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Export Earnings Surge on Coffee and Gold
Uganda’s export earnings rebounded
sharply, with total value of exports
reaching US$13.4 billion in 2025, from
US$8.7 billion in 2024, driven largely by
coffee and gold. The surge supports
external sector stability and strengthens
foreign exchange reserves, creating a
more favourable macroeconomic
environment for development financing
and public spending.
From a UN perspective, the key
implication is not only the increase in  
earnings but how these gains translate
dkl
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Construction of Kenya-Uganda Standard 
Gauge Railway Launched 

US$ 726 Million Financing for Infrastructure Projects

Plans to construct the Kenya–Uganda Standard Gauge Railway
(SGR) are advancing, with construction launched on March 20,
2026. The project will link Nairobi to Kampala as part of wider
efforts by East African Community (EAC) member states to
strengthen regional transport infrastructure, with completion
targeted for 2028. 

Once in operation, the railway is expected
to significantly reduce travel time by 10
hours and cut freight costs by about 35 per
cent, facilitating the movement of goods and
people across borders. 

Beyond lower transport cost, increased
connectivity could translate into more stable
prices, and improved access to markets,
jobs, and services, particularly for small
traders and agricultural producers. 
At the same time, expanded transport
corridors may also increase the risk of
human trafficking and other smuggling
activities. To ensure connectivity supports
safe growth requires effective regulation,
cross-border coordination, and safeguards
that protect vulnerable groups from
exploitation, in line with the Leave No One
Behind principle. 

In late January, the Government of
Uganda and Standard Chartered Bank
signed a loan agreement to finance
large-scale infrastructure projects in
sectors critical for unlocking productivity
and long-term development. The
arrangement reflects the principles of the
Addis Ababa Action Agenda on Financing
for Development, which promotes the
mobilization of both public and private
finance to close infrastructure gaps in
support of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. 

Source: Monitor Uganda, Construction of Naivasha-Kisumu-Malaba SGR starts next week, March 10, 2026 

Source: Standard Chartered Bank, January 30, 2026 

The investments are aligned with key
SDGs, including energy (SDG 7),
infrastructure (SDG 9), and water and
sanitation (SDG 6), and contribute to
priorities under the UN Sustainable
Development Cooperation Framework
(UNSDCF), particularly inclusive growth
and improved access to essential
services. The projects are expected to
expand electricity access, strengthen
transport connectivity, and improve water
supply, with multiplier effects such as job
creation and reduced production costs.

into inclusive and sustainable outcomes.
The uneven distribution of benefits
highlights the need for stronger value
chain development, equitable income
opportunities, and effective public
revenue use - areas where the UN
supports policy advice and
programming. Ensuring that export
growth contributes to job creation,
poverty reduction, and resilience
remains central to maximizing its
development impact.
Bank of Uganda. (n.d.). Statistics. Retrieved April 9, 2026, from
https://bou.or.ug/bouwebsite/Statistics/ 
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Digital Inclusion Indicators

Macroeconomic Snapshot  

Informality Transition
Indicators

Growth Transmission
 Indicators

Youth Economic Inclusion
Indicators

Number of registered businesses
(2025): 850,000

Share of population covered by
 social protection (2021): 2.8%

Secondary school attendance
(2024): 62%

Mobile internet subscribers (2025):
16.5 million (32 %)

Share of workers in vulnerable
 employment (2025): 74%

Labour income share (2025)
37.7%

Gendered Economic
Participation

Labour force participation rate 
(2025): Female 75.6%, Male 84.6%

Youth (18-30) not in employment, education, or training (NEET) 

