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 Maize grain remained the most traded commodity in Eastern Africa in 
the second quarter of 2016 since it is consumed by a large percentage 
of the population. However, the quality of maize available in the region 
is of poor quality resulting in significant rejection rates by millers.  

 Locally produced rice mostly from Tanzania was the second major crop 
traded in the region but is still grappling with issues of origin since some 
of it is mixed with Asian attracting the full East Africa common external 
tariff.  

 Sorghum trade was relatively high in the second quarter of 2016 and 
was mainly destined for South Sudan from Uganda and Sudan following 
the formation of government of national unity that resulted in real and 
perceived improvement in security. 

 Dry beans, and re-exports of sugar, wheat and wheat flour were also 
significantly traded in the region in the second quarter.  

 Sesame seed that is mostly exported from Ethiopia to Sudan declined 
seasonably in the second quarter of 2016 as supplies tightened. 

 Livestock trade in the region also declined seasonably in the second 
quarter as most households and traders withheld the animals for 
fattening and production during the April-to-June rains. In addition, 
trekking and transport were limited during the rainy season. 

 

 

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 the second quarter of 2016. 

Source: FEWSNET and EAGC  
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The East African region in most years has a net surplus of 
both maize and sorghum but with spatial variations 
between and within countries. See Figure 2. There are 
many surplus areas that are adjacent to deficit regions, with 
price differentials that allow for spatial arbitrage, resulting 
in cross-border trade. Where markets are integrated as a 
result of minimal tariff and non-tariff barriers; better 
transport, transaction and financial infrastructure, cross-
border trade volumes are relatively higher. Examples 
include the Kenya/Uganda, Kenya/Tanzania, 
Uganda/South Sudan, and Ethiopia/Sudan trade corridors. 
Where tariff, non-tariff barriers are many, and or 

infrastructure is poor, the volumes traded are not 
necessarily low but rather the prices are relatively higher, 
and the trade pattern can be volatile. Examples include the 
Sudan/South Sudan, Ethiopia/Djibouti, Sudan/Eritrea 
trade corridors. But in many cases, the volumes are quite 
low and examples include the Somalia/Djibouti, 
Rwanda/Burundi, Eritrea/Djibouti trade corridors. Even 
though volumes traded between countries can vary, the 
volumes traded should be weighted by consumption or 
other appropriate parameters, because while some 
volumes may seem quite low, they are still significant based 
on a country’s population and economy. For example, 
Rwanda is planning to start a strategic grain reserve with 

about 10,000 MT of maize. For Rwanda this is a significant 
amount of maize even though it may seem miniscule when 
compared to the strategic reserves of Kenya and Tanzania 
that oscillate between 200,000 and 300,000MT of maize 
per year. 

The main thrust of cross-border trade are the price 
differentials (See Figure 3) and the skills that small and 
medium scale traders have to extract economic benefits 
from spatial trade despite the distances involved. This has 
resulted in most large traders and millers reducing their 
risks in cross-border trade, and depending on small and 
medium traders to supply them with grains and pulses 

from the region. Maize prices are mostly higher in Kenya, 
Burundi, Rwanda and South Sudan attracting supplies from 
Ethiopia, Uganda and Tanzania. Generally, maize imports 
into these countries track the seasonal calendar, surging in 
the lean seasons when domestic supplies were low and 
stabilizing prizes in specific markets where these imports 
are significant enough such as Moyale, Mandera, Migori, 
Taveta, Voi and Mombasa in Kenya; Yei, Kajo Keji and Juba 
in South Sudan, Hergesia in northern Somalia; Kigali in 
Rwanda; and Bujumbura in Burundi. High demand for 
maize have the converse effect of pushing prices upwards 
in the hinterland of Arusha, Sirari, Himo export collection 
markets in northern Tanzania; Gulu, Masindi, Mbale, Busia 

EAST AFRICA MAIZE CROSS-BORDER TRADE QUALITY CHALLENGES  

Figure 2: East Africa Maize surplus and deficit situation 
Source: USDA and FEWSNET 
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and Kabale in Uganda; and western and parts of eastern 
Ethiopia during good seasons. Higher prices as a result of 
expanded regional market have the effect of raising farm 
gate prices in the main producing regions of Tanzania, 
Uganda and Ethiopia. 

