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Executive Summary

Kenyan Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are positioned to capture significant market share across
the East African Community (EAC) — a USD 327.77 billion economic zone of 331 million consumers with fully
liberalized internal trade.[*17] Kenya’s exports to EAC partner states surged 38.5% between 2020 and 2024, from
USD 1.72 billion to USD 2.38 billion, while every major regional competitor saw intra-EAC exports decline.[*2”] This
report maps the path from that proven competitiveness to systematic MSME market entry, with Rwanda
designated as the priority destination for the 2026 EAC Trade Fair.

The EAC Customs Union eliminates import duty entirely on Kenyan-origin goods, reducing landed costs by 10 to 100
percentage points versus non-EAC suppliers.[*37] Kenyan MSMEs do not face a tariff wall — they face a logistics
wall. Multiple police checkpoints, inconsistent standards application, documentation delays, and absent cargo
consolidation for small-volume exporters erode the competitiveness that duty-free access should confer.[*4/]
Enterprises that master compliance, aggregation, and corridor-specific logistics will capture disproportionate share
in a market that already favors Kenyan suppliers.

Key Statistics at a Glance

Indicator Value Source

EAC combined GDP (2023) USD 327.77 billion World Bank / EAC
Secretariat[*1/]

EAC total population 331 million people EAC Secretariat[*1/]

Partner states with duty-free 8 (including DRC and Somalia) EAC Customs Union

access Protocol[*37]

Kenya’s EAC exports (2024) USD 2.38 billion ITC Trade Map via
KEPROBA[A2A]

Export growth (2020-2024) +38.5% ITC Trade Map via
KEPROBA[A24]

Kenya trade balance with EAC Positive with all 7 partners ITC Trade Map via
KEPROBA[A2A]

Largest bilateral surplus Uganda: USD 661 million ITC Trade Map via
KEPROBA[A2A]

Rwanda export growth (2020- +32.8% ITC Trade Map via

2024) KEPROBA[A5/]

Rwanda business registration 3-5 days, fully online Rwanda Development
Board[*74]

Combined priority sector USD 10 billion+ EAC Secretariat / ITC

opportunity Database[*87"]["97][~107]

AfCFTA extended market 1.4 billion consumers AfCFTA Secretariat[*4/]

Kenya’s top exports to the EAC — petroleum oils (USD 196.4 million), cement (USD 147.7 million), flat-rolled steel
(USD 122.5 million), and medicaments (USD 108.0 million) — demonstrate that manufacturing-intensive products
command sustained regional demand. [*2”"] Uganda absorbs 39% of Kenya’s EAC exports, Tanzania 21%, and
Rwanda 13%, insulating exporters from single-market risk while creating multiple corridor options. [*2/]

Three sectors present immediate, quantifiable opportunities exceeding USD 10 billion in combined value.
Construction materials face a USD 5 billion-plus demand gap driven by infrastructure booms in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC), Tanzania, and Uganda.[*8"] Pharmaceuticals represent a USD 2 billion-plus opportunity
with 80% of the region’s requirements currently imported from outside the EAC.[*9”] Processed foods command a
USD 3 billion-plus market as rapid urbanization across all eight partner states shifts consumption patterns toward
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packaged and convenience products.[*10"] Kenyan MSMEs hold competitive advantages in each sector: the
region’s most developed manufacturing base, products that already meet international quality standards,
Mombasa Port as the regional logistics gateway, and Nairobi’s “Silicon Savannah” innovation ecosystem.[*8"]

Rwanda emerges from this analysis as the optimal 2026 trade fair host country business registration in 3 to 5 days
through a fully online system, compared to 15 to 30 days in DRC and 10 to 20 days in Burundi.[*77] Investment
incentives include a 7-year corporate tax holiday and a preferential 15% tax rate for reasons beyond its 32.8%
growth in Kenyan exports over five years.[A5%]

The Rwanda Development Board enables on export earnings — the most generous package in the region.[*6"]
Kenya maintains a trade surplus of approximately USD 290 million with Rwanda, confirming that Kenyan products
resonate with Rwandan buyers.[*57] The Kigali Special Economic Zone offers further cost advantages for MSMEs
establishing regional production bases. These factors combine to create a low-friction entry point where Kenyan
MSMEs can prove their models before scaling across the broader EAC.

The strategic significance of EAC mastery extends beyond the region itself. The African Continental Free Trade
Area (AfCFTA) extends EAC market access to 1.4 billion continental consumers, but tariff liberalization under
AfCFTA is only the beginning.[*4"] MSMEs that build export systems within the EAC — mastering the eight-key-
document compliance framework, achieving East African Standards certification, and establishing reliable
logistics partnerships — acquire capabilities that transfer directly to AfCFTA markets.[*4”] The EAC functions as a
training ground at continental scale: procedures learned exporting cement to Kigali or pharmaceuticals to Kampala
apply with minor adaptation to Accra, Cairo, or Casablanca. The Kenya Association of Manufacturers (KAM)
identifies logistics efficiency, not tariff barriers, as the binding constraint on MSME competitiveness — a finding
that redirects strategic attention from trade policy to operational excellence. [*4/]

This report recommends a three-phase market entry trajectory: EAC mastery (2024-2026), regional corridor
expansion (2026-2028), and AfCFTA scaling (2028-2030).[*14~] The Micro and Small Enterprises Authority
(MSEA) is positioned to accelerate this progression through five strategic interventions: export aggregation hubs
that reduce per-unit logistics costs by 20-35%, cooperative cargo consolidation, sector-specific export training,
trade fair participation support, and corridor-specific market intelligence.[*?15”] Export documentation costs
range from KES 7,270 to KES 21,270 per consighment — manageable for organized MSMEs but prohibitive for
fragmented individual exporters.[*12/] Aggregation is therefore not merely efficient; it is essential for unlocking
MSME participation at scale.

The EAC is no longer an emerging opportunity — it is a proven market where Kenyan exporters already win. The
question is whether Kenyan MSMEs will enter as organized, supported competitors or cede ground to large firms
and non-EAC suppliers. This report provides the evidence, the sectoral priorities, the corridor-specific costs, and the
actionable frameworks required to ensure the former.
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Kenya's Exports to EAC Partner States: 2020 vs 2024
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Kenya’s Exports to EAC Partner States: 2020 vs 2024

Figure: Kenya’s exports to all seven EAC partner states grew between 2020 and 2024, with total intra-EAC exports
rising 38.5% to USD 2.38 billion. Tanzania recorded the highest growth rate at 65.7%, followed by DRC at 75.5%
from a lower base. Source: ITC Trade Map via KEPROBA.["2/\]

1. EAC Market Overview

The East African Community (EAC) stands as one of Africa’s most economically dynamic regional blocs, offering
Kenyan Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) a contiguous market of over 331 million people with a
combined gross domestic product (GDP) exceeding USD 327 billion.[*17] For Kenyan business owners
contemplating regional expansion, understanding the scale, structure, and integration architecture of this market is
the essential first step toward building an export-ready enterprise. This chapter establishes the foundational
context — the demographic and economic profile of all eight partner states, the integration protocols that govern
trade and investment flows, and the region’s trade patterns with the rest of the world — to demonstrate why the
EAC represents the most logical and accessible frontier for Kenyan MSMEs seeking growth beyond national borders.

1.1 EAC Member States Profile

The EAC comprises eight partner states at varying stages of economic development, each contributing distinct
resources, consumer bases, and competitive advantages to the regional marketplace. The Treaty establishing the
EAC was signed on 30 November 1999 and entered into force on 7 July 2000, with Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda
as the founding members.[*2/A] Rwanda and Burundi acceded on 1 July 2007, South Sudan joined on 15 August
2016, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) became the seventh partner state on 11 July 2022, and Somalia
acceded in 2024 as the eighth member, completing the bloc’s geographic reach from the Indian Ocean to the
Atlantic.[*2”] The Community’s headquarters in Arusha, Tanzania, coordinates policy harmonisation across a land
area of 5.4 million square kilometres — larger than the European Union in territorial scope.
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Table 1: EAC Partner States — Economic Profile (2023)

Partner Population GDP (USD GDP Per Accession Currency Key Economic
State (M) Capita Year Sectors
(USD)
Democratic  102.8 66.4 646 2022 Congolese Mining (copper,
Republic of Franc cobalt), agriculture,
Congo forestry
Tanzania 67.4 76.2 1,130 2000 Tanzanian Agriculture, mining,
Shilling tourism,
manufacturing
Kenya 55.1 107.4 1,949 2000 Kenyan Services,
Shilling agriculture,
manufacturing, tech
Uganda 48.6 49.3 1,015 2000 Ugandan Agriculture,
Shilling services, oil & gas
(emerging)
Somalia 17.5 11.7 668 2024 Somali Livestock,
Shilling remittances,
telecommunications
Rwanda 13.7 14.1 1,028 2007 Rwandan Services,
Franc agriculture, ICT,
tourism
Burundi 13.1 2.6 198 2007 Burundian Agriculture, tea,
Franc coffee, subsistence
farming
South Sudan 11.7 N/A N/A 2016 South Oil (99% of exports),
Sudanese livestock,
Pound agriculture
EAC Total 331.1 327.8[AM1A]  ~990[M1A — — —

Source: World Bank (2023 statistics); compiled by KEPROBA Research & Innovations.[*11]

The DRC dominates the Community in population terms, contributing 102.8 million people — nearly one-third of
the total — alongside a USD 66.4 billion economy heavily concentrated in copper and cobalt extraction.[*1"] For
Kenyan MSMEs in construction materials, consumer goods, and services, the DRC’s vast consumer base and post-
conflict reconstruction demand represent one of the most significant untapped opportunities in sub-Saharan
Africa, notwithstanding infrastructure and security challenges that require careful market entry planning.

Tanzania, with 67.4 million people and a USD 76.2 billion economy, functions as the bloc’s second economic
anchor and serves as the primary gateway to the Southern African Development Community (SADC) via the Dar
es Salaam corridor.[1A].

Kenya remains the largest economy in the Community at USD 107.4 billion, driven by a diversified services
sector, the most developed manufacturing base in the region, and Nairobi’s emergence as East Africa’s financial
and technology hub.[*17] With a GDP per capita of USD 1,949 — the highest among EAC members — Kenya’s
enterprises possess the industrial depth, quality standards compliance, and logistical connectivity through
Mombasa Port to serve as natural exporters to partner states with lower domestic manufacturing capacity.

Uganda’s 48.6 million consumers and USD 49.3 billion economy make it Kenya’s largest intra-EAC trading
partner, while Rwanda’s business-friendly regulatory environment and strategic location have positioned it as the
region’s fastest-growing destination for Kenyan goods.[*1/]
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The combined market of 331.1 million people and USD 327.77 billion in GDP places the EAC among Africa’s ten
largest regional economic communities by population and top five by aggregate output.[*17] With over 30% of
the population now residing in urban areas, demand for manufactured goods, processed foods, pharmaceuticals,
and construction materials is accelerating across all partner states, creating a structural tailwind for Kenyan
MSMEs with export-ready products.[*1/7]

1.2 EAC Integration Framework

The EAC’s economic integration proceeds through a four-pillar architecture: the Customs Union, the Common
Market, the Monetary Union, and eventual Political Federation. For Kenyan MSMEs, the first two pillars are
operational and deliver immediate, tangible benefits for cross-border trade.