Share of workers in
vulnerable employment 

Share of population
covered by social protection  

Annual % growth

Mobile Money accounts (2025):
 33.7 million

Mobile Internet Subscribers

GDP per capita growth (2024):
3.2% 

Sectoral performance (2024/25):
Services 41.9%, Industry: 24.5%,

Agriculture 26.2%

Youth Not in Employment,
Education, or Training (2025): 50.9%

Literacy rate (2024):
Female 71.6%, Male 76.6%

Population network coverage
(2025): 96%

Mobile Money accounts

Labour force participation rate Literacy rate 

While Uganda’s economy shows signs of growth and stability, the key question is how far these gains
translate into inclusive opportunities. The trends highlighted in this digest point to a common
challenge: ensuring that economic progress expands access to jobs, services, and livelihoods,
particularly for those at risk of being left behind.
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https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD.ZG?locations=UG
https://www.ubos.org/wp-content/uploads/publications/AGDP-2024_25-PRELIMINARY-ESTIMATES.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2026-02/undp_uganda_youth_for_development_portfolio_skilling_initiatives.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2026-02/undp_uganda_youth_for_development_portfolio_skilling_initiatives.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/about-us/regions/africa/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/GSMA-Uganda-Digital-Economy-Final-2.pdf
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Formalising Urban Economy: 

Lessons for Kampala’s Ongoing Reforms

Kampala’s push to formalise street trade and
motorcycle transport highlights a broader
policy challenge. Beyond regulating urban
space, the reforms will shape whether
thousands of informal workers can transition
into more secure and sustainable livelihoods.

Recent weeks have seen the rollout of reforms
aimed at formalising parts of Kampala’s trade and
transport sectors. Measures include relocating
street vendors into designated markets and a
proposed plan to restrict unregistered public transit
motor cycles (“Boda Bodas”) from operating in
central Kampala under the Kampala City Transport
Regulatory Plan. The reforms reflect broader
efforts by city authorities to improve urban
management, regulate transport services and
strengthen oversight of economic activity in
Kampala’s rapidly expanding informal economy.

They also affect a large share of urban livelihoods.
The number of boda boda riders in Kampala alone
has been estimated at around 350,000 in 2026.
Countrywide, the sector is significant: according to
the National Social Security Fund (NSSF), boda-
boda transport is Uganda’s second-largest
employer after agriculture, with roughly one million
riders on the road.  Many riders are young men,
often educated but unable to find formal
employment, reflecting the broader challenge of
absorbing a rapidly growing youth population into
productive jobs.

[1]

[2]

Street vending and hawking plays a similarly
important role in sustaining household livelihoods
in urban areas and provides income opportunities
for many women supporting their families. For
vendors, hawkers and boda riders, daily earnings
often help cover basic expenses such as rent,
food, and school fees.

Formalisation initiatives are often pursued with
legitimate goals: improving urban organisation,
reducing congestion and crime, and strengthening
regulatory oversight. Yet for many vendors, hawkers
and boda riders, the incentives to operate formally
remain limited. Business registration and licensing
can be costly or administratively complex,
enforcement is sometimes uneven, and compliance
does not always translate into visible benefits such
as improved access to finance, protection, or
services. As a result, a large share of economic
activity continues to take place informally.

Research on formalisation processes highlights the
importance of recognising the social and economic
dynamics that shape informality.  In a comparative
study of waste-worker formalisation in Brazil and
Colombia, the authors pinpoint the issue: the key
question is not only whether informal jobs should be
formalised, but formalisation by and for whom?

[3]

[4]

Their findings illustrate how outcomes can differ
depending on policy design. In Bogotá, Colombia, a
participatory approach enabled thousands of waste
pickers to join formal systems, raising their incomes,
improving working conditions and strengthening
representation, with participation rates estimated at
around 72 percent. In contrast, a more top-down
approach in São Paulo resulted in formalisation
programmes that failed to include 99 percent of the
informal waste-picker population they were intended
to support.

For Kampala’s reforms, these experiences suggest
that the success of formalisation efforts may depend
not only on enforcement, but also on whether they
create viable pathways for workers to transition into
the formal economy. Where formalisation is
accompanied by clearer incentives - such as
simplified registration, access to finance, or social
protection - it is more likely to support both urban
management objectives and the livelihoods of those
who depend on these sectors.