Nevertheless, there are challenges to this regional trade 
with the critical one being standard and phytosanitary 
specifications that are generally not met by farmers and 
traders; and or not enforced by government authorities due 
to among others, lack of resources. This has resulted in a 
significant amount of low quality maize that is wet, rotten, 
diseased, and contain high levels of aflatoxins.  

In the just ended 2015/2016 season, a series of reports 
early on in the season, noted the high likelihood of wet, 
rotten, and diseased maize, with high levels of aflatoxin in 
Kenya due to heightened likelihood by farmers to harvest 
early to avoid crop destruction by the El Nino enhanced 
rainfall. Indeed 60 percent of the North Rift crop in Kenya 
was harvested early and part of the remaining 40 percent 

was rained on. The Uganda maize was also affected and 
production actually declined slightly. While prices for 
maize have generally been stable or increasing gradually 
but seasonably in Kenya, there is an acute shortage of large 
amounts of high quality maize forcing millers to push for a 
waiver in import taxes to source non-GMO maize from 
elsewhere in the region, southern Africa or Latin America. 

Even more critically, the quality of maize traded in the 
region has been deteriorating over time. This can be partly 
blamed on the rapid disappearance of premium prices for 

quality maize. For many years in the past, maize from 
North-Rift in Kenya, Lira/Masindi in Uganda, and parts of 
southern highlands in Tanzania, were of high quality i.e. 
white and dry, with levels of foreign matter, discoloration, 
rot, disease and aflatoxin that were within the quality and 
standard specifications then. This high quality maize 
attracted a minimum premium of 20 percent above all 
other poor quality maize, and this was an incentive for 
farmers and traders to meet the quality specifications. 
However, due to increased regional competition in maize 
trade amidst ineffective and inefficient enforcement of 
standards and quality specifications by governments in the 
region, the quality of maize has been compromised by 
farmers and traders to outdo competitors in delivering low 
priced maize instead of improving efficiency in production, 
transport, processing and marketing. For example, it is 
becoming prevalent to mix North Rift maize with other low 
quality maize to reduce the price per unit. The Strategic 
Grain Reserves which would have helped the situation by 
providing bulk supplies of high quality maize at market 

prices are still managed inefficiently. They purchase maize 
at prices higher than the market rates and store the maize 
over an abnormally long period of time due to lack of policy 
for releasing old grain stocks, poor management,  
bureaucratic indecision and or delays. Differentiating and 
pricing maize on quality by farmers and traders would 
greatly improve the amount of maize available for milling 
in the region. 

Figure 3: Wholesale maize prices in selected capital cities in East Africa 
region Source: Ministries of Agriculture, FAO, WFP, RATIN and FEWSNET 
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Maize: Maize exports from Uganda to Kenya declined 
seasonably by 56 percent between the first (January-to-
March) and second (April-to-June) quarters of 2016 as 
supply tightened before the June-to-July harvest. However, 
the volumes exported were atypically low at 87 and 85 
percent below the respective 2015 and three year average 
levels (see Figure 4). This was attributed to increased 
availability and reduced demand for maize across most 
Kenyan markets because of the above average October-to-

December harvest stemming from El Nino enhanced 
rainfall. Wholesale maize prices in Kenya were 
unseasonably stable or gradually trending typically 
between May and June across most urban and rural 
markets. The prices were up to 13 and 25 percent below 
the respective 2015 and five year average prices. Also, 
supply of maize in Uganda declined because the November-
to-January harvest was significantly damaged by excessive 
El Nino enhanced rainfall, while the ongoing June-to-July 
harvest was adversely affected by poor performance of the 
March-to-June rainfall resulting in an estimated 20-30 
percent decline in production.   