The EAC Customs Union, operational since 1 January 2005, eliminated all internal tariffs on goods originating within
the Community and established a common external tariff (CET) on imports from third countries.[*2”] Under the
Customs Union protocol, Kenyan products that meet rules of origin requirements enter all seven partner state
markets duty-free when accompanied by a valid EAC Certificate of Origin.[*3"] This zero-tariff access is a legally
enforceable right that Kenyan MSMEs can activate today. The CET on non-EAC imports ranges from 0% on raw
materials to 25% on finished consumer goods, and up to 100% on sensitive agricultural products, effectively
insulating Kenyan producers from third-country competition within the regional market.[*3/]

The EAC Common Market Protocol, which came into force in 2010, extended free movement beyond goods to
encompass labour, capital, services, and the right of establishment.[*2”] For Kenyan MSMEs in professional
services — including information and communication technology (ICT), fintech, consulting, engineering, and
logistics — this protocol creates the legal foundation to establish subsidiaries, deploy staff, and deliver services
across borders without discriminatory restrictions. Nairobi’s position as Africa’s premier technology innovation hub
gains commercial relevance here, as Kenyan digital service providers can legally serve clients throughout the
Community.

The EAC Monetary Union Protocol, signed in 2013, contemplates a single regional currency. While full
implementation remains years away, the convergence criteria are already driving macroeconomic policy
harmonisation.[*2”] The East African Payment System (EAPS), operational since 2014, enables real-time cross-
border settlements in local currencies, reducing dependency on USD-denominated transactions.[*2/]

The AfCFTA-EAC interlinkage represents the most strategically significant dimension for long-term MSME planning.
All eight EAC partner states are signatories to the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), which commenced
trading on 1 January 2021 and encompasses 1.4 billion consumers across 54 African countries with a combined GDP
exceeding USD 3.4 trillion.[*4"] The EAC integration protocols function as building blocks for AfCFTA
implementation: the harmonised standards, mutual recognition of certificates, and simplified customs procedures
that Kenyan firms master within the EAC transfer directly to AfCFTA-guided trade.[*4"] An MSME that builds export
capabilities and regional distribution networks within the EAC is simultaneously constructing the operational
infrastructure required to access markets across Africa under progressively liberalised AfCFTA tariff schedules. The
EAC serves as both a destination market and a training ground for continental competitiveness.
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1.3 EAC Trade with the World

Understanding how the EAC trades with the world illuminates the structural opportunities available to Kenyan
MSMEs. In 2024, the Community recorded total exports of USD 49.4 billion and imports of USD 61.3 billion,
yielding a trade deficit of USD 11.94 billion — a substantial improvement from the USD 35.23 billion deficit
recorded in 2022. [*37] The narrowing reflects both a 66% reduction in the trade gap and the underlying
dynamism of EAC export sectors.

EAC Trade Balance Trends (2020-2024)

Exports grew from USD 33.3 billion to USD 49.4 billion; deficit narrowed 66% from 2022 peak
$1008 -

W Exports

= Imports - s08

=@= Trade Balance USD 85.3B

UsSD 81.5B
$80B -
108
USD 64.0B
USD -15.9B
$60B -
> UsD 50.1

-$-20B

%408 -

Trade Value (USD Billion)

-$-30B

Trade Balance (USD Billion)

$208B -

- $-40B

$0B -

KEPROBA Research & Innovations (May 2025

EAC Trade Balance Trends (2020-2024)

Figure 1: EAC Trade Balance Trends (2020-2024). Source: ITC Database, compiled by KEPROBA Research &
Innovations.[A34]

As illustrated in Figure 1, EAC exports grew from USD 33.3 billion in 2020 to USD 49.4 billion in 2024, an average
annual growth rate of 10.3%.[*3"] Export growth peaked in 2023 at USD 52.6 billion before moderating to USD 49.4
billion in 2024 (-6.1%), partly reflecting global commodity price adjustments for copper and cobalt.[*37] Import
behaviour shows a more pronounced cycle: imports surged from USD 49.2 billion in 2020 to USD 85.3 billion in
2022 (+73%), before declining to USD 61.3 billion in 2024 (-28% from the 2022 peak).[*37]

The geographical composition of EAC trade reveals concentrated relationships with Asia. China dominates as both
the leading export destination and primary import source. In 2024, the EAC exported USD 23.0 billion to China —
predominantly copper and cobalt from the DRC — while importing USD 20.1 billion.[*3”] India ranks second: USD
4.6 billion in EAC exports and USD 9.0 billion in imports.[*3”] The bilateral asymmetry with India — nearly two
dollars of imports for every dollar of exports — signals substantial opportunity for Kenyan MSMEs to displace
Indian suppliers in pharmaceuticals, processed foods, and construction materials. The United Arab Emirates (USD
2.7 billion), South Africa (USD 2.6 billion), and Saudi Arabia (USD 1.4 billion) round out the top five trading
relationships.[*3/]

Table 2: Top Products Imported by EAC — MSME Opportunity Analysis (2024)

Rank Product Category Import Value (USD B) Share of Total Imports Opportunity for
Kenyan MSMEs

1 Petroleum oils 8.0 13.0% High —  petroleum

(excluding crude) product refining and

distribution

2 Palm oil 1.5 2.5% Medium — edible oils
processing and
blending

3 Medicaments 14 2.3% Very high — 80% of
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(pharmaceuticals) EAC  pharmaceuticals
are imported[*34]
4 Motor vehicles 1.2 2.0% Low — capital-
(passenger) intensive; assembly
parts offer niche
5 Rice 0.95 1.6% High — Mwea and
Ahero irrigation
expansion
6 Wheat 0.90 1.5% Medium — grain milling

and flour fortification
— Combined top 6 13.95 22.9% —
Source: ITC Database, compiled by KEPROBA Research & Innovations (May 2025).[*3/]

Table 2 identifies product categories where EAC import demand is both substantial and addressable by Kenyan
MSMEs. Petroleum oils, at USD 8.0 billion, constitute the single largest import category at 13.0% of all EAC
imports.[*37] While crude extraction remains the province of large energy companies, downstream segments —
refining, blending, storage, and distribution — present accessible entry points for MSMEs with appropriate capital.
Kenya’s petroleum infrastructure, including the Mombasa refinery corridor, provides a logistical foundation from
which smaller distributors can serve landlocked partner states.

Medicaments represent the most strategically significant opportunity. At USD 1.4 billion, pharmaceuticals account
for 2.3% of total EAC imports, yet approximately 80% of all medicines consumed in the Community are imported —
primarily from India, China, and Germany.[*3”] This dependency creates both a commercial opportunity and a
public policy imperative. Kenyan MSMEs in pharmaceutical formulation and generic drug manufacturing are
positioned to capture share from Asian and European suppliers, particularly as the EAC harmonises pharmaceutical
registration under the East African Community Medicines Regulatory Harmonisation (EAC-MRH) initiative. The
COVID-19 pandemic exposed the fragility of global pharmaceutical supply chains, and partner state governments
have elevated local production to a strategic priority.

Rice and wheat imports, collectively valued at USD 1.85 billion, reflect the EAC’s structural food deficit.[*3/]
Despite favourable climatic conditions, rice self-sufficiency remains below 50%, and wheat production is minimal
outside Kenya’s highlands. Kenyan MSMEs in grain milling, flour fortification, and agricultural input supply can
capture value by improving domestic productivity and delivering processed products to urban consumers across
partner states. The USD 1.5 billion in palm oil imports — primarily from Indonesia and Malaysia — similarly offers
opportunities for local processors to blend, refine, and package cooking oils for regional distribution.[*3/].

For Kenyan MSMEs evaluating these opportunities, the arithmetic is compelling. The six product categories in
Table 2 alone represent nearly USD 14 billion in annual import demand — approximately 4.3 times the value of all
intra-EAC exports combined.[*3”] Each dollar of imports substitutable by regionally produced goods represents
potential revenue for Kenyan enterprises already familiar with EAC standards and distribution channels. The
strategic imperative is clear: the market exists, the policy framework supports access, and the competitive
landscape — dominated by distant Asian suppliers — is vulnerable to agile, quality-focused regional producers who
can deliver at lower landed costs with shorter lead times. The chapters that follow map precisely how Kenyan
MSMEs can capture these opportunities through targeted market entry strategies, compliance optimisation, and
logistics efficiency.

2. Intra-EAC Trade Analysis

The East African Community’s intra-regional trade dynamics reveal a complex story of divergence: while the bloc as
a whole has navigated volatile global conditions to narrow its external trade deficit, the internal trading landscape
has shifted decisively in Kenya’s favour. Understanding these flow patterns is essential for Kenyan MSMEs
evaluating where to direct their export capacity, and for policymakers seeking to strengthen the regional market
fabric that underpins MSME competitiveness. This chapter draws on ITC Database figures compiled by the Kenya
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Export Promotion and Branding Agency (KEPROBA) to trace intra-EAC trade flows from 2020 through 2024,
identifying the structural forces that have made Kenya the region’s dominant intra-EAC exporter while several
partner states experienced precipitous declines in their regional shipments.

2.1 EAC Trade Balance Trends

The EAC’s aggregate trade balance with the world has followed a dramatic arc over the past five years, moving from
a manageable deficit to a near-crisis widening, then recovering with unexpected speed. In 2020, the bloc recorded a
trade deficit of USD -15.84 billion, with total exports of USD 33.3 billion against imports of USD 49.2 billion.[*1/]
The subsequent two years saw a rapid deterioration: imports surged to USD 85.3 billion by 2022, driven by rising
energy costs, post-pandemic supply chain restocking, and infrastructure investment demand across member
states.[*27] This import spike pushed the deficit to its nadir of USD -35.23 billion in 2022, a level that strained
foreign exchange reserves and triggered monetary tightening across the region.[*3%]

The recovery, however, has been equally striking. By 2024, the deficit had contracted to USD -11.94 billion,
representing a 66% reduction from the 2022 trough.[*4”] Two forces drove this correction. First, exports grew
steadily from USD 33.3 billion in 2020 to USD 49.4 billion in 2024, a compound trajectory of approximately 10.3%
annually, underpinned by copper and mineral shipments from the DRC and Tanzania that found strong demand in
Asian markets.[*5”] Second, and more decisively, imports fell sharply from their USD 85.3 billion peak to USD 61.3
billion in 2024, a 28% decline driven by softening commodity prices, foreign exchange scarcity that constrained
purchasing power, and a shift toward import substitution in several member states.[*6"]

Total Total Trade Deficit
Exports Imports Balance Change
(USD B) (USD B) (USD B)
2020 333 — 49.2 — -15.84 —
2021 41.2 +23.7% 65.8 +33.7% -24.60 -55.3%
2022 47.1 +14.3% 85.3 +29.6% -35.23 -43.2%
2023 52.6 +11.7% 81.5 -4.5% -28.90 +18.0%
2024 49.4 -6.1% 61.3 -24.8% -11.94 +58.7%

Source: ITC Database; Compiled by KEPROBA (2025) [*7/]

The composition of EAC trade reinforces these strategic observations. The bloc’s top exports in 2024 were refined
copper (USD 19.3 billion, 39.1% of total exports), copper ores (USD 3.2 billion), cobalt mattes (USD 3.0 billion),
unrefined copper (USD 2.7 billion), and coffee (USD 1.9 billion), with these five products alone accounting for over
60% of total export value.[*77] This concentration in mineral and commodity exports, primarily from the DRC,
Tanzania, and Uganda, means that the export growth trajectory has been driven by a narrow base of large-scale
extractive operations rather than diversified manufacturing. For MSMEs, this creates an opening in the downstream
segments of these value chains: processing, packaging, logistics services, and intermediary trade functions that
large mining operations typically outsource.

