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Absa’s acquisition of Standard Chartered’s retail and wealth unit accelerates its rise among Uganda’s leading banks,

The battle for Uganda's »~~——

banking retail market

Banking. |
OTHMAN SEMAKULA

For years, Standard Chartered Bank oc-
cupied a d15tmcﬁve corner of Uganda’s
banking sector.

Its exit from retail banking does not
mean it is leaving Uganda. Rather, it sig-
nals a transformation. Like Citibank,
whose influence in the economy far out-
weighs its visibility on the high street,
Standard Chartered is progressively bet-
ting on boardrooms rather than bank
halls, corporate clients rather than cur-
rent accounts, and institutional finance
rather than everyday retail banking.

Unlike banks that built extensive
branch networks across the coun-
try, Standard Chartered focused on a
narrower but influential clientele. Its

_ branches were concentrated in select ur-
ban and affluent commercial centres, -

catering largely to corporate executives,
professionals,multinational firms, diplo-
mats and high-net-worth individuals.

Its retail franchise was never the big-
~gest. But it was among the most prestig-

ious. That is why Absa’s acquisition of -

Standard Chartered’s wealth and retail
banking business marks more than an-
other banking transaction.

About two weeks ago, Bank of Uganda
approved the deal, whose value has not
been publicly disclosed, pavmg the way
for one of the most significant shifts in
Uganda’s retail banking landscape inre-
cent

The approval followed an earlier assess-
ment by the Common Market for East-
ern and Southern Africa (Camesa) Com-
petition Commission, which concluded
that the transaction was unlikely to less-
en competition in the market substan-
tially. For Absa, the acquisition delivers
something every bank covets: scale. For
Standard Chartered, it marks the latest
step in a broader retreat from mass-mar-
Kket retail banking in several African mar-
Kkets.

And for the banking industry; it signals
the emergence of a new competitive or-
der shaped by consolidation, regional
capital flows and an intensifying battle
for customer deposits.

The transaction also reflects a broader
shift taking place across Africa’s finan-
cial sector. As some international banks
narrow their focus to corporate and insti-
tutional clients, African banking groups
are stepping forward to fill the gap.

Increasingly; the future of African bank-
ing is being written not in London or
New York, but in Johannesburg, Nairo-
bi and Lagos. The Absa-Standard Char-
tered deal is one of the clearest examples
of that transition.

" Absa’stop-tiermoment

At the heart of the transaction lies one
of banking’s most valuable assets: depos-
its. Every bank competes for them. They
are the foundation upon which lending,
investment and profitability are built.
The institution that attracts more de-
posits typically enjoys a stronger abili-
ty to finance loans, invest in technology

and weathe; economic shocks. For Ab-
sa, acquiring Standard Chartered’s re-
tail banking franchise offers something
that would ordinarily take years to build:
scale.

The Comesa merger assessment esti-
mates that the combined institution will
hold between 20 and 30 percent of Ugan-
da’s retail deposit market after the trans-
action, placing it among the country’s
leading retail banking players.

Comesa’s analysis shows Stanbic Bank
and Centenary Bank remaining among
the major competitors, while other insti-
tutions collectively retain a substantial
share of the market.

The acquisition also strengthens Ab-
sa’s position in retail lending. Comesa es-
timates that the merged entity will con-
trol between 10 and 20 percent of Ugan-
da’s retail lending market. But the battle
for deposits is ultimately a battle for bal-
ance sheets.

Absa enters this transaction from a po-
sition of considerable strength. Accord-
ing to its 2025 annual results, customer
deposits grew by 46.4 percent to Shs4.66
trillion, while total assets expanded by
29.4 percent to Shs7.03 trillion. Profit af-
ter tax rose by 25.1 percent to Shs222 bil-
lion, reflecting strong organic growth.

Customer deposits already account
for roughly two-thirds of Absa’s balance
sheet, underscoring how critical fund-
ing growth has become to its expansion
strategy. Standard Chartered’s retail and
wealth business brings another impor-
tant piece of the puzzle.

The bank reported total assets of
Shs3.48 trillion at the end of 2025 and
customer deposits of Shs1.31 trillion.
However, those figures already reflected
preparations for the sale after the retail
and wealth business had been dmﬁed
asheld forsale.

More revealing were dlsdoamshow
ing assets held for sale worth approxi-
mately Shs334.7b and liabilities associat-

ed with those assets amounting to about
Shs880.9b.

These figures provide a glimpse into
the scale of the retail and wealth fran-
chise being transferred to Absa. Viewed
through a funding lens, the significance
of the transaction becomes clearer.

Instead of spending years acquiring
customers one account at a time, Absa
is obtaining an established deposit fran-
chise in a single transaction.