Second quarter maize exports from Uganda to South Sudan 
were still 92 percent lower than the three year average 
levels due to displacement of consumers, reduction in the 
number of traders, reduced purchasing power, and high 
costs of conducting business in South Sudan. However, 
from a low base, exports from Uganda to South Sudan 
increased atypically almost three times between the first 
and second quarters, and were almost double the amount 
traded in the same quarter in 2015, due to increasing real 

and perceived improvement in security following the 
establishment of the transitional Government of National 
Unity (GNU). The increase in exports was also enhanced by 
increased trading in regional currencies, and evolving 
improvements by traders in dealing with the ever 
depreciating South Sudan Pound (SSP). Then again, in July 
2016, war erupted between the government and 
opposition forces in Juba, resulting in displacement of 
people, looting of stocks belonging to traders and 

humanitarian organizations, rapid 
depreciation of the SSP, insecurity along the 
Juba-Nimule road (leading to Uganda), 
closure of the border with Uganda, 
disruption of trade, and higher food 
commodity prices in Juba. 

While maize exports from Tanzania to Kenya 
increased seasonably and significantly five 
times from the previous quarter, the volumes 
exported were nevertheless 47 and 54 
percent lower than the respective 2015 and 
three year average volumes. This was 
attributed to the previous below average 
May-August harvest, in addition to a good 
harvest in Kenya that reduced the price 
differentials with source markets in 
Tanzania.  

Although the volumes of maize exported from 
Tanzania to Rwanda and Burundi were low 
when compared with cross-border trade 

between Uganda, Tanzania and Kenya, second quarter 
volumes increased significantly when compared to the 
respective 2015 and three year average volumes. This was 
attributed to increasing consumption of maize flour in 
these countries, in addition to re-exports to eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) where erratic 
electricity supply compromises flour milling, increasing the 
costs.  

Also exports of maize from Ethiopia to Somalia and 
northern Kenya in the second quarter increased seasonably 
but in low volumes due to expected below average July-to-
August harvest (Somalia), and seasonal tight supply in the 
destination markets. The exports continued in spite of 
below average November-to-January harvest in eastern 
Ethiopia and were almost four and two times the respective 
2015 and three year average levels. The increased exports 
were also attributed to relatively low prices as a result of 
extensive food aid distribution in the source markets in 
Ethiopia and relatively higher prices in the destination 
markets in Somalia. 

THE STATUS OF CROSS BORDER TRADE IN FIRST QUARTER (APR-JUN) OF 2016 

Figure 4: Quarterly Sum of Formal and Informal Cross border Trade of Maize 
Grain in Main Trade Corridors in Eastern Africa.  

Source: FEWS NET and EAGC 
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Sorghum: Sorghum exports from Uganda to South Sudan 
increased seasonably but atypically sharply between the 
first and second quarters of 2016 as a result of real and 
perceived improvement in the business environment 

following the formation of the government of national 
unity, and before the eruption of conflict again in July. See 
Figure 5. Second quarter exports of sorghum were five 
times higher than the same quarter in 2015, and only 42 
percent lower than the three year average volumes for the 
quarter despite the depreciation of the SSP. Exports from 
Uganda to Rwanda declined seasonably by 42 percent 
following the imminent and start of the June-to-July harvest 
in Rwanda. Exports to Rwanda were 56 percent below the 
second quarter of 2015 but still 10 percent higher than the 
three year average due to increasing demand for brewing. 
Exports to Kenya from Uganda were also seasonably low by 
eight percent between the first and second quarters; 39 and 
55 percent lower than the same quarter in 2015 and three 
year average volumes respectively. The reduction in 
exports was ascribed to above average October-to-January 
harvest in Kenya of sorghum and other substitutes that 
reduced demand. 

Sorghum exports from Sudan to South Sudan also increased 
seasonably by 12 percent between the first and second 
quarters, and were almost two times higher than the same 
quarter in 2015, and 65 percent higher than the three year 
average of the second quarter. The increased exports from 
Sudan to South Sudan were occasioned by high demand in 
the northern markets of South Sudan whose supplies from 
the south including Juba and Western Equatoria State, had 

been disrupted by insecurity along the Tambura-Wau and 
Juba-Rumbek-Wau roads. Security along these routes have 
since improved. Exports from Sudan to Eritrea declined 
unseasonably due to tightening supplies in Sudan following 

the previous season below average 
harvest. 