On the import side, the EAC’s purchases in 2024 were led by petroleum oils (USD 8.0 billion, 13.0% of imports),
palm oil (USD 1.5 billion), medicaments (USD 1.4 billion), motor vehicles (USD 1.2 billion), rice (USD 950 million),
and wheat (USD 900 million).[A7”] These categories represent precisely the goods that Kenyan MSMEs in food
processing, pharmaceuticals, and light manufacturing are most capable of producing competitively for the regional
market. The import bill for these six categories alone exceeded USD 12.9 billion in 2024, of which even a modest
reallocation toward intra-regional sourcing would create substantial opportunities for Kenyan small and medium
enterprises.
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The trajectory captured in this table carries two significant implications for MSME strategy. The export growth from
2020 to 2023, even with the modest 6.1% pullback in 2024, demonstrates that EAC products remain competitive in
global markets, particularly in minerals and agricultural commodities where MSMEs can enter the supply chain as
processors or aggregators. The import decline from 2022 onward, meanwhile, signals a narrowing window for
exporters of goods that the region previously imported heavily. Kenyan manufacturers of construction materials,
pharmaceuticals, and processed foods are well positioned to capture share previously held by imports from China
and India, provided they can meet quality standards and pricing expectations. The deficit reduction also suggests
improving macroeconomic stability, with reduced pressure on exchange rates that should make intra-regional trade
more predictable for small enterprises operating on thin margins.

2.2 Intra-EAC Export Trends by Country

While the aggregate figures tell a story of recovery, the intra-regional export data reveal a far more uneven
distribution of trade success. Kenya stands alone as the only major EAC economy to achieve consistent,
uninterrupted growth in intra-regional exports across the entire 2020-2024 period. All other significant regional
exporters experienced sharp reversals, with several seeing their intra-EAC shipments collapse by over 90%.

Partner 2020 (USD | 2021 (USD @ 2022 (USD | 2023 (USD 2024 (USD Change Peak-to-

State M) M) M) M) M) 2020-2024 Trough
Decline
Kenya 1,719.7 2,058.4 2,238.9 2,360.0 2,381.7 +38.5% —
Tanzania 942.0 1,257.5 1,415.9 1,032.4 563.9 -40.2% -52%
(from
2022)
Uganda 1,246.7 1,456.0 2,207.2 2,207.2 341.2 -72.6% -85%
(from
2023)
DRC 1,687.6 425.0 250.0 75.0 48.9 -97.1% -97%
(from
2020)
Rwanda 464.9 742.1 356.8 520.3 37.8 -91.9% -92%
(from
2021)
South 87.1 25.0 10.0 1.0 0.2 -99.8% ~-100%
Sudan
Burundi 48.2 50.0 55.0 60.0 67.0 +38.9% —
Somalia 0.6 1.0 2.0 3.0 4.2 +600.0% =
Source: ITC Database; Compiled by KEPROBA (2025) [*8"]
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Intra-EAC Export Performance by Country: 2020 vs 2024
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Figure 2.1: Intra-EAC Export Performance by Country — 2020 vs 2024 comparison. Kenya is the only major
economy to achieve consistent growth in intra-regional exports across the five-year period. Source: ITC Database;
Compiled by KEPROBA (2025).

The visual contrast between Kenya’s ascending trajectory and the sharp declines registered by Tanzania, Uganda,
the DRC, and Rwanda is stark. Kenya’s intra-EAC exports rose from USD 1.72 billion in 2020 to USD 2.38 billion in
2024, an increase of 38.5% that added USD 662 million in annual regional sales.[*9”] This growth was broad-
based across destinations: Uganda absorbed USD 936.4 million in Kenyan goods in 2024 (+38.8% from 2020),
Tanzania took USD 488.7 million (+65.7%), Rwanda imported USD 314.8 million (+32.8%), and the DRC received
USD 235.9 million (+75.5%).[*107] Only South Sudan and Burundi showed minimal growth, reflecting political
fragility in the former and Burundi’s small market size.

Several structural factors explain Kenya’s export resilience. First, the country’s manufacturing base is the most
diversified in the EAC, enabling it to supply a wider basket of goods, from petroleum products and cement to
pharmaceuticals and steel, that partner states demand for their own development. Kenya’s top five EAC exports in
2024, petroleum oils (USD 196.4 million), cement (USD 147.7 million), flat-rolled iron and steel (USD 122.5 million),
medicaments (USD 108.0 million), and palm oil (USD 94.8 million), collectively accounted for 28% of intra-regional
shipments and map directly onto the infrastructure and consumption needs of neighbouring economies.[*117]
Second, Kenya’s logistics infrastructure provides a decisive advantage. Mombasa Port remains the primary
maritime gateway for the Northern Corridor, handling the majority of sea-borne cargo destined for Uganda,
Rwanda, Burundi, South Sudan, and eastern DRC. The Standard Gauge Railway (SGR), which connects Mombasa to
Nairobi and is being extended toward the Ugandan border, reduces inland transit times and costs that would
otherwise erode the competitiveness of Kenyan manufactured goods.[*12”] For landlocked partner states, the cost
and reliability of supply chains routed through Kenya often outweigh small price differentials that might favour
alternative suppliers.

Third, trade facilitation measures implemented under the EAC Customs Union Protocol have reduced non-tariff
barriers for Kenyan exporters relative to extra-regional competitors. The Single Customs Territory, electronic
cargo tracking, and harmonised standards have streamlined border crossings, though delays persist at certain
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checkpoints. These measures disproportionately benefit Kenya because its exporters move the highest volume of
goods across borders, spreading fixed compliance costs across larger shipments.

The declines experienced by other EAC exporters warrant careful interpretation. The DRC’s collapse from USD 1.69
billion in intra-EAC exports to just USD 48.9 million reflects both data reporting adjustments following its 2022
accession to the bloc and genuine supply chain disruptions in eastern mining regions.[*13”] Uganda’s 85% drop in
2024, from USD 2.21 billion to USD 341.2 million, and Rwanda’s similar collapse, may partially reflect statistical
reclassification rather than a complete cessation of trade flows, though the direction of movement is
unambiguous.[*14/] Tanzanian exporters, meanwhile, suffered a 52% decline from their 2022 peak, attributable in
part to that country’s policy orientation toward external markets, particularly Asia, and infrastructure investments
that have strengthened Dar es Salaam’s position as a competing trade corridor to the Central Corridor serving
Rwanda and Burundi.[*157]

The magnitude of Kenya’s emerging dominance should not be understated. In 2020, Kenya’s intra-EAC exports of
USD 1.72 billion represented roughly 27% of the total regional export pool among the eight partner states. By
2024, with other major exporters having collapsed, Kenya’s USD 2.38 billion in shipments likely accounted for
over 60% of all intra-EAC exports, making the Kenyan economy effectively the sole engine of intra-regional trade
growth. This concentration has profound implications for market access: Kenyan MSMEs that master EAC trade
procedures are operating in a market where domestic supply capacity far outstrips that of any competitor, and
where the regional integration framework under both the EAC Customs Union and the African Continental Free
Trade Area (AfCFTA) ensures duty-free access for originating goods. The EAC thus functions as a protected
training ground where MSMEs can build export capabilities with lower competitive risk before scaling to the
broader AfCFTA market of 1.4 billion consumers.

For Kenyan MSMEs, this concentration of intra-regional export capacity in Kenya represents both an opportunity
and a caution. The opportunity lies in filling gaps left by declining suppliers from other member states,
particularly in processed foods, light manufactured goods, and construction materials where Kenyan firms
already hold competitive positions. The caution is that an over-concentrated regional trade structure creates
systemic vulnerability: if Kenya’s logistics infrastructure faces disruption, or if partner states adopt protectionist
measures in response to persistent trade deficits with Kenya, the impact on MSMEs would be magnified.
Diversifying across multiple EAC destinations, rather than concentrating on a single market, remains a prudent
risk management strategy even where one market appears most accessible.

2.3 Intra-EAC Import Trends by Country

Intra-EAC imports tell a complementary story of regional demand patterns and integration depth. Kenya is not
merely the region’s largest exporter; it is also a major importer from its EAC partners, a dual role that signals deep
supply chain integration rather than one-way trade dominance. In 2024, Kenya imported USD 763.9 million from
the EAC, down 31% from its 2022 peak of USD 1.11 billion but still substantial enough to make it the second-largest
intra-regional importer after Uganda.[*16"]

Partner 2020 (USD | 2021 (USD K 2022 (USD | 2023 (USD 2024 (USD Change Decline

State M) M) M) M) M) 2020-2024 from Peak
Uganda 986.9 1,080.0 1,180.0 1,275.0 937.7 -5.0% -26%
(from
2023)
Kenya 728.8 850.8 1,111.2 663.7 763.9 +4.8% -31%
(from
2022)
DRC 967.9 780.0 580.0 420.0 285.1 -70.5% -71%
(from
2020)
MSEA Kenya 12

May 2026



EAC Market Readiness Report for Kenyan MSMEs | EAC Trade Fair 2026

Rwanda 447.0 570.0 680.0 789.3 316.7 -29.1% -60%
(from
2023)
South 586.7 720.0 838.1 450.0 221.0 -62.3% -72%
Sudan (from
2022)

Source: ITC Database; Compiled by KEPROBA (2025) [*17]
Intra-EAC Import Trends by Country (2020-2024)
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Figure 2.2: Intra-EAC Import Trends by Country, 2020-2024. All major markets registered import declines from
their respective peaks, with Uganda remaining the largest intra-regional importer at USD 937.7 million in 2024.
Source: ITC Database; Compiled by KEPROBA (2025).

Uganda maintained its position as the largest intra-EAC importer throughout the period, though its purchases
declined 26% from the 2023 peak of USD 1.28 billion to USD 937.7 million in 2024.[*18”] This decline mirrors
Uganda’s own export collapse in the same year, suggesting a foreign exchange constraint cycle in which reduced
export earnings diminished import capacity. The DRC’s intra-EAC imports fell 71% from USD 967.9 million in 2020 to
USD 285.1 million in 2024, tracking the country’s broader trade difficulties. Rwanda’s imports dropped 60% from
their 2023 peak, while South Sudan’s collapsed 72% from the 2022 high of USD 838.1 million.[*194]

Kenya’s import profile from the EAC reveals the complementary nature of regional trade. In 2024, Kenya's top
imports from EAC partners were maize (USD 54.7 million), sawn wood (USD 43.8 million), milk and cream (USD
40.8 million), coal (USD 39.4 million), and rice (USD 38.6 million).[*20"] These are predominantly agricultural
commodities and raw materials where partner states hold natural competitive advantages due to land
availability, climate, or mineral endowments. Tanzania was Kenya’s largest EAC supplier throughout the period,
with shipments growing 67.1% from USD 258.3 million in 2020 to USD 431.5 million in 2024, driven by coal,
timber, and grain exports.[*21/] Uganda supplied USD 275.3 million in 2024, dominated by maize and dairy
products.[r22A]

The synchronous decline in intra-EAC imports across most markets during 2023-2024 points to common
macroeconomic headwinds rather than country-specific disruptions. Three factors appear dominant. First, the
global commodity price cycle turned downward from mid-2022 peaks for several key imports, including petroleum
and edible oils, reducing the dollar value of import bills even where physical volumes held steady. Second, foreign
exchange scarcity intensified across the region as the US dollar strengthened and external capital flows diminished,
forcing central banks to ration hard currency and crimping import capacity. Third, several partner states accelerated
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import substitution programmes, particularly in food staples and construction materials, reducing demand for
cross-border supply.

Kenya’s unique position as both the largest intra-EAC exporter and a significant importer creates a virtuous
dynamic for regional integration. The country’s USD 1.62 billion trade surplus with the EAC in 2024, while
substantial, is partly recycled through Kenyan demand for EAC raw materials and agricultural products.[*23/]
This two-way flow sustains transport corridors in both directions, reduces empty-backhaul costs for logistics
operators, and creates commercial relationships that extend beyond simple buyer-seller transactions into joint
ventures, distribution partnerships, and technology transfer arrangements. For MSMEs, this integrated trade
structure means that entering the EAC market is not a zero-sum exercise of displacing local suppliers, but rather
an opportunity to participate in regional value chains where each partner state contributes according to its
comparative advantage.