If a significant share of those liabilities
consists of customer deposits, the acqui-
sition immediately enlarges Absa’s fund-
ing base and strengthens its capacity to
grow lending, treasury investments and
fee-generating businesses. The transac-
tion also delivers something harder to
quantify: customer quality.

Standard Chartered’s retail business
was concentrated among affluent indi-
viduals, professionals, expatriates and
wealth-management clients. Such cus-
tomers typically maintain larger balanc-
es, purchase more investment products
and generate higher fee income than
mass-market retail customers.

For Absa, the deal, therefore, delivers
both volume and value. Rather than
growing customer by customer and
branch by branch, the bank acquires an
established portfolio of retail customers,
mlth-managementm]mﬂnps,lend-
ing assets and deposit accounts in a sin-
gle move. The deal effectively elevates
Absa from a strong competitor to a top-
tier challenger in the retail banking mar-
Kket.

Why regulators were comfortable

Whenever banks merge, regulators ask
a simple question: Will competition suf-
fer? In this case, Comesa ‘s answer was
no. The regional competition commis-
sion concluded that although the trans-
action would increase Absa’s market
share, the market would remain com-
petitive because several banks continue
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to hold significant positions in deposits
and lending. The commiission also found
that market concentration levels would
remain below thresholds typically asso-
ciated with competition concerns.

The decision reflects the structure of
Uganda’s banking industry Unlike small-
er markets where a handful of institu-
tions dominate financial services, Ugan-
da’s banking sector remains relatively
diverse. Stanbic, Centenary, dfcu, Equi-
ty, NCBA, and several others continue to

compete aggressively for customers.
In effect, regulators concluded that the

deal changes the pecking order without -

eliminating competition.

Bank of Uganda’s approval provided an
additional layer of assurance, signalling
that the transaction could proceed with-

Comesa projects Absa’s market share in retail deposits, retail lending and life insurance distribution will increase following the acquisition.

market share rises to
between 20% and 30%,

Retail lending market
share rises to between
10% and 20%

" 10%-20%

@

Combined life-insurance
distribution share rises
to about 6%.

about 6%

The acquisition
accelerates
Absa’s growth
ambitions, ex-
panding its reach
across retail
banking, lending
and wealth
management’in
Uganda. PHOTO
/FILE
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expanding deposits and lending capacity,affluent customer reach and a shift toward African-led banking groups.

" out compromising financial stability or

prudential standards.

Standard Chartered’sretreat

For Standard Chartered, the transaction
is part of a much larger story unfoldmg
across Africa.

Over the past several years,internation-
al banks have reassessed their positions
in emerging markets. Faced with rising
compliance costs, increasing technolo-
gy expenditure, and pressure to improve
returns, several global lenders have nar-
rowed their focus to businesses where
they hold clear competitive advantages.

Standard Chartered has increasing-
ly concentrated on corporate banking,
transaction banking, trade finance, and
affluent wealth-management clients.

Uganda is not an isolated case.In Tan-
zania,the bank sold its consumer; private,
and business banking operations to Ac-
cess Bank. Similar restructuring initia-
tives have taken place in Zambia and Bot-
swana as the lender refines its footprint

Key highlights

* About two weeks ago, Bank of Uganda
approved the deal, whose value has not been
publicly disclosed, paving the way for one of
the most significant shifts in Uganda’s retail
banking landscape in recent years.

°

For Absa, acquiring Standard Chartered’s
retail banking franchise offers something that
would ordinarily take years to build: scale. The
Comesa merger assessment estimates that
the combined entity will hold between 20 and
30 percent of Uganda's retail deposit market.

For Standard Chartered, the exit of the wealth
and retail market is part of a much larger story
unfolding across Africa. Over the past several
years, international banks have reassessed
their positions in emerging markets.

The transaction also fits neatly into a broader
pattern reshaping East Africa’s banking
industry. Across the region, banks are
pursuing acquisitions as a shortcut to scale.

There is another story embedded within the
transaction. Absa is one of South Africa’s
largest financial institutions, and its expansion
in Uganda reflects a broader flow of South
African capital into East Africa

in Africa. The shift reflects a changing re-
ality Mass-market retail banking requires
significant investment in branches, tech-
nology, digital infrastructure, and cus-
tomer acquisition.

For some international lenders, the
economics no longer justify the scale of
those investments. African and region-
al banking groups, however, increasing-
Iy see opportunity where others see cost.

Following the South African money

There is another story embedded with-
in the transaction.

Absa is one of South Africa’s largest fi-
nancial institutions, and its expansion in
Uganda reflects a broader flow of South
African capital into East Africa.