Exports of sorghum from Ethiopia to 
Somalia continued in the second quarter 
but at lower volumes when compared to 
cross-border trader in other parts of the 
region. Volumes traded increased typically 
but sharply by 42 percent between the 
first and second quarters, and were 53 and 
93 higher than the respective 2015 and 
three year average of the second quarter. 
The increase in exports was attributed to 
higher demand in Somalia where the 
forthcoming July-to-August harvest is 
expected to be below average, in addition 
to extensive relief distributions in Ethiopia 
that have kept prices low despite below 
average October-to-January harvest. 
However, exports and re-exports of 
sorghum from Somalia to Djibouti was 
dismally low between the first and second 
quarters, and significantly lower by 89 and 

93 percent when compared to the same quarter in 2015 
and three year average volumes respectively. This was 
attributed to tight supplies in Somalia, and extensive food 
aid distribution in Djibouti. 

Rice: Exports of locally produced rice from Tanzania to 
Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda and Burundi were mixed in the 
second quarter of 2016 due to varying charges imposed on 
the exports by the importing countries as a result of mixing 
Asian and Tanzanian rice to avoid taxes on regional trade 
with the East Africa Community. Rice exports from 
Tanzania to Kenya, Rwanda and Burundi declined typically 
by up to 31 percent as fresh supplies from the May-to-
August harvest were still being prepared for the markets. 
See Figure 6. Exports to Uganda increased significantly due 
to non-application of charges on some consignments. 
Second quarter rice exports from Tanzania to Kenya and 
Uganda were 38 and 68 percent higher than that of the 
second quarter in 2015, and one and three times higher 
than the three year average levels respectively, because of 
increasing demand for Tanzania rice even though it sells at 
a premium to Asian rice. Rice prices increased seasonably 

Figure 5:  Quarterly Sum of Formal and Informal Cross Border Trade of Sorghum 
in Selected Markets Corridors in Eastern Africa. Source: FEWS NET and EAGC 

Source: FEWSNET and EAGC 
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but sharply by up to 51 percent between May and June in 
the northern-central/eastern bimodal rainfall markets in 
Tanzania and were 22 ad 19 percent higher than the 
respective 2015 and five year average prices. The high 
prices were attributed to high local and cross-border 
demand in Kenya. However, rice prices declined seasonably 
by 18 percent between May and June in the rice producing 
northwestern bimodal rainfall areas of Tanzania around 
Lake Victoria, and were 11 and 12 percent below the 
respective 2015 and five year average prices. As mentioned 
in earlier reports, Tanzania rice is preferred by 
low to medium income households in Eastern 
Africa because of its aroma and high water 
imbibition that makes it swell, thus feeding and 
satisfying many people.  

Exports of rice from Tanzania to Rwanda and 
Burundi declined by 29 and 41 percent when 
compared to 2015 second quarter because of 
increased inspection at border crossings 
following uncertainties of the origin of the rice 
and security-related trade disruption in Burundi 
respectively. Tanzania rice exports to Rwanda 
and Burundi were 25 percent lower and 94 
percent higher than the three year average levels 
respectively. 

As with maize, dry beans, and sorghum, rice 
exports from Uganda to South Sudan increased 
atypically by 73 percent between the first and 
second quarters as a result of real and perceived 
security following the formation of government 

of national unity. Nonetheless, second quarter 
rice exports to South Sudan were similar to the 
second quarter of 2015 but 77 percent below the 
three year average level because of the enduring 
effects of the domestic conflict in South Sudan.  

Re-exports of rice imported from overseas from 
Somalia to Kenya and Ethiopia is not as 
significant as the trade in locally produced rice 
between Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania and South 
Sudan. Nevertheless, re-exports of rice from 
Somalia to Ethiopia remained typically stable 
between the first and second quarters due to 
reduced supply as a result of poor road 
conditions during the April-to-July rainy season. 
Still the exports were 34 and 19 percent higher 
than the second quarter of 2015 and three year 
average levels respectively because of relatively 
high demand following below average October-
to-January harvest in many areas of eastern 
Ethiopia. Conversely, rice re-exports to Kenya 
increased unseasonably by one and half times 

between the first and second seasons, and were two times 
higher than both the 2015 second quarter and three year 
average levels due to pre-positioning by traders targeting 
high demand in northeastern Kenya during the June-to-July 
Ramadan season. 