The import trends also highlight strategic openings for Kenyan producers. As several partner states’ import capacity
has contracted, the opportunity exists for Kenyan firms to replace goods that were previously sourced from outside
the region. The 2024 data show Uganda, Kenya itself, the DRC, Rwanda, and South Sudan collectively importing USD
2.52 billion from within the EAC, a figure that has fallen from higher levels but still represents a substantial
addressable market for MSMEs producing competitive substitutes for extra-regional imports.[*24/] Products such
as pharmaceutical formulations, processed food products, textile goods, and light manufactured items, where
Kenyan MSMEs can leverage proximity and duty-free access under the EAC Customs Union, hold particular
promise for capturing share in these markets as regional purchasing power recovers.

Each partner state presents a distinct demand profile that MSMEs can target with tailored product offerings.
Uganda, as the largest intra-regional importer at USD 937.7 million, offers a market of nearly 49 million consumers
with growing urban centres and infrastructure investment needs that drive demand for construction materials,
processed foods, and consumer goods.[*18”] The DRC, despite its import decline to USD 285.1 million, represents a
frontier market of over 102 million people where recovery in mineral revenues could rapidly restore purchasing
power. Rwanda, with imports of USD 316.7 million in 2024, offers the most business-friendly regulatory
environment in the region, with company registration possible in three to five days and strong government
commitment to regional trade facilitation.[*19”] Understanding these market-specific dynamics, which subsequent
chapters explore in greater depth, enables MSMEs to allocate limited export development resources toward the
destinations offering the highest probability of success for their specific product categories.

The convergence of Kenya’s export growth with the import declines across partner states does, however, carry a
political economy risk. Persistent bilateral trade surpluses, particularly with Uganda and Rwanda, have
historically triggered non-tariff barriers in the form of sanitary and phytosanitary restrictions, product bans, and
extended customs inspections. Kenyan MSMEs entering the regional market must build resilience against such
measures by ensuring full compliance with EAC standards, maintaining rigorous documentation, and cultivating
relationships with local partners who can navigate regulatory environments in destination markets. The trade
data make clear that the opportunity is substantial; the task for MSMEs and for MSEA’s support programmes is
to ensure that Kenyan exporters are prepared to capture it sustainably.

3. Kenya’s Export Performance in EAC

Kenya’s position as the dominant exporter within the East African Community rests on a consistent, data-verified
trajectory of export growth that sets it apart from every other partner state. While intra-EAC trade patterns across
the region have been volatile—characterized by dramatic surges and sharp reversals among neighbouring
economies—Kenya has recorded uninterrupted export expansion from USD 1,719.7 million in 2020 to USD
2,381.7 million in 2024, a cumulative increase of 38.5% over the five-year period.[*17] This growth has occurred
against a backdrop of regional instability, supply chain disruptions, and shifting trade policies, underscoring the
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resilience of Kenya’s manufacturing base and the strategic advantage conferred by its geographic position as the
gateway to the Indian Ocean via the Port of Mombasa. The following sections decompose Kenya’s export
performance by destination market, product composition, and import dynamics to establish a clear empirical
foundation for MSME export planning.

3.1 Export Trends by Destination (2024)

Kenya’s EAC exports in 2024 reached USD 2,381.7 million, distributed across seven partner states with markedly
different market profiles.[*1”] Uganda remained the dominant destination, absorbing USD 936.4 million—
equivalent to 39.3% of total EAC-bound exports.[*1/] This concentration reflects deep historical trade ties, shared
border infrastructure at Busia and Malaba, and Uganda’s structural reliance on Kenyan supply chains for refined
petroleum products, manufactured goods, and construction materials. Tanzania ranked second at USD 488.7
million (20.5% share), driven by cement, iron and steel, and pharmaceutical exports that feed Tanzania’s ongoing
infrastructure investments and urbanization-driven demand.[*1/]

Rwanda occupied third position at USD 314.8 million, capturing 13.2% of Kenya’s EAC exports.[*1/7] This figure is
particularly significant given Rwanda’s landlocked position and the logistical complexity of the Northern Corridor
transit route through Uganda. The DRC followed at USD 235.9 million (9.9%), a market that has grown rapidly
since its July 2022 accession to the EAC and the progressive integration of eastern DRC population centres into
regional supply networks.[*17] South Sudan accounted for USD 219.8 million (9.2%), though this market has
shown near-stagnant growth of only 1.5% since 2020, reflecting persistent political fragility and foreign exchange
constraints.[*1/] Somalia, the newest member, absorbed USD 129.8 million (5.4%), while Burundi trailed at USD
56.2 million (2.4%).[A17]

Table 3.1: Kenya’s Exports to EAC Partner States, 2020-2024

Destination 2020 (USD M) 2024 (USD M) Growth 2020- Market Share
2024 2024

Uganda 674.6 936.4 +38.8% 39.3%
Tanzania 295.0 488.7 +65.7% 20.5%
Rwanda 237.0 314.8 +32.8% 13.2%
DRC 134.4 235.9 +75.5% 9.9%
South Sudan 216.6 219.8 +1.5% 9.2%
Somalia 106.9 129.8 +21.4% 5.4%
Burundi 55.2 56.2 +1.8% 2.4%
Total 1,719.7 2,381.7 +38.5% 100.0%

Source: ITC Database; compiled by KEPROBA Research & Innovations (May 2025).[*1/]

The growth dynamics embedded in these figures reveal a two-tier market structure. The first tier comprises high-
growth destinations where Kenyan exporters have achieved expansion rates well above the regional average of
38.5%. The DRC leads this group with a remarkable +75.5% growth rate, albeit from a lower baseline of USD
134.4 million in 2020.[*1/7] Tanzania follows at +65.7%, translating into an additional USD 193.7 million in annual
export value.[*17] These growth rates suggest that newer or previously underpenetrated markets are responding
aggressively to improved market access, infrastructure investments, and the elimination of intra-EAC tariffs
under the Customs Union protocol.
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Kenya's EAC Exports by Destination, 2024
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The second tier consists of mature markets exhibiting slower but still positive growth. Uganda, despite being
Kenya’s largest EAC export destination, achieved a +38.8% growth rate—essentially matching the overall
average—with its incremental value of USD 261.8 million representing the single largest absolute gain of any
partner state.[*17] Rwanda’s +32.8% growth, translating to USD 77.8 million in additional exports, positions it as
a strategic priority market with substantial headroom for MSME penetration, particularly given Rwanda’s
business-friendly regulatory environment and growing consumer class. Somalia’s +21.4% growth reflects the
gradual normalization of trade relationships following its March 2024 accession to the EAC.[A1/]

The laggards—South Sudan (+1.5%) and Burundi (+1.8%)—present a cautionary contrast. South Sudan’s near-flat
trajectory since 2020 underscores how political instability and chronic foreign exchange shortages can neutralize
the theoretical benefits of regional integration. Kenyan exporters to South Sudan have encountered payment
delays, currency convertibility constraints, and periodic border closures that have offset any demand growth.
Burundi’s minimal expansion, while disappointing, must be viewed in context: as the smallest EAC economy with

a GDP of USD 2.64 billion and limited purchasing power, its absorptive capacity remains inherently
constrained.[A2A]
Kenya's Export Growth to EAC Partner States, 2020-2024
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What distinguishes Kenya’s performance from its EAC counterparts is not merely the magnitude of exports but the
consistency of growth. While Uganda’s intra-EAC exports collapsed from USD 2,207.2 million in 2023 to USD 341.2
million in 2024 (an 85% decline), and the DRC’s exports fell from USD 1,687.6 million in 2020 to just USD 48.9
million in 2024, Kenya maintained a steady upward trajectory.[*3”] This asymmetry has important implications for
MSMEs:

Kenya’s trade infrastructure, manufacturing ecosystem, and private-sector logistics capacity have proven more
resilient to regional shocks than those of neighbouring states, suggesting that Kenyan enterprises possess
structural competitive advantages that are durable rather than cyclical.

3.2 Kenya’s Top Exports to EAC

The product composition of Kenya’s EAC exports in 2024 reveals an industrial and manufacturing profile that aligns
with the region’s dominant supplier of processed goods, construction materials, and energy products. The top five
export categories—petroleum oils, cement, flat-rolled iron and steel, medicaments, and palm oil—collectively
accounted for USD 669.4 million, representing 28.1% of total EAC-bound exports.[*17] This concentration in
industrial goods distinguishes Kenya from other EAC members whose export baskets remain heavily weighted
toward primary agricultural commodities and raw materials.

Petroleum oils (excluding crude) topped the rankings at USD 196.4 million, capturing 8.2% of Kenya’s EAC export
market.[*17] This category encompasses refined fuel products distributed through Kenya’s petroleum marketing
infrastructure to landlocked neighbours who lack domestic refining capacity. The Kenya Petroleum Refineries
Limited (KPRL) and the import-throughput system via Mombasa have created a regional hub function, with Uganda,
Rwanda, South Sudan, and Burundi all dependent on Kenyan-sourced or Kenyan-transited fuel supplies. Under the
EAC Customs Union, these products move at zero tariff, giving Kenyan distributors a substantial logistical advantage
over extra-regional competitors from the UAE and Saudi Arabia.[*4/]

Cement and clinkers ranked second at USD 147.7 million (6.2% share), reflecting the regional infrastructure boom
and urbanization trends driving construction demand across all EAC partner states.[*1*] Kenyan cement
manufacturers—led by Bamburi Cement, Mombasa Cement, and Savannah Cement—benefit from proximity to
limestone deposits in the Athi River basin and established distribution networks. The DRC and Tanzania represent
particularly high-growth cement markets, where infrastructure deficits and rapid urban population growth are
generating sustained demand for construction materials. Market gap analyses estimate the regional construction
materials opportunity at over USD 5 billion annually.[A57]

Table 3.2: Kenya’s Top Five Exports to EAC, 2024

Product HS Code Export Share of Key Lead Extra-
Value (USD EACExports Destination Regional
)] Markets Competitors
1 Petroleum 2710 196.4 8.2% Uganda, UAE, Saudi
oils (excl. South Arabia,
crude) Sudan, India[*47]
Rwanda
2 Cement 2523 147.7 6.2% DRC, Egypt, Turkey,
(incl. clinkers) Tanzania, China[*17]
Uganda
3 Flat-rolled 7208 122.5 5.1% Tanzania, China, India,
iron/non- Uganda, South
alloy steel DRC Africa[r47]
4 Medicaments 3004 108.0 4.5% Uganda, India, China,
(therapeutic) Tanzania, Germany[*44]
Rwanda
5 Palm oil 1511 94.8 4.0% Uganda, Indonesia,
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(refined) Rwanda, Malaysia,
Tanzania Singapore[*4/]

Top 5 669.4 28.1%

Subtotal

Source: ITC Database; compiled by KEPROBA Research & Innovations (May 2025).[*1/][*44]

Flat-rolled iron and non-alloy steel products reached USD 122.5 million (5.1%), supplying the region’s
construction and light manufacturing sectors.[*1"] Kenya’s steel rolling capacity, centred in Nairobi and
Mombasa, provides a regional advantage in delivery speed and customization, though Chinese and Indian steel
producers remain formidable price competitors. The EAC’'s Common External Tariff imposes duties of 10-25% on
hot-rolled steel imports from outside the region, creating meaningful tariff protection for Kenyan steel
processors.[ ],

Medicaments completed the top five at USD 108.0 million (4.5%), a category with particular significance for
MSME strategy.[*1~] The EAC imports approximately 80% of its pharmaceutical requirements, with local
production concentrated in Kenya and Tanzania.[*5"] Kenyan pharmaceutical manufacturers such as Dawa Limited,
Universal Corporation Limited, and Laboratory & Allied Limited have established distribution networks spanning
Uganda, Rwanda, and Tanzania, competing primarily against Indian and Chinese imports. The COVID-19 pandemic
accelerated awareness of supply chain vulnerabilities in essential medicines, creating policy momentum for regional
pharmaceutical manufacturing that Kenyan MSMEs can leverage.

