies

EAC Secretariat; COMESA
Secretariat; AfCFTA Secretariat;
Uganda National Bureau of
Standards; private sector
associations; exporters

Uganda National Bureau of
Standards; MAAIF; EAC border
agencies; TradeMark Africa;
exporters and clearing agents

NAADS; NARO; producer
organisations; cooperatives;
processors; exporters; district
local governments



KEY POLICY ISSUE

PROPOSED
RECOMMENDATION

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES

LEAD INSTITUTIONS

SUPPORT AND COORDINATION
ACTORS

LIMITED AGRIBUSINESS
FINANCE

COMPLIANCE WITH
INTERNATIONAL
STANDARDS,
INCLUDING EUDR

WEAK QUALITY
INFRASTRUCTURE AND
CERTIFICATION
SYSTEMS

CLIMATE RISK AND
EXPORT SUPPLY
VOLATILITY

WEAK MARKET
INTELLIGENCE

UNDERUTILIZED FREE
ZONES AND AGRO-
INDUSTRIAL HUBS

Expand export finance,
credit guarantees and
investment finance for
agribusiness.

Build national traceability,
certification and due
diligence systems for
export commodities.

Strengthen testing,
certification, grading and
standards compliance.

Integrate climate resilience
into agricultural trade
competitiveness.

Establish an agricultural
market intelligence and
export opportunity
platform.

Position free zones and
agro-industrial hubs as
export processing
platforms.

Establish export working capital facilities. Expand credit
guarantees for processors and exporters. Promote
warehouse receipt financing. Provide concessional finance
for storage, processing, certification and cold chain
investments.

Develop farm-level traceability for coffee and cocoa. Map
producer plots and geolocation data. Strengthen legality
verification and due diligence systems. Support exporters to
meet buyer and regulatory requirements. Train farmers and
cooperatives on compliance.

Upgrade laboratories. Harmonize standards with regional
partners. Reduce duplicated testing. Build certification
capacity for food safety, SPS, organic, sustainability and
traceability requirements. Support SMEs to meet standards.

Promote climate-smart agriculture, irrigation, drought-
tolerant seed, improved livestock breeds and soil
management. Expand weather advisory services and climate
risk insurance. Build storage systems to stabilize supply.

Produce regular updates on regional demand, prices,
standards, border conditions and buyer requirements. Link
national systems to AfCFTA, EAC and COMESA trade
information platforms. Disseminate market signals to
farmers, traders and processors.

Locate agro-industrial hubs near production zones. Integrate
processing, storage, testing, packaging and logistics services.
Attract anchor investors in coffee, dairy, fish, grains, oilseeds
and horticulture.

Ministry of Finance, Planning
and Economic Development;
Uganda Development Bank;
Bank of Uganda

Uganda Coffee Development
Authority; Ministry of
Agriculture, Animal Industry
and Fisheries; Ministry of
Trade, Industry and
Cooperatives

Uganda National Bureau of
Standards; MAAIF

Ministry of Agriculture,
Animal Industry and
Fisheries; Ministry of Water
and Environment

Ministry of Trade, Industry
and Cooperatives; MAAIF

Uganda Free Zones
Authority; Uganda
Investment Authority;
Ministry of Trade, Industry
and Cooperatives

Commercial banks; development
finance institutions; Uganda
Bankers Association; private
investors; producer
organisations

EU partners; coffee exporters;
cocoa exporters; certification
bodies; digital traceability firms;
cooperatives; development
partners

EAC and COMESA standards
bodies; private laboratories;
exporters; processors;
development partners

NARO; district governments;
farmer organisations; insurers;
development partners; climate
finance institutions

APRC/Makerere University;
Uganda Export Promotion Board;
private sector associations; EAC;
COMESA; AfCFTA Secretariat

Local governments; private
investors; Uganda Development
Bank; logistics providers;
producer organisations
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KEY POLICY ISSUE

PROPOSED
RECOMMENDATION

ACTIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION ACTIVITIES

LEAD INSTITUTIONS

SUPPORT AND COORDINATION
ACTORS

WEAK COORDINATION
ACROSS TRADE,
AGRICULTURE AND
INDUSTRY
INSTITUTIONS

Establish an agricultural
trade competitiveness
coordination platform.

Create a national agricultural trade competitiveness task
team. Assign reform owners and timelines. Track NTBs,
logistics bottlenecks, value addition investments and
standards compliance. Convene quarterly public-private
reviews.

Office of the Prime Minister;
Ministry of Trade, Industry
and Cooperatives; MAAIF

APRC/Makerere University;
private sector associations;
development partners; EAC;
COMESA; AfCFTA Secretariat
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