
Fuel prices slightly edge upwards: 
Ubos data show fuel prices inched upward between 
January and February, with petrol rising from 4;986 to 
Shs5,058 per litre, while diesel rose from ShS4,659 to 
ShS4,693. Though increases were modest households 
adjusted spending plans, reflecting persistent cost 
pressures in the energy market during the two months. 

Gulf squeeze: How a distant crisis 
could sha1{e Uganda's export boom 
Trade. I 
OTHMAN SEMAKULA 

In 2025, Uganda stood on an export 
high. Bank ofUganda data indicate that 
the country earned $12.64b from for­
mal exports, up from Shs8.04b in 2024, 
the highest figure in the historical se­
ries. 
• But beneath that triumph sat a pow­
erful concentration: $5.27b, (41.77 per­
cent) of all export ecirnings, came from 
the Middle East. No other region came 
close. . 

Comesa contributed $2.44b (19.3 per­
cent), Asia $2.07b (16,4 :percent), and 
the European Union $2.07b (16.3 per- . 
cent). 

The Middle East alone earned Ugan­
da more'than Comesa and the EU com­
bined. 

Within that Middle East sto'ry was an 
even sharper reality: the United Arab 
Ernihtes accounted for $5:18b (98.29 
percent) of the Middle East total, virtu­
ally the entire re'gion total. 
In other words, in 2022, roughly four 

out of every 10 export dollars entering 
Uganda depended on one Gulfhub. 

How the region became Uganda's 
export lifeline ... 

This was not always the case. In 1997, 
exports to the Middle East were just 
$4.8m, a marginal 1. 7 percent share, ac­
cording to Bank ofUganda data. 

Even in the mid-2000S, the region's 
role was modest, but the structural shift 
began around 2018, when earnings rose 
to $599m, before increasing sharply to 
$1.23b in 2019 and further to $1.87b in 
2020, accounting for nearly 45 percent 
of total experts that year. 

After some volatili~ th~ figure settled 
on $2.69b in 2024 andthen surged dra­
matically t? $5.28b as of December last 
year. 

Between 2018 and 2025, the Middle 
East transformed from an important 
market into Uganda's single most domi­
nant export destination. 

President Museveni at the launch of a gold refinery, Gold dominates Uganda's ex­
ports,.generating $6.4b and driving the surge in Middle East trade, underscoring 
the country's growing dependence on commodity-linked markets. PHOTO / FILE 

This was not a gradual drift but a 
surge, driven by high-value commodi­
ties and deepening trade links through 
Gulf trading hubs, especially Dubai. 

What Uganda sells 
Bank of Uganda export composition 

data explains what is powering Ugan-
da's earnings. . 

In 2025, Uganda's export basket was 
dominated by gold, which earned $6,4b, 
and coffee, which brought in $2A6b. 
. Cocoa beans generated $632m, sugar 
$227m, fish and fish products $158m, 
base metals and products $242m, and 
oil re-exports $145rn. 

Only gold and coffee were large 
enough to explain multi-billion-dol-

Uganda's export distribution by region 
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lar destination totals. Given the 
dominance of the UAE in the direc· 
tion-of-trade data, it is clear that 
high-value commodity flows, particu­
larly gold, are central to the Middle 
East's importance. 

What if the crisis persists? 
Suppose instability in the Middle East 

lingers, disrupting logistic's, trade fi­
nance, shipping insurance, or payment 
flows. 

Because the region represents 41.77 
percent of export earnings, the shock 
would be systemic. 

If exports to the Middle East fell by just 
25 percent, Uganda would-lose roughly 
$1.3b in foreign exchange,morethan 10 
percent of total export revenue. At a 40 
percent disruption, the loss would ex­
ceed$2.b. 

That kind of contraction would ripple 
through the economy. 

Export proceeds are a major source of 
foreign exchange, so a sudden shortfall 
would tighten dollar liquidity, poten­
tially weakening the shilling and rais­
ing the cost of imports. 

Gold traders and coffee exporters 
would feel immediate stress through 
slower payments, cancelled contracts, 
or higher freight and insurance costs, 
and farmers would feel the effects 
through lower farm-gate prices or de­
layed purchases. 

With export receipts down, pressure 
would build on reserves and macroeco­
nomic stability. 

Policymakers would face difficult 
trade·offs between defending the cur­
rency and allowing adjustment. 

Although Uganda exports to Asia, 
Comesa, and t he European Union, 
those region s together still do not 
match the Middle East's might. 

Bank ofUganda trade data tells a pow­
erful narrative. Uganda's export success 
has grown, but so has its concentration 
risk. 

The Middle East became indispensa­
ble in less than a decade. What began 
as a modest trading in the late 1990S 
evolved into a central pillar of Uganda's 
foreign exchange earnings by 2019, and 
by 202$,it was the country's single most 
important export destination. 

The numbers tell the story of a tri­
umph of export expansion, but it is also 
a reminder that in global trade, depend­
ence brings both opportunity and vul­
nerability. 

Nearly half of cigarettes on the marketevade taxes, Batu says 
Illicit trade. I government had indicated would im- ly shrink the legitimate market, thus 

prove tax compliance on excisable impacting the Company's [Batu] per-
DOROTHY NAKA WEESI goods, including cigarettes by enabling formance and ultimately, government 

real-time tracking of production and revenues," notes published together 
The trade in illicit cigarettes has expand- imports, sealing revenue leakages. with the Batu financial report, reads in 
ed sharply, with new data indicating that Details released alongside the British . part. 
nearly half of all cigarettes smoked in the American Tobacco Uganda (Batu) 202$ Batu said that third-party research in­
country are now illegal and tax-evaded. financials indicate that the illicit cig- dicated that the incidence of illicit ciga-

The increase raises concerns about arette market continued to grow due rettes rose to 48 percent by in the year 
the effectiveness of enforcement meas- to limited enforcement, which has al- ended December 202$, up from 34 per­
w:esintroducedtocombattradeinillic- lowed illegal operators to thrive. cent the previous year, which means 
it goods. . "Limited enforcement by the relevant that an estimated one in every two ciga-

The increase also raises questions on law enforcement agencies led to the rettes consumed in Ugandais illiciL 
the effectiveness of enforcement meas- ,soaring prevalence of illicit tax-evaded Batu also noted that the surge in ille­
ures through digitaltax stamps, which:t ciga:rettes.1bis:continued to significant-o . galtrade has negatively affected itsper~ 

formance while weakening the broad­
er legal tobacco value chain, including 
distributors, retailers, and other com­
pliant businesses. 

The expanSion of the illicit cigarette 
trade has also impacted government 
revenue, with revenue loss rising to 
Shs53b. 

illicit cigarette products on the mar­
ket are characterized by missing digi­
tal tax stamps, altered graphic health 
warnings, and flavour features that do 
not comply with local regulations. 

Manet research.indicates that they 
are often sold at significantly lower 

prices than legitimate brands, reinforc­
ing their appeal among price-sensitive 
consumers and accelerating their mar­
ket penetration. 
Industry stakeholders argue that 

while the introduction of digital tax 
stamps was a critical policy step, en­
forcement must be intensified to en· 
sure the system delivers on its intend- • 
ed objective. 

Particular concern has been raised 
about porous border points, especially 
along the South Sudan frontier, which 
is ~ as a key route for smuggled cig­
arettes. 