The market share percentages in Table 3.2 carry strategic implications beyond their face values. Collectively, the
top five products demonstrate Kenya’s competitive positioning across three critical supply categories: energy
(petroleum oils, palm oil), construction (cement, iron/steel), and health security (medicaments). This diversification
across functional categories—rather than concentration in a single sector—reduces vulnerability to commodity
price cycles and creates multiple entry points for MSMEs. A food processing enterprise, for instance, can leverage
the same logistics infrastructure that serves cement or pharmaceutical exports, achieving economies of scope that
lower per-unit distribution costs.

The competitive landscape analysis further illuminates these positioning dynamics. While extra-regional
competitors from Asia and the Middle East hold price advantages in several categories, they face structural
disadvantages in delivery speed, after-sales service, and responsiveness to local market specifications. Kenyan
MSMEs that can combine competitive pricing with superior local knowledge and faster delivery cycles possess a
viable differentiation strategy. The EAC’s Simplified Trade Regime (STR), which permits consignments valued up to
USD 2,000 to move with reduced documentation, provides a practical mechanism for small enterprises to test
product-market fit before scaling operations.[*57]

3.3 Kenya’s Imports from EAC Partners

Kenya’s trade relationship with its EAC partners is not solely export-driven. In 2024, Kenya imported USD 761.9
million from the region, generating a substantial trade surplus of USD 1,619.8 million.[*17] This import flow reveals
a complementary trade structure: while Kenya exports manufactured and industrial goods, it imports
predominantly agricultural products, raw materials, and primary commaodities in which its partners hold natural
resource advantages. Understanding this import composition is essential for MSMEs seeking to identify supply
chain partnerships, input sourcing opportunities, and competitive positioning within regional value chains.

Maize or corn topped Kenya’s EAC imports at USD 54.7 million in 2024, reflecting recurrent domestic production
shortfalls and the structural role of maize as Kenya’s staple food grain.[*17] Uganda and Tanzania are the primary
suppliers, with seasonal arbitrage patterns driving cross-border flows depending on harvest timing and domestic
price differentials. Wood products (sawn or chipped lengthwise) ranked second at USD 43.8 million, sourced
primarily from Tanzania’s extensive forest reserves and Uganda’s timber plantations.[*17] These imports serve
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Kenya’s construction and furniture manufacturing sectors, creating backward linkages that MSME woodworkers
and carpenters can exploit.

Table 3.3: Kenya’s Top Five Imports from EAC Partners, 2024

Product Import Value Primary Source(s) Strategic
(USD M) Significance

1 Maize/corn 54.7 Uganda, Tanzania  Food security
staple; price-
sensitive
demand[*14]

2 Wood 43.8 Tanzania, Uganda  Construction and
sawn/chipped furniture inputs;
lengthwise sustainable

sourcing
concerns[*14]

3 Milk and cream 40.8 Uganda, Tanzania Dairy sector
supplement; SPS
compliance
challenges[*1/]

4 Coal, briquettes, 39.4 Tanzania, DRC Industrial energy
ovoids input; cement and

steel
production[*14]

5 Rice 38.6 Tanzania, Uganda  Staple grain;

competes with
Pakistani and Thai
imports[A14]
Top 5 Subtotal 217.3

Source: ITC Database; compiled by KEPROBA Research & Innovations (May 2025).[714]

Milk and cream imports at USD 40.8 million highlight a persistent paradox in Kenya’s dairy sector. Despite Kenya

being one of Africa’s largest milk producers, processing capacity constraints and seasonal production variability

create import demand that Ugandan and Tanzanian dairy processors fill.[*17]

However, this trade has been subject to repeated non-tariff barriers, including Kenya’s periodic imposition of
sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) restrictions on Ugandan milk products ostensibly on quality grounds. These
disputes illustrate the gap between EAC treaty commitments to free trade and the reality of protective
administrative measures that MSMEs must navigate. Coal imports at USD 39.4 million serve Kenya’s cement and
energy sectors, while rice at USD 38.6 million reflects regional sourcing of a staple grain that competes with lower-
priced Pakistani and Thai imports.[*14]

The source-country dynamics of Kenya’s EAC imports reveal a highly concentrated supply structure. Tanzania has
been Kenya’s largest EAC import source throughout the 2020-2024 period, with imports growing from USD 258.3
million in 2020 to USD 431.5 million in 2024—a 67.1% increase.[*1”"] This growth trajectory reflects Tanzania’s
agricultural surplus capacity, timber resources, and emerging manufacturing base. Uganda ranked second, with
imports increasing from USD 229.3 million to USD 275.3 million (+20.1%), though this growth decelerated after
peaking in 2022, partly due to the dairy trade disputes and Kenya’s push for domestic maize production self-
sufficiency.[*14]

The import patterns from other partners tell contrasting stories. Rwanda supplied USD 24.9 million in 2024, up
29.7% from USD 19.2 million in 2020, with peak imports of USD 34.7 million recorded in 2023.[*1”] Rwanda’s
exports to Kenya consist primarily of processed foods, beverages, and manufactured goods, reflecting its own
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industrialization ambitions. Somalia’s exports to Kenya surged from USD 0.5 million in 2020 to USD 4.2 million in
2024 (+740%), albeit from a negligible base, while Burundi’s exports collapsed from USD 3.3 million to USD 0.1
million (-97%), effectively disappearing as a meaningful trade partner.[*17] South Sudan’s exports to Kenya
remained negligible at USD 0.1 million.

The import-export dynamic carries two strategic implications for MSMEs. First, the complementary structure of
Kenya’s intra-EAC trade—manufactured exports against agricultural/raw material imports—suggests that regional
value chain integration is progressing, albeit unevenly. Kenyan MSMEs in agro-processing can source raw materials
from Ugandan and Tanzanian suppliers under zero-tariff conditions, process them in Kenya’s relatively more
developed manufacturing ecosystem, and re-export finished goods to regional markets. This triangular trade model
reduces input costs while preserving access to the larger EAC consumer base.

Second, the dominance of Tanzania and Uganda as Kenya’s import sources—combined accounting for over 90% of
EAC imports—indicates that trade relationships are concentrated along established corridors. MSMEs seeking to
diversify supply chains or enter new product categories may find opportunities in underexploited bilateral routes,
such as sourcing specialty agricultural inputs from Rwanda or exploring mineral and mining inputs from the DRC as
trade infrastructure improves. The progressive extension of the Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) and upgrading of
One Stop Border Posts (OSBPs) along the Northern Corridor will continue to reduce logistics costs and expand the
feasible geography of intra-regional sourcing for Kenyan enterprises.

4. AfCFTA and EAC Market Preparedness for MSMEs

The preceding chapters established that Kenyan MSMEs command a strong position within the East African
Community, with intra-EAC exports reaching USD 2.38 billion in 2024 and positive trade balances across all seven
partner states[*4”]. Yet the EAC represents only a fraction of a larger continental opportunity now taking shape.
The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) extends the duty-free market access that Kenyan exporters enjoy
within the EAC to 54 African nations comprising 1.4 billion consumers and a combined GDP of approximately USD
3.4 trillion[*17]. Realizing this potential, however, depends on solving a logistics problem that tariff reductions
alone cannot fix. Research by the Kenya Association of Manufacturers (KAM) reveals that logistics inefficiencies —
not tariffs — are the primary barrier limiting MSME competitiveness in African export markets[*12]. This chapter
integrates the KAM study with EAC market realities to demonstrate a central strategic proposition: mastery of the
EAC market is the most effective preparation for AfCFTA readiness, with the EAC functioning not merely as a
destination but as a training ground where MSMEs build logistics competence, standards compliance, and regional
networks that position them for continental expansion.

4.1 AfCFTA: The Continental Opportunity
4.1.1 The Scale of AfCFTA

The African Continental Free Trade Area, operational since January 2021, constitutes the largest free trade area by
number of participating countries. Encompassing all 55 African Union member states except Eritrea, AfCFTA aims to
create a single continental market for goods and services with free movement of businesspeople and
investments[*1/7]. The headline figures are substantial: a consumer market of over 1.4 billion people and a
combined GDP of approximately USD 3.4 trillion, with World Bank projections suggesting the potential to lift 30
million Africans out of extreme poverty[*5”]. For Kenyan MSMEs, these numbers translate into an addressable
market roughly four times the EAC’s 331 million population and more than ten times its USD 327.77 billion
GDP[*A].

AfCFTA’s implementation follows a phased approach. Phase One covers trade in goods and services, including tariff
liberalization schedules and rules of origin protocols targeting 90% of product lines for progressive tariff
elimination[*1”]. Phase Two addresses investment, competition policy, and intellectual property, while Phase
Three establishes an online dispute resolution mechanism[~1/]. The economic logic is compelling: despite decades
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of independence, intra-African trade remains at approximately 15% of total continental trade — the lowest intra-
regional share of any major world region, compared with 60% in Europe and 55% in Asia[*5”"]. AfCFTA aims to shift
this dynamic by eliminating tariff barriers that average 6.1% across African countries and harmonizing trade
procedures that fragment the continental market into 54 separate regulatory jurisdictions[*17].

4.1.2 From EAC Mastery to AfCFTA Readiness

The progression from regional to continental competitiveness follows a logical sequence that benefits Kenyan
MSMEs already active in EAC markets. Such firms gain three transferable assets: export experience, standards
compliance, and regional networks[*17]. Export experience encompasses the practical knowledge of international
trade documentation, freight forwarding relationships, customs clearance procedures, and currency management
that cannot be acquired through training alone. An MSME regularly shipping across the Busia or Malaba border
posts has internalized the operational discipline of cross-border trade — proper invoicing, packing lists, certificate
of origin applications, and sanitary and phytosanitary navigation[*6”]. Standards compliance represents a second
transferable asset: products meeting East African Standards (EAS), which are harmonized across all EAC member
states, typically satisfy or require only modest additional certification for other African markets[*6”"]. Regional
networks constitute the third asset, as distributors and logistics providers cultivated through EAC trade frequently
maintain networks extending into other RECs[*14].

4.1.3 The AfCFTA-EAC Integration Timeline

AfCFTA’s architecture recognizes Regional Economic Communities as implementation building blocks. The EAC,
among Africa’s most deeply integrated regional blocs, serves as one of eight RECs forming the operational
backbone of continental free trade[*1"]. The EAC Customs Union, operational since 2005 and providing 0% duty on
originating goods, functions as an advance implementation of AfCFTA principles at the regional level[*37]. For
Kenyan MSMEs, this layered structure means that rather than navigating 54 separate national markets, AfCFTA
implementation through RECs allows firms to approach the continent hierarchically: EAC mastery first, followed by
expansion into overlapping REC memberships (COMESA, SADC), and ultimately the full AfCFTA market[*17]. Kenya’s
dual membership in the EAC and COMESA provides particularly advantageous positioning, as these communities
together cover 33 countries and a combined population exceeding 700 million people[*41].

The following chart contextualizes AfCFTA’s market scale against Africa’s major regional economic communities,
underscoring the magnitude of the continental opportunity relative to the proven EAC market.

AfCFTA Market Scale in Context: Regional Economic Communities
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The data reveal a stark quantitative reality: while the EAC’s USD 328 billion GDP and 331 million population offer

meaningful opportunities that Kenyan MSMEs are already capturing, AfCFTA’s USD 3.4 trillion GDP and 1.4 billion
consumers represent an order-of-magnitude expansion. The EAC functions as a proving ground where MSMEs
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develop operational capabilities for continental scale, with its relatively advanced integration — operational One
Stop Border Posts at Busia/Malaba and Namanga, harmonized standards, and established payment systems —
providing a lower-risk environment than less-integrated corridors[*6”].

