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WHY GENDER MATTERS IN TRADE 

FACILITATION REFORMS 
Ms Norah Rukoma is a 64-year-old timber trader and saleswoman of Kigongi, a small 

village in Uganda situated approximately 23 km from the Katuna border with Rwanda. 

Ms Rukoma has been leading her family timber business since her husband died in 2003. 

For the past 18 years, she has been buying timber from small individual forest owners 

that cultivate timber trees in rural areas close by. She sells them to different Rwandese 

and Ugandan customers, ranging from individuals to institutions, such as carpenters, 

welders, schools, churches, or 

construction companies.  

 

As a businesswoman in her country, she 

has constantly faced struggles against 

prejudices and misconceptions towards 

women. “You are doing the wrong 

business meant for men only” is the 

mantra that many interested customers 

have said to her, after entering the shop 

and discovering it is a woman who 

leads the business.  

 

For the past two years, Ms Rukoma has 

not only been fighting against social 

conventions and stigmatisation, but she 

is also suffering from the restrictive 

measures at the border. Since 2019, the 

flow of goods at the Katuna border between Uganda and Rwanda was stopped, 

following a disagreement between both countries. Then, COVID-19 arrived, restricting 

even more cross-border trade activities.  

 

There are many women like Ms Rukoma who face significant challenges operating 

businesses, including time constraints, costs of burdensome procedures, discrimination 

and harassment at borders. 

 

Despite multilateral calls to address these issues and to make trade policies gender-

responsive, notably the Revised Buenos Aires Declaration, limited progress has been 

made on gender equality in trade. 

 

The gender-based barriers at borders should be addressed through gender-responsive 

trade facilitation measures. National Trade Facilitation Committees (NTFCs) can be 

game changers for these women if they become gender-sensitive bodies that 

advocate for gender mainstreaming in trade facilitation reforms, and propose 

measures for women traders, starting with the implementing the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) with a gender perspective to 

maximize benefits for women involved in formal and informal trade. 

Ms. Norah Rukoma at her Timber Shop 
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UNCTAD ONLINE TRAINING ON 

GENDER PERSPECTIVES IN TRADE 

FACILITATION REFORMS 
 

The course was delivered between July 2021 and April 2022 in English, French, 

Portuguese, and Spanish to members of the National Trade Facilitation Committees of 

25 countries in Africa and Latin-America  

 

AT THE END OF THIS COURSE, PARTICIPANTS ACQUIRED A BETTER 

UNDERSTANDING OF HOW TRADE FACILITATION AND GENDER ISSUES ARE 

INTERLINKED AND WHY DISCUSSING TRADE FACILITATION THROUGH A 

GENDER LENS IS ESSENTIAL. PARTICIPANTS BECAME WELL POSITIONED TO 

IDENTIFY CROSS-BORDER WOMEN TRADERS AND THE SPECIFIC CHALLENGES 

THEY FACE, AND HOW THE WTO TRADE FACILITATION AGREEMENT 

ADDRESSES THOSE CHALLENGES. FINALLY, THEY HAVE LEARNED WHAT 

SHOULD BE THE WAY FORWARD FOR INTEGRATING A GENDER PERSPECTIVE 

IN TRADE FACILITATION REFORMS. 

The course entails 27 short videos, five quizzes, a multiple-choice exam, and a final 

assignment. It was complemented by 12 live webinars (three in each language).  

 

The objective of the webinars is to allow participants to dive deeper into the topic, raise 

any questions that they have about the specific lesson and exchange best practices 

among countries.  

 

The Programme leveraged international and national experts (at no extra cost) from 

UNCTAD, WCO, the African Development Bank, Ministry of Trade and Industry of 

Rwanda, the Federation of Enterprises of Congo, World Bank, Malawi Cross border 

Traders Association, and Secretariat for Central American Economic Integration – 

SIECA. 

 

RESULTS 
The course was successfully completed by 281 trade facilitation stakeholders (53 per 

cent women, 16 per cent from the private sector) from 25 countries. The outcome is 

that these participants now have an awareness of the importance of gender in 

delivering trade facilitation reforms.  

 

The impact of the course is evident in the final assignments where  participants provide 

useful insights into the experiences of women traders in their countries, share examples 

of the wide-spread levels of gender-based violence across those countries, including 
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coercion, extortion, discrimination, exploitation, as well as physical, verbal and sexual 

harassment by border personnel, and present policy recommendations/ actions to 

deal with these issues.  

 

At the end of the courses, participants are invited to complete an evaluation form.  

 

The following results were collected:  

• 97,44% of participants affirm that the course has helped them improve (very) 

significantly their knowledge on trade facilitation and gender. 

• 93,45 % of participants feel more comfortable to apply trade facilitation and 

gender principles and concepts in their daily job.  

• 85.15% of participants are confident that trade facilitation and gender principles 

and concept will be applied in future policy making decisions. 

The course has increased an awareness of gender issues amongst the NTFCs, and 

although it is too early to measure the long-term impact of these initiatives, these are 

encouraging results. The extension of the   Programme will allow UNCTAD to keep 

building on the momentum from the course in its new phase (2022-2025).It will also help 

the NTFCs to support their countries to better respond to the specific needs of women 

traders and implement targeted policies that could improve the experience of women 

like Ms Rukoma and realise inclusive growth and development within the countries. 

 

THE REFLECTIONS AND PROPOSALS GATHERED 

BY THE 281 FINAL ASSIGNMENTS DRAFTED BY 

THE COURSE PARTICIPANTS WERE USED TO 

COMPILE SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS. 

THESE WERE PRESENTED IN AN UNCTAD POLICY 

BRIEF ON GENDER AND TRADE FACILITATION, 

DRAWING ON THE KEY FINDINGS AND 

LEARNING POINTS FROM THE COURSE AND 

DESIMINATED TO ALL UN MEMBER STATES .  
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Several other publications and presentations 

were produced in relation to the course, 

including a news article on the UNCTAD website, 

blog posts written by the participants, UNCTAD 

newsletter articles, a session on trade facilitation 

and gender organised during the Global NTFC 

Forum, among others.  

To showcase the impact of the course,  the  

Madagascar Customs authority shared one of 

the blogs  on their social media which further 

contributed to raising awareness on the 

importance of this subject.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://unctad.org/news/why-gender-matters-trade-facilitation-reform
https://unctad.org/news/central-african-borders-danger-zone-women-traders
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TESTIMONIALS 
UNCTAD has collected dozens of testimonials from participants, acquired through the 

course evaluation. of them:   

 

 