Dry beans: Dry bean exports from Ethiopia to Kenya 
reduced seasonably by 16 percent between the first and 
second quarters due to tightening supplies. However, bean 
exports to Kenya were 17 and 51 percent higher than the 

Figure 7: Quarterly sum of Formal and Informal Cross border Trade of Dry 
Beans in Selected Markets Corridors in Eastern Africa. Source: FEWSNET 

and EAGC 

 

Figure 6: Three Month Moving Average Formal and Informal Cross Border 
Trade of Rice in Selected Markets Corridors in Eastern Africa. Source: 

FEWS NET and EAGC 
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second quarter of 2015 and three year average volumes 
respectively due to high demand in deficit producing 
northern eastern and coastal areas of Kenya. Broad bean 
exports from Ethiopia to Sudan were negligible which is 
usual, especially after the end of the June-to-July Ramadan 
as demand drops precipitously. See Figure 7. Still, bean 
exports to Sudan were significantly lower than the 
respective 2015 and three year average volumes because of 
limited supplies in Ethiopia and low purchasing power in 
Sudan.  

Exports of dry beans of small variety, from Rwanda to 
Uganda including re-exports to Kenya and South Sudan, 
increased seasonably by 25 percent between the first and 
second quarters following El Nino enhanced good January-
to-February harvest. Nevertheless, second quarter 2016 
exports were 44 percent lower than second quarter 2015 
exports due to good production and increased availability 
of other substitute beans in the destination 
markets of Uganda and Kenya. Even so, dry bean 
exports from Rwanda to Uganda were 21 percent 
higher than the three year average volumes for 
the second quarter.  

While dry bean exports from Uganda to South 
Sudan in the second quarter were still 76 percent 
lower than the three year average level due to the 
lingering effects of the domestic civil strife, the 
exports increased seasonably but atypically 
sharply by up to three times, and were two times 
higher than the second quarter of 2015, for the 
same reasons explained earlier for maize. Dry 
bean exports from Uganda to DRC while still lower 
in volumes, declined unseasonably due to 
increased availability in DRC due to a relatively 
better harvest. Nonetheless, the exports were 
almost two times higher than the second quarter 
of 2015, and 65 percent higher than the three year 
average volumes because of rising demand and 
increasing cross-border trade as the security situation in 
eastern DRC improves.  

Although dry bean exports from Uganda to Kenya increased 
seasonally though unusually sharply by almost three times 
between the first and second quarters due to increased 
supply from the June-to-July harvest, the exports were 62 
and 33 percent lower than the respective 2015 and three 
year average levels due to increased availability in Kenya 
as a result of El Nino enhanced above average harvest. 
Similarly, even though dry bean exports from Tanzania to 
Kenya increased seasonably but uncharacteristically by 
five times, the exports were 60 and 30 percent below 
second quarter 2015 and three year average levels 
respectively for the same reasons mentioned above. 

Livestock: Exports of goats, camels, cattle and sheep from 
Somalia to Kenya declined seasonably by up to 49 percent 
between the first and second quarters of 2016 as most 
livestock were withheld for kidding, lambing and fattening 
during the April-to-June rains in Somalia. See Figure 8. In 
addition, trekking and transport were limited during the 
rainy season. Second quarter camel, cattle and sheep 
exports were down by up to 80 percent except for goats 
which increased by 13 percent when compared to the same 
quarter in 2015. This was attributed to prolonged 
availability of pasture and water between January and 
March dry season that merged well with the April-to-June 
rains in the northeastern pastoral areas of Kenya, which 
resulted in increased livestock production and reduced 
demand. Second quarter goat and camel exports were up to 
16 percent lower than the three year average level. Cattle 
and sheep exports were 20 and 94 percent higher than the 
three year average level due increasing demand for beef 

and mutton in Kenya. 