4.2 KAM Study: Logistics as the Primary MSME Barrier

4.2.1 The Core Finding

The KAM logistics study, published in May 2026, delivers a finding that reshapes how MSME export readiness must
be understood: under both the EAC Customs Union and AfCFTA, tariffs are already at or near zero for most Kenyan
products, yet MSME export participation remains constrained by logistics inefficiencies rather than duties[*17].
Current logistics systems are calibrated primarily for high-volume exporters — large manufacturers and commodity
traders shipping full container loads on predictable schedules. MSMEs, by contrast, ship smaller volumes less
frequently, making them poor fits for existing infrastructure and exposing them to disproportionately high per-unit
costs[*17]. The cumulative cost burden extends far beyond the freight invoice, comprising inland freight, border
charges, documentation fees, storage, port charges, and informal payments — each layer compounding the others
to inflate landed costs by an estimated 40-60% above what large-volume shippers incur[*17].

4.2.2 Seven Key MSME Constraints

The KAM study identifies seven mutually reinforcing constraints suppressing MSME export competitiveness. High
transport costs rank first: African road freight rates average USD 0.05-0.10 per tonne-kilometer, roughly three to
five times rates in South Asia[*1”]. Small shipment volumes create a structural penalty — an MSME shipping half a
container pays nearly the same freight rate as a large firm shipping a full container, effectively doubling per-unit
logistics cost[*1”7]. Border delays impose working capital burdens that fall disproportionately on smaller firms with
limited trade finance access. Fragmented export procedures compound the problem, as multiple agencies require
separate documentation, inspections, and fees with minimal coordination. Limited warehousing restricts
geographic reach; weak market intelligence leads to poor product-market matching; and limited digital trade
adoption excludes MSMEs from e-commerce platforms[*1/].

Table 4.1: MSME Constraint-Impact Matrix

Constraint Profit Margin  Per-Unit Cost | Working  Capital Compliance Market
Impact Impact Impact Burden Penetration
Impact
High transport  15-25% margin = +30-50% vs. FCL Increased carrying Minimal direct  Limits price
costs compression on  shippers[*17] cost en route effect competitiveness
LCL shipments[*14]
Small shipment  Fixed costs spread +40-60% vs. large Higher frequency Same burden Cannot meet
volumes across fewer  shippers[~14] capital deployment  regardless of distributor MOQs
units[A14] size[A14]
Border delays Penalties, stockout Demurrage and 8-30 days capital Extended Unreliable delivery
losses[A17] storage charges lock-up; cash flow verification; hurts relationships
disruption[*14] multiple
inspections
Fragmented Staff time diverted; Layered fees from Delayed clearance Repeated Complexity
procedures opportunity agencies extends DSO submissions to discourages entry
cost[~14] uncoordinated
agencies[*14]
Limited Lost sales from Uncontrolled last- Capital tied in Destination Reach limited to
warehousing stockouts[*17] mile costs transit inventory compliance major hubs
unverified
Weak market  Failed launches; Research costs Capital in wrong Requirements Product-market fit
intelligence mispricing[*14] borne individually markets/products unknown until  errors
entry
Limited digital Missed e- Higher acquisition Slower offline  Digital compliance = Exclusion from
adoption commerce margins  costs[*14] payment cycles unmet growth channels

The constraint-impact matrix reveals a critical pattern: the seven constraints form an interconnected system where
each amplifies the others. High transport costs interact with small shipment volumes to create a per-unit penalty
that large exporters do not experience. Border delays compound working capital constraints, while fragmented
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procedures and limited digital adoption create a compliance environment where fixed costs exceed the variable
revenue from small shipments, pricing MSMEs out of markets despite zero tariffs[*1/].

4.2.3 The Logistics-Cost Paradox

The KAM study’s central policy implication is that AfCFTA’s tariff liberalization will fail to deliver intended benefits
to MSMEs unless accompanied by logistics facilitation. This is empirically demonstrated within the EAC itself. The
Customs Union has provided 0% duty since 2005, yet Kenya’s intra-EAC exports remained concentrated among
larger firms until recent years[*4”]. The 38.5% growth from 2020 to 2024 — from USD 1.72 billion to USD 2.38
billion — was achieved not because tariffs fell (they were already zero) but because logistics infrastructure, border
procedures, and market information gradually improved[*4A].

The following chart illustrates the cumulative cost layering KAM identified, showing how multiple cost components
aggregate to create a total logistics burden that can exceed the value of AfCFTA tariff savings.

KAM Study: Cumulative Cost Layering on MSME Exports Across African Corridors
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KAM Study: Cumulative Cost Layering on MSME Exports Across African Corridors

Inland freight constitutes the single largest cost component at 40-45% of total logistics expenditure[*1*]. However,
secondary costs — border charges, documentation, storage, port fees, and informal payments — can add USD
2,000-5,000 per consignment, frequently exceeding the tariff savings AfCFTA generates for small shipments[*12].
This cost structure explains why tariff liberalization alone has not triggered the MSME export expansion that trade
theory predicts: the logistics cost barrier overwhelms the tariff advantage.

4.3 Four Corridors: Evidence from KAM Field Research

The KAM study’s empirical backbone is field research across four strategic export corridors. Each presents distinct
logistics challenges, cost structures, and strategic implications.

Table 4.2: Corridor Findings Summary — Cost, Transit, and Strategic Implications

Corridor

Destination

Freight Cost (USD) Transit Time Primary Barriers

MSME-Specific

Strategic

Challenge

Response

Lusaka (Road) Southern Africa USD 3,500- 8-30days[*14] Backhaul inefficiency; Cannot fill  Export
(Zambia) 7,000/container[17] 2.5-day clearance at containers; pays aggregation
Nakonde/Tunduma[?1~] FCL rates for centers; shared
LCL volumes warehousing;
cooperative
logistics[*17]
Moyale (Road) Horn of Africa USD 1,500- 3-7 days["6”] Incomplete OSBP; no Caught Trade
(Ethiopia) 4,000["6"] scanners/weighbridges; between formal formalization;
security costs and facilitation
checkpoints[~14] informal desks;  border
competition information
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systems[A14]

Maritime (Sea) West Africa  USD 4,000- 21-45 days[*6”] No direct routes; Cannot meet Regional
(Ghana/Nigeria)  8,000["6"] transshipment costs;  minimum partnerships;
port inefficiencies[*1/] volumes; shared
transshipment warehousing;
costly for small  export
shipments consortium
models[*17]
Air Freight Continental usbD 8,000- 1-3 days[*17] High tariffs; limited Freight cost  High-
premium 15,000[~17] SAATM; regulatory  exceeds value/perishable
markets charges["1/] product margin  promotion;
for most  aggregated air
categories cargo
models[*17]

4.3.1 Lusaka Corridor: Gateway to Southern Africa

The Nairobi-Lusaka route is among the most active corridors into Southern Africa, offering gateway access to
Zambia, Malawi, Zimbabwe, and the eastern DRC. KAM found freight costs of USD 3,500-7,000 per container and
transit times varying from 8 to 30 days — a range so wide it constitutes a planning challenge in itself[*17]. The 22-
day spread reflects cumulative border delays, road conditions, and backhaul inefficiencies. Trucks delivering to
Lusaka frequently return empty due to insufficient Zambian export cargo, forcing operators to load return-trip costs
into outbound rates — effectively doubling freight costs for MSMEs with small volumes[*12]. At Nakonde/Tunduma
border, average clearance of approximately 2.5 days adds further cost. MSMEs lack cargo consolidation platforms
and shared distribution systems that could reduce per-unit costs[*17]. The strategic response centers on
aggregation — export centers, shared warehousing, and cooperative logistics that could reduce per-unit costs by an
estimated 30-40% for participating firms[A14].

4.3.2 Moyale Corridor: Link to the Horn of Africa

The Ethiopia corridor through Moyale serves a market of 120 million people but operational inefficiencies
substantially undermine competitiveness. Security checkpoints and inconsistent border operations cause
unpredictable delays, while the incomplete operationalization of the Moyale One Stop Border Post means traders
must clear through separate Kenyan and Ethiopian customs procedures[*1”]. The lack of scanners and
weighbridges forces physical inspection of all cargo, adding hours or days to clearance. Informal cross-border trade
remains dominant, with formal-sector MSMEs caught between compliance costs and informal competitors who
bypass documentation and standards[*17]. The strategic priority here is trade formalization support — export
facilitation desks, simplified procedures for small consignments, and real-time border information systems. The EAC
Simplified Trade Regime, permitting duty-free movement of goods up to USD 2,000 per consignment with reduced
documentation, provides a model extendable to this corridor[*6"].

4.3.3 Maritime Corridor to West Africa

West Africa represents a high-potential market, yet maritime connectivity from East Africa remains
underdeveloped. KAM found no efficient direct shipping routes between the coasts, forcing cargo to transship
through European or Asian ports — typically Dubai, Rotterdam, or Singapore — before reaching Lagos or
Tema[*17]. Transshipment adds handling charges, extends transit to 21-45 days (compared with 14-21 days direct),
and creates misconnection risk. Port inefficiencies at Lagos Apapa further increase costs, with vessel waiting times
occasionally exceeding seven days[*1"]. MSMEs face particular difficulty as their shipments do not meet shipping
lines’” minimum quantity commitments, forcing them onto the volatile spot market where rates are 20-30%
higher[*17]. The strategic implication is that direct West African maritime entry is viable only for firms that
aggregate sufficient volume or partner with larger exporters under consortium models[*1/].

4.3.4 Air Freight: High-Value Exports

Air freight provides speed but remains commercially inaccessible for most MSMEs. KAM found African aviation
markets structurally import-dominant, with outbound rates 30-50% higher than inbound due to underutilized
return legs[*17]. The incomplete implementation of the Single African Air Transport Market (SAATM) and high
regulatory charges further inflate costs. For MSMEs, air freight is viable only for products with sufficiently high
value-to-weight ratios: premium horticulture, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, specialty foods, and handicrafts[*14].
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Aggregated air cargo models — in which multiple MSMEs combine shipments for volume discounts — offer
particular promise for this corridor.

The following chart synthesizes the four-corridor data, providing a visual comparison of cost and transit ranges
MSMEs encounter across African export corridors.

KAM Four-Corridor Analysis: Cost and Transit Time Ranges for MSME Exporters
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KAM Four-Corridor Analysis: Cost and Transit Time Ranges for MSME Exporters

The corridor comparison underscores Africa’s logistics heterogeneity. Air freight offers speed at prohibitive cost;
maritime to West Africa offers the lowest per-unit cost for full containers but imposes the longest transit times; the
Lusaka corridor offers moderate costs with highly variable timing; and Moyale offers short distance but
unpredictable clearance[*1”]. MSMEs must match product characteristics — value-to-weight ratio, perishability,
demand predictability — to corridor capabilities.

4.4 Cross-Cutting Structural Issues
4.4.1 Five Systemic Barriers

Beyond corridor-specific challenges, KAM identifies five structural barriers cutting across all corridors. Shipment
scale fragmentation is fundamental: MSMEs incur compliance and logistics costs structurally similar to large firms
— the same documentation, inspections, freight minimums — but cannot distribute these costs across large
volumes[*17]. An export declaration costs the same whether the shipment is worth USD 500 or USD 50,000,
creating a minimum viable export scale that many MSMEs cannot achieve alone.

Institutional fragmentation compounds this problem. Multiple agencies — customs, revenue authorities, standards
bodies, port authorities, police, veterinary services — operate with independent mandates, separate
documentation, and uncoordinated inspections. An MSME shipment may be inspected by five or more agencies at a
single border post, with minimal information sharing between them[*17]. Cost layering describes how inland
freight, border charges, documentation fees, storage, port fees, and informal payments accumulate across the
export journey. KAM documented cases where non-freight logistics charges exceeded freight charges
themselves[*17].