Absa’s regional ambitions extend be-
yond Uganda. The group has previous-
ly signalled that acquisitions could play
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arole in expanding its Kenyan footprint,
reflecting a broader appetite for growth
in East Africa,although no formal discus-
sions or prospective targets have been
publicly identified.

For more than two decades, South Afri-
can cbmpames have viewed East Africa
as one of Africa’s most attractive growth
frontiers. MTN became one of Uganda’s
largest investors and taxpayers. Mul-
tiChoice built a substantial pay-televi-
sion business across the region. South Af-
rican insurers, investment firms, and as-
set managers have also steadily expand-
ed northward in search of growth oppor-
tunities.

Absa is not the only banking group
viewing East Africa as a strategic growth
market. South African banking groups
have increasingly identified the region

. as one of the continent’s most promising

=

frontiers,drawn by its youthful popula-
tion,expanding middle class, growing in-
tra-regional trade and relatively low lev-
els of banking penetration.

Nedbank, one of South Africa’s larg-
est lenders, is currently pursuing a con-
trolling stake in NCBA Group, a move
that would significantly strengthen its
East African footprint.

Standard Bank, Africa’s largest bank by
assets, has repeatedly identified East Af-
rica as one of its most important growth
frontiers and has signalled a desire to
deepen its presence in markets where ris-
ing incomes, digital adoption, and trade
flows are creating new opportunities for
financial services. The result is a gradu-
al transfer of influence. Where interna-
tional banks once dominated large parts
of Africa’s financial system, regional Afri-
can institutions are increasingly shaping
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Standard Chartered’s retail exit reflects a broader strategy shift towards corporate banking, wealth management and

_institutional finance. PHOTO / FILE

the future of the banking sector.

Wave of banking consolidation

The deal also fits neatly into a broad-
er pattern reshaping East Africa’s bank-
ing industry Across the region, banks
are pursuing acquisitions as a shortcut
to scale. Uganda has already witnessed
this trend. The acquisition of selected as-
sets and liabilities of Crane Bank by df-
cu Bank in 2017 dramatically altered
the country’s banking landscape and
expanded dfcu’s footprint almost over-
night.

Elsewhere in East Africa, consohdatlon
has become a defining feature of the sec-
tor. In Kenya, KCB Group acquired Na-
tional Bank of Kenya to strengthen its do-
mestic market position. More recently,
Access Bank agreed to acquire National
Bank from KCB as part of its wider East
African growth strategy.

In Rwanda, KCB merged Banque Pop-
ulaire du Rwanda with KCB Bank Rwan-
da after acquiring a controlling stake. Eg-
uity Group’s acquisition of Banque Com-
merciale du Rwanda similarly trans-
formed the market.

The forces driving these transactions
are remarkably similar. Technology costs
continue to rise. Customers demand so-
phisticated digital services. Regulatory

compliance requirements are becoming' —

more stringent. Fintech firms are com-
peting aggressively for payment and
transaction revenues.

In this environment, scale has become
one of banking’s most valuable assets.

Winnersandlosers

Every major transaction creates win-
ners and losers.

Absa emerges as the clearest winner.
Thebank gains deposits,customers,lend-
ing assets, insurance distribution capa-
bilities and wealth-management rela-
tionships.Most importantlyit gains scale.

Standard Chartered benefits different-
Iy. By exiting a business it no longer con-
sidered central to its strategy, it can focus
resources on corporate and institutional
clients where it sees stronger long-term
returns. Customers could also emerge
as beneficiaries if increased competi-
tion pushes banks to improve services,
strengthen digital offerings and develop
more innovative products.

The pressure is likely to be felt most
acutely by mid-sized competitors.

A larger Absa creates a stronger rival
for salary accounts, affluent customers,
SMEs and retail deposits. Institutions
lacking scale or distinctive market posi-
tioning may find the competitive envi-
ronment increasingly challenging.

Anew phaseinbanking

The bigger question is what comes next.
Will Absa use its expanded balance sheet
to compete more aggressively for sala-
ry accounts, SMEs and affluent custom-
ers? Will Stanbic, Centenary and dfcu re-
spond with sharper pricing, stronger dig-
ital platforms and new products? Will
other banks seek mergers or acquisitions
oftheir own?

For decades, Uganda’s banking indus-
try was shaped largely by international

lenders bringing global capital into local __-

markets. The Absa-Standard Chartered
transaction suggests a reversal is under-
way. Increasingly, African banks are be-
coming the consolidators rather than
the acquisition targets.

As deposits, data and digital customers
become the new battleground, the future
of East African banking may be deter-
mined less by who enters themarket and
more by who has the scale to stay.