[1] The Observer, Uganda’s boda boda import boom needs a cleaner energy strategy, February 18, 2026, https://observer.ug/viewpoint/ugandas-boda-boda-import-boom-needs-a-cleaner-energy-
strategy/
[2] NSSF Uganda, Transforming Uganda’s Boda-Boda Sector: A Digital Leap Towards Inclusive Social Security, July 28, 2025, https://www.nssfug.org/savings-digest/transforming-ugandas-boda-
boda-sector-a-digital-leap-towards-inclusive-social-security/
[3] Gallien, M. & van den Boogaard, V., 2023. "Formalization and its Discontents: Conceptual Fallacies and Ways Forward," Development and Change, International Institute of Social Studies, vol.
54(3), pages 490-513, May
[4] Rosaldo, M. (2023). Top-Down and Bottom-Up Formalization: Waste Pickers’ Struggles for Labor Rights in São Paulo and Bogotá. ILR Review. 77. 10.1177/00197939231205515.

https://ideas.repec.org/a/bla/devchg/v54y2023i3p490-513.html
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Gen Z-nomics

Next Quarter

In Kampala, a quiet economic crisis is unfolding
among young graduates. During a recent
conversation I had with two young GenZ women-
Sasha and Maria (not real names) holding Bachelor
of Business Administration degrees (Finance).
Maria graduated just this February from Makerere
and Sasha graduated a year ago. As the
conversation progressed, I was struck by a shared
reality: despite their 16+ years of education, both
remain jobless.
 
Their experience reflects a growing struggle among
many young graduates searching for opportunities
in a shrinking job market. As months pass without
employment, some young women face difficult
choices. They spoke about peers who feel
pressured into survival strategies like trading
relationships for job opportunities or becoming
financially dependent on older, wealthier men
simply to meet basic needs. After years of studying
and investing in their education, the promise of a
stable future feels increasingly uncertain.

 

Yet resilience persists.
 
Sasha shared how she is trying to carve out a path
through entrepreneurship. By leveraging her social
network, she occasionally secures small space
within friends’ merchandise shipments from Kenya,
allowing her to add and sell her own products. It is
a modest but creative attempt to generate income
in the absence of formal employment.
 
However, her biggest challenge is not ideas or
determination. It is capital.
 
She understands the supply routes, has access to
networks, and has already tested the model. But
without the small investment needed to scale the
business, progress remains slow and uncertain.

Her story illustrates a wider dilemma facing many
young people in Uganda today: education is no
longer the guarantee of opportunity it once
promised. For many graduates, the real barrier is
not ambition or skill but access to the resources
needed to turn effort into sustainable livelihoods.
 
What Needs to Change
If Uganda is to harness the energy and creativity of
its young population, targeted support systems are
urgently needed: Government and development
partners should build on existing initiatives, such as
the Parish Development Model, by expanding
access to soft loans for urban youth and recent
graduates through organised groups such as
Savings and Credit Cooperative Organizations
(SACCO) and youth coalitions.

Stronger investment in youth entrepreneurship
ecosystems, including support for students even
before graduation. Priority should be given to areas
relevant to the future of work, such as Science,
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM),
Artificial Intelligence, manufacturing, and digital
innovation, alongside improvements in transport
infrastructure and affordable internet access.
 
The government should also reduce the cost of
starting businesses by simplifying registration and
ensuring that existing incentives, such as the three
year tax exemptions for start-ups, are accessible
especially for youth-led enterprises. 

Young people are already innovating to survive.
With the right support, these survival hustles could
become real businesses and real jobs.
 
 By Donald Waruhanga
 President Uganda Youth Coalition for SDGs

Graduate Dreams, Survival Hustles: Gen Z Struggles in Kampala

For more information, please contact: 
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UN Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO) 
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