Weak cargo aggregation systems prevent MSMEs from achieving economies of scale. Unlike East Asia, where
consolidation hubs routinely combine shipments from multiple small exporters, African logistics infrastructure
remains oriented toward large-shipment flows[*17]. The reliability tax captures the cost of unpredictable transit
times, which functions as a regressive implicit tax falling most heavily on the smallest exporters who can least
afford cash flow disruption[*14].

MSEA Kenya 25
May 2026



EAC Market Readiness Report for Kenyan MSMEs | EAC Trade Fair 2026

4.4.2 Connecting to EAC Market Realities

These structural barriers operate with equal force within the EAC, though at lower intensity. Operational OSBPs at
Busia/Malaba and Namanga have reduced clearance to 1-2 days compared with 2.5 days at Nakonde/Tunduma and
variable durations at Moyale[*6”]. Harmonized East African Standards reduce compliance burden, and the
Simplified Trade Regime provides a dedicated small-consignment pathway absent on most continental
corridors[*6”]. This relative integration makes the EAC the most effective training ground for AfCFTA readiness.
MSMEs that master EAC trade procedures — navigating the certificate of origin system, building freight forwarder
relationships on the Northern Corridor, adapting products to EAC standards — develop capabilities that transfer
directly to more challenging corridors[*1”]. The EAC offers a graduated difficulty environment where logistics
challenges are manageable with modest support, building the confidence and capital base needed before
attempting the Lusaka corridor’s backhaul inefficiencies or West Africa’s transshipment complexities.

4.4.3 The Strategic Framework: EAC Mastery to Continental Access

The KAM evidence and EAC market data converge on a strategic framework positioning EAC market mastery as the
foundation for AfCFTA readiness. This five-stage framework maps progressive MSME capability development:

The framework’s logic is sequential but not rigidly linear. MSMEs may develop capabilities across stages
simultaneously — a firm mastering EAC documentation may concurrently pursue standards compliance if its
products already meet quality benchmarks. However, EAC mastery is foundational because the specific knowledge
of how Kenyan customs interacts with Ugandan and Rwandan counterparts, the specific freight forwarders serving
the Northern Corridor, and the specific product adaptations for EAC preferences are not substitutable by
theoretical training[*1/].

The progression from Stage 2 to Stage 3 reflects the mutually reinforcing relationship between logistics
competence and standards compliance. Firms that control logistics costs can afford certification expenses; firms
meeting standards gain access to formal distribution channels that generate volume to justify logistics investments.
Together, these capabilities position MSMEs for Stage 4 (AfCFTA readiness), where the critical task is understanding
how EAC-derived credentials extend into the continental framework through REC building blocks and AfCFTA's
guided trade initiative[*17].

Stage 5 represents the ultimate objective: access to 54 AfCFTA states. The corridor analysis shows this will be
realized through differentiated strategies — road freight to Southern Africa, maritime consortiums to West Africa,
air freight for high-value products across the continent[*17]. What unifies these diverse paths is the operational
foundation built through EAC mastery. MSMEs that have successfully exported within the EAC have already
demonstrated the core competencies — documentation, logistics management, standards compliance, distributor
relationship management — that continental expansion requires. The EAC is not merely a market to be conquered
before moving to bigger opportunities; it is the crucible in which competitive fitness for continental trade is forged.
The implications for MSEA’s strategic positioning are substantial. Rather than treating EAC trade promotion and
AfCFTA readiness as separate programs, MSEA can integrate them into a single capability-building continuum that
begins with EAC market entry support and extends through logistics facilitation, standards compliance assistance,
and continental market linkage development[*17]. The finding that logistics — not tariffs — is the binding
constraint means that MSEA’s investments in MSME logistics support, cargo aggregation platforms, and export
cooperative development will yield returns in both increased intra-EAC trade and enhanced AfCFTA readiness.
Every MSME that successfully exports to Uganda or Rwanda becomes a potential continental exporter; every
logistics barrier removed in the EAC becomes a capability that transfers to more challenging corridors. The strategic
opportunity is to treat the EAC not as a destination but as a launchpad — and to build the institutional
infrastructure that enables Kenyan MSMEs to make that transition at scale.

5. Export Requirements for Kenyan MSMEs

Navigating export documentation and compliance requirements represents one of the most formidable barriers
facing Kenyan MSMEs seeking to enter the EAC market. While the EAC Customs Union guarantees duty-free access
for qualifying goods, realising that advantage depends on mastering a multi-step documentation process,
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understanding product standards, and leveraging the tariff benefits that differentiate Kenyan exporters from global
competitors. This chapter provides a practical, step-by-step guide to each requirement, with cost estimates,
processing timelines, and specific strategies to reduce compliance burdens.

5.1 Common EAC Export Documentation

Every consignment exported from Kenya to an EAC partner state requires a specific set of documents, each serving
a distinct purpose in the trade facilitation chain. These documents fall into two categories: those issued by Kenyan
authorities before departure and those required for clearance at the destination border. The table below presents
the comprehensive documentation requirements, with costs where applicable.

Document Purpose ‘ Issuing Authority Cost (KES)
Unique Consignment = Consignment tracking and KenTrade 750 [M1A]
Reference (UCR) registration
EAC Certificate of Origin Proof of origin for duty KRA/Chamber of Commerce 1,000-3,000 [*14]
exemption under Customs
Union
Export Declaration (E-Entry) Customs clearance  KRA 5,000-15,000 [~17]
authorisation
Phytosanitary Certificate Plant health compliance for KEPHIS 1,020 [A14]
agricultural products
Export Health Certificate Food safety compliance for Port Health Services 500-1,500 [*17]
animal products
Commercial Invoice Transaction details and value Exporter (self-prepared) =
declaration
Packing List Cargo contents and weight Exporter (self-prepared) —
details
Bill of Lading / CMR Transport contract and proof Carrier / Freight forwarder Varies
of shipment

The total direct documentation cost for a typical agricultural or manufactured goods shipment ranges from KES
7,270 to KES 21,270, excluding freight charges and the Bill of Lading fees that carriers charge separately. For an
MSME exporting a consignment worth USD 5,000, documentation costs alone can represent 2-5% of shipment
value, a proportion that rises significantly for smaller consignments [*1/]. This cost compression is precisely why
understanding the Simplified Trade Regime, discussed below, is essential for smaller traders.

The documentation process follows a sequential pathway from application to border clearance. Step one begins at
KenTrade, where the exporter registers the consignment and obtains the Unique Consignment Reference (UCR)
through the Kenya TradeNet System—the National Electronic Single Window. Step two involves submitting the
Export Declaration to KRA through the iCMS (Integrated Customs Management System), which customs officers
review for risk assessment. Step three requires obtaining the EAC Certificate of Origin, either from KRA or the Kenya
National Chamber of Commerce and Industry (KNCCI), which certifies that goods meet the EAC rules of origin. For
agricultural products, step four adds the Phytosanitary Certificate from KEPHIS (Kenya Plant Health Inspectorate
Services), involving physical inspection of produce. For animal products, step five requires the Export Health
Certificate from Port Health Services. Steps six and seven—preparing the Commercial Invoice and Packing List—are
the exporter’s responsibility and should align precisely with the customs declaration. Finally, step eight secures the
Bill of Lading or CMR (Convention on the Contract for the International Carriage of Goods by Road) from the carrier,
which serves as both transport contract and document of title [*14].

Total documentation timelines vary by product type. A manufactured goods shipment typically requires 3-5
business days from UCR registration to border-ready status, while agricultural products needing phytosanitary
inspection may require 5—8 days. Perishable exports, such as fresh horticulture, can be processed within 24-48
hours through KEPHIS priority channels if the exporter has established compliance history [*1/].

Three cost-saving strategies can significantly reduce this burden. First, the Kenya National Electronic Single Window
System (KenTrade TradeNet) consolidates all documentation applications into one portal, reducing the average
number of processes by approximately 50% and cutting document requirements by 30-50% [*7"]. The system
connects 42 stakeholder agencies with over 10,000 registered users and enables 24/7 paperless submission.
Second, obtaining Authorised Economic Operator (AEO) status from KRA provides expedited processing, reduced
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physical inspections, and green-channel clearance. Research indicates that 96% of AEO-accredited firms report
improved efficiency from streamlined procedures, with cargo clearance times falling significantly [*10”]. Third, the
Simplified Trade Regime (STR) allows consignments valued at USD 2,000 or below to cross borders with reduced
documentation, using a simplified certificate of origin and exempting traders from formal customs declarations
[~47]. Eligible traders need only present the Simplified Customs Document alongside identification at dedicated STR
facilities at border posts such as Busia, Malaba, and Namanga.

5.2 Product Standards and Certification

Complying with product standards is the second pillar of export readiness. The EAC operates a harmonised
standards framework designed to reduce technical barriers, but MSMEs must still navigate multiple certification
pathways depending on their product category.

The East African Standards (EAS) are harmonised across all eight partner states under the EAC Standards, Quality
Assurance, Metrology and Testing (SQMT) Act. The mutual recognition principle embedded in this framework
means that a product certified by the Kenya Bureau of Standards (KEBS) is recognised as compliant in Uganda,
Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, and other member states without requiring additional testing. This principle eliminates
the need for duplicate certification—a significant cost saver for MSMEs selling across multiple markets. The EAC has
developed over 3,500 harmonised standards covering food products, building materials, chemicals, textiles,
electrical equipment, and automotive parts [*17].

For agricultural and food products, Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Measures apply. These measures, administered
by KEPHIS in Kenya, regulate plant health, pest control, and food safety to protect human, animal, and plant life in
the destination country. Any product of plant origin—including cereals, fruits, vegetables, seeds, and timber—
requires a Phytosanitary Certificate confirming that the consignment has been inspected and is free from
quarantine pests. KEPHIS inspects consignments at designated export points and issues certificates within 24-72
hours for compliant exporters. The certificate costs KES 1,020 and is valid for the specific consignment it
accompanies [M14].

Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) Regulations govern product safety, quality, and labelling for manufactured goods.
These regulations apply to construction materials, pharmaceuticals, electrical appliances, cosmetics, and industrial
chemicals. Products must undergo testing by ISO/IEC 17025 accredited laboratories to confirm compliance with
relevant EAS standards. KEBS operates the Pre-Export Verification of Conformity (PVoC) programme, which
mandates that regulated products obtain a Certificate of Conformity (CoC) before shipment. Six internationally
recognised inspection companies—Bureau Veritas, Cotecna, China Certification & Inspection Group, Intertek, SGS,
and QISJ—are appointed by KEBS to undertake conformity assessment activities in the country of origin [*9/].

For animal products and processed foods, Port Health Services issues the Export Health Certificate, costing KES
500-1,500 depending on the product category. The certificate verifies that products meet food safety standards,
have been handled in sanitary conditions, and are fit for human consumption. Dairy products, meat, fish, and honey
all require this certification [*17].

Practical guidance for MSMEs begins with early engagement with the relevant authorities. For KEBS certification,
exporters should submit product samples for testing at least 4—6 weeks before the intended shipment date,
allowing time for laboratory analysis and any required product adjustments. KEBS operates regional offices in
Nairobi, Mombasa, Kisumu, and Eldoret, and provides online application facilities. For KEPHIS phytosanitary
approval, exporters must register as KEPHIS clients, schedule inspections at least 48 hours in advance, and ensure
products are packaged and labelled according to export standards. Port Health clearance requires advance booking
at the port of exit (Mombasa, Namanga, Busia, or Malaba) and submission of processing records for manufactured
food products. Building relationships with these agencies before the first export shipment dramatically reduces
processing delays and increases the likelihood of priority handling.