Goat and sheep exports from Ethiopia to Somalia increased 
seasonably by up to 13 percent between the first and 
second quarters of 2016, and were reinforced by high 
demand during the June-to-July Ramadan period. However, 
camel exports were down 32 percent due to the protracted 
effects of below average rains, poor pasture and water 
conditions, between October 2015 and March 2016. Goat, 
camel and cattle exports from Ethiopia to Somalia in the 
second quarter were down by up to 83 percent when 
compared to the second quarter 2015, due to poor water 
and pasture conditions. While goat and cattle exports 
increased modestly by up to 12 percent, camel exports 
declined by 48 percent when compared to the three year 
average levels. 

Figure 8: Three Month Moving Average Formal and Informal Cross 
border Trade of Livestock in Selected Markets Corridors in Eastern 

Africa. Source: FEWSNET and EAGC 
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Tanzania staple food commodity prices including maize, rice and dry bean are expected to trend downwards through 
October as a result of increasing supplies from both the Msimu and Masika harvests, reinforced by availability of other 
substitutes including roots and tubers. However, the downward trend is expected to be gradual mitigated by high demand 
to replenish stocks that diminished as result of the previous below season harvest. While exports of maize to Kenya are 
expected to increase typically in the third and fourth quarters of 2016 (See Figure 9), the price differential in the source 
and destination markets will likely be narrower.  

 
The delayed June-to-July harvest in Uganda is expected 
to be below last year’s production because of poor 
rainfall performance. Consequently cereal and pulse 
supply is expected to be limited in the post-harvest 
August-to-November period, resulting in moderated 
and short price decline during the July-to-August 
harvest period and increasing prices between August 
and November before the next harvest in November 
through December. Exports to Kenya are expected to 
pick up in the third and fourth quarters, but the prices 
are expected to be relatively higher and competition 
with Tanzania in the southeastern and coastal markets 
of Kenya may be compromised. Exports of maize, beans 
and sorghum to South Sudan will likely be compromised 
with the unpredictable insecurity following the eruption 
of conflict in Juba in July. 
 
Trade between Sudan and South Sudan is expected to 
increase along the historical trading routes, despite  the 
expected seasonal increase in sorghum prices during 
the May-to-September lean season when most 
household depend on the market for supplies, in 
addition to closure of borders and uncertain security in 
South Sudan. The anticipated third quarter increase in 
trade is attributable to expectations of better production 
in Sudan that will likely be an incentive for traders to 
release more stocks into the market, besides proximity 
between surplus producing areas in Sudan and 

consumption areas in South Sudan. Exports to Eritrea would likely increase for the same reasons. 
 
With anticipated continuation in supply of imported wheat into the towns through September, the price of grains in most 
towns in Ethiopia are likely to remain stable. However, most cereal prices are likely to decline from October onwards due 
to the expected increase in supply from the October-to-January (Meher) harvest. There is a high likelihood that sorghum 
and maize exports from Ethiopia to Somalia will increase because cereal in supply in Somalia is expected to be limited in 
the post-harvest August-to-November period, resulting in moderated and short price decline during the July-to-August 
harvest period and increasing prices between August and November before the next harvest in November through 
December.  
 
Livestock exports and prices in Sudan, Ethiopia and Somalia are expected to increase seasonably in the third quarter due 
to increased demand in the Arabian Gulf countries before and during the Hajj season in September, and then decline 
through October, due to decreased demand after the Hajj religious festivities. Hence exports of livestock from Ethiopia to 
Somalia for re-exports to the Arabian Gulf States is expected to increase in the third quarter of 2016.    
 
 

 
 

CROSS BORDER TRADE OUTLOOK JULY TO OCTOBER 2016  
 

Figure 9: Expected staple food and livestock trade flows in the 
third and fourth quarters of 2016 
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Figure 10: cross-borders points monitored by FEWS NET and East Africa Grain Council in Eastern Africa by March 
2016 

 