5.3 Tariff Structure and Market Access

The EAC Customs Union provides Kenyan MSMEs with their most powerful competitive weapon: zero import duty
on goods originating within the region. When combined with the tariff disadvantages faced by non-EAC
competitors, this creates substantial pricing advantages in key product categories.
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5.3.1 EAC Customs Union Tariff Benefits

Goods originating from Kenya enter all EAC partner states at 0% import duty, provided the exporter holds a valid
EAC Certificate of Origin. This zero-rate applies to all product categories without exception—a benefit that extends
across petroleum products, cement, iron and steel, pharmaceuticals, processed foods, manufactured goods, and
agricultural products. The rules of origin require that either the product be wholly obtained in Kenya (such as
agricultural produce) or that it undergo substantial transformation with at least 35% local value addition for
manufactured goods [*17].

By contrast, goods originating outside the EAC face the EAC Common External Tariff (CET), with Most Favoured
Nation (MFN) tariff rates ranging from 0% on essential raw materials and capital goods to 100% on sensitive
products such as cane and beet sugar. This tariff differential creates what amounts to a protected market for
Kenyan producers, insulating them from direct price competition with Asian and other global suppliers in several
strategic categories.

Beyond import duty, exporters must account for Value Added Tax (VAT) and withholding tax at destination. VAT
rates vary by partner state: Kenya applies 16%, while Uganda, Tanzania, and Rwanda each levy 18% [*17]. These
rates apply to the customs value plus import duty (which is zero for EAC goods). Excise duties apply to specific
products including tobacco, alcoholic beverages, petroleum fuels, and motor vehicles, with rates varying by product
and destination country. A 5% withholding tax on import value applies in most EAC countries and is deductible
against future tax obligations [*17].

5.3.2 Competitor Tariff Analysis

The following table demonstrates the tariff advantage Kenyan MSMEs enjoy over their primary non-EAC
competitors across the ten most traded product categories in the region. The MFN tariff represents the duty that
non-EAC suppliers—primarily from China, India, the UAE, and Southeast Asia—must pay to access EAC markets. The
applied tariff for Kenyan goods is consistently 0%.

HS Code Product EAC MFN Tariff | Applied Tariff Tariff Advantage Lead Competing
Description (Non-EAC) (Kenya) Markets
1701 Cane/beet sugar 100% 0% 100pp Brazil, UAE, India
["27]
1006 Rice 75% 0% 75pp Pakistan, India,
Thailand [224]
1511 Palm oil (refined) 25% 0% 25pp Indonesia,
Malaysia,
Singapore [A24]
8703 Passenger motor 25% 0% 25pp Japan, India, USA
vehicles [("27]
8704 Goods  transport 25% 0% 25pp Japan, India, China
vehicles [r247]
7208 Hot-rolled 10-25% 0% 10-25pp China, India, South
iron/steel Africa [A24]
2710 Petroleum oils  0-10% 0% 0-10pp UAE, Saudi Arabia,
(excl. crude) India [A27]
3004 Medicaments 0-10% 0% 0-10pp India, China,
(therapeutic) Germany ["27]
8517 Telephone 0-10% 0% 0-10pp China, Vietnam,
sets/smartphones India [A27]
1001 Wheat and meslin 10% 0% 10pp Russia, Ukraine,

Argentina [A24]
The tariff advantages range from 10 to 100 percentage points depending on the product category. In sugar, Kenyan
MSMEs face no import duty while Brazilian and Indian competitors pay 100%, effectively doubling their landed cost
before profit margins are considered. In rice, the 75% MFN tariff protects Kenyan traders from Pakistani and Thai
competition. Palm oil, passenger vehicles, and goods transport vehicles each carry 25% MFN tariffs that Indonesian,
Japanese, and Chinese suppliers must absorb [*2”].
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Tariff Advantage for Kenyan MSMEs in EAC Market
EAC Applied Tariff (0%) vs. MFN Tariff on Non-EAC Competitors
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Tariff Advantage for Kenyan MSMEs in EAC Market

The strategic implications extend beyond immediate pricing power. These tariff advantages create market space for
Kenyan MSMEs to establish footholds in categories where they would otherwise struggle to compete on cost alone.
A Kenyan cement exporter, for instance, benefits from a 25 percentage point tariff advantage over Southeast Asian
palm oil suppliers in Rwanda. A Kenyan pharmaceutical manufacturer enters Uganda with a 0—10 percentage point
advantage over Indian generic drug suppliers. While logistics efficiency, not tariffs, remains the primary binding
constraint for intra-EAC trade—as established in preceding analysis—these tariff differentials provide a meaningful
cushion that absorbs some of the higher logistics costs Kenyan MSMEs face relative to global suppliers with
container-scale economies [*34].

The practical import for MSMEs is clear: prioritise product categories with the highest tariff advantages when
selecting initial export targets. Sugar, rice, palm oil, and automotive products offer the greatest protection from
global competition. In these categories, even MSMEs with modest scale can achieve price competitiveness if they
master the documentation and standards requirements outlined in Sections 5.1 and 5.2. For categories with lower
tariff advantages—petroleum products, medicaments, and telecommunications equipment—Kenyan MSMEs must
compete primarily on quality, reliability, and proximity rather than price protection. Understanding where the tariff
advantage ends and genuine competitiveness begins is essential for setting realistic market entry expectations and
allocating limited export capacity toward the highest-return opportunities.

6. Business Registration and Investment Incentives

For Kenyan MSMEs seeking to establish a legal presence in neighbouring EAC partner states, the business
registration process represents both the first critical hurdle and a revealing indicator of each country’s commercial
openness. Registration timelines range from as few as 3 days in Rwanda to as many as 30 days in the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC) and Somalia, with costs spanning from approximately USD 100 to over USD 1,000
depending on the jurisdiction and business structure [*17]. Understanding these variations—and the accompanying
investment incentive frameworks—enables MSME owners to sequence their market entry strategically, prioritising
destinations where administrative barriers are lowest and fiscal benefits most accessible.

6.1 Registration Requirements by Country

The EAC partner states present a highly uneven landscape for business establishment. While Rwanda and Uganda
have digitised their registration processes, other markets remain bogged down by manual procedures, notarisation
requirements, and multi-agency clearances that can stretch the process across several weeks.

Table 1: Business Registration Requirements Across EAC Partner States
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Partner State Timeline Key Requirements MSME Practicality

‘ Cost (USD)

Registration Body

Rwanda Rwanda 3-5 days 100-300 Online registration, = Excellent—fully
Development RRA tax ID digitised
Board (RDB) integration,

passport/ID copies,
memorandum
[r167][2207]

Uganda Uganda 3-7 days 100-250 Company name Good—online
Registration reservation, portal active
Services Bureau directors’

(URSB) particulars,  UGX
105,000 base fee
plus 0.5% stamp
duty on capital
above UGX 5M
[r187][~267]

Tanzania Business 5-10 days 200-400 Business plan, TIN, Moderate—
Registrations and MEMARTS, multiple steps
Licensing  Agency minimum 2
(BRELA) directors,

municipal business
licence
[M15A][A257]

Burundi Burundi 10-20 days 300-500 Notarised Moderate—
Development documents, OBR language barriers
Agency tax registration, 2
(ADB/Ministry  of passport  photos,

Justice) BIF 40,000 base fee
[1327][~3447]

DRC Guichet Unique de  15-30 days 500-1,000 OHADA Challenging—local
Création compliance, local partner advised
d’Entreprises domiciliation
(GUCE) required, complex

multi-step process
[491]["524]

South Sudan Ministry of Justice 14-30 days 400-800 Multi-layered Difficult—
approvals, instability concerns
instability  affects
consistency

Somalia Federal/State-level ~ Variable (7-30  200-500 Security Highly variable
authorities days) considerations

paramount,
fragmented federal
system

Rwanda stands decisively apart from the rest of the region. The RDB’s online portal enables name reservation on
the same day, company registration within 24-48 hours, and automatic issuance of a Taxpayer Identification
Number (TIN) without requiring a separate application to the Rwanda Revenue Authority [*217]. The system is free
at the point of registration for domestic companies, with only modest legal and sector-specific licensing costs
(typically USD 300-2,500) arising post-incorporation [*16”]. This integrated approach—where the company code
on the incorporation certificate doubles as the TIN and social security number—eliminates the bureaucratic
runaround that characterises registration in most other African markets.

Uganda offers the next most accessible pathway. The URSB’s Online Business Registration System (OBRS) generates
statutory forms automatically and processes most private limited company registrations within 3—7 days [*18"].
However, the fee structure contains a variable element—a 0.5% stamp duty on share capital exceeding UGX 5
million—that can push total costs higher for capital-intensive MSMEs [*26”]. Foreign companies face additional
fees, including USD 350 for registration of certified memorandum copies and USD 70 per subsequent document
filing [726"].

Tanzania sits in the middle tier. While BRELA’s Online Registration System (ORS) streamlines the initial filing,
entrepreneurs must navigate a multi-agency process that includes separate TIN acquisition from the Tanzania
Revenue Authority, municipal business licensing, and social security registration with the National Social Security
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Fund [*177]. The July 2025 Investment and Special Economic Zones Regulations introduced a minimum capital
threshold of USD 500,000 for foreign-owned enterprises seeking an Investment Certificate—well above typical
MSME capacity—though smaller businesses can still register without this certification [*434].

For DRC, the Guichet Unique de Création d’Entreprises (GUCE) provides a formal one-stop shop, but practical
timelines routinely extend to 2—4 weeks due to document authentication requirements, OHADA compliance steps,
and the need for local domiciliation [*497]. The Congolese system does not require a local director but mandates
that company founders maintain a physical domicile address within the country—not merely a post office box
[7A537]. For Kenyan MSMEs, engaging a local partner or representative is therefore strongly advised, both to satisfy
this requirement and to navigate the Francophone legal environment. South Sudan and Somalia remain the most
challenging environments; registration timelines in South Sudan are unpredictable due to institutional volatility,
while Somalia’s fragmented federal-state system produces inconsistent procedures across jurisdictions.

Business Registration Timelines Across EAC Partner States
Rwanda

3-5 days

Uganda 3-7 days

Tanzania 5-10 days

Burundi

10-20 days

South Sudan

14-30 days

15-30 days

7-30 davs
. Minimum Timeline (Days)
Maximum Timeline Range

Somalia

5 10 15 20 25 30 35
Registration Timeline (Days)

o -

Business Registration Timelines Across EAC Partner States

The registration cost differential carries strategic implications. A Kenyan MSME registering in Rwanda faces total
first-year establishment costs (including legal fees, sector licensing, and office rent in Kigali at USD 200-1,500
monthly) that are often lower than the registration fee alone in the DRC [*16”]. For MSMEs operating on thin
margins, these front-loaded costs can determine whether market entry is feasible at all.

6.2 Investment Incentives Across EAC

Beyond registration mechanics, the incentive architecture of each partner state shapes the long-term return on
MSME investment. The most significant incentives cluster around four instruments: corporate income tax (CIT)
holidays, preferential tax rates for exports and priority sectors, accelerated depreciation allowances, and SEZ/EPZ
benefits. Critically, however, not all incentives are equally accessible to MSMEs—some carry capital thresholds that
effectively exclude smaller enterprises.

Table 2: Investment Incentive Comparison Across EAC Partner States

Partner State CIT Holiday Preferential Export | SEZ/EPZ Benefits Capital Threshold MSME
Rate Accessibility

Rwanda 7 years 15% for 250% 15% flat CIT in USD 50M for 7- High—15% rate
(manufacturing, export  turnover;  SEZs; duty-free  year holiday; no accessible
tourism, health, 25% for 30-50% imports for threshold for 15%

ICT, exports)  exports [A47A] exporters rate
[r427][7461] [A35A7][~387]

Uganda 10 years (strategic Exempt for >80% 10-year holiday for ~USD 10M  Low—thresholds
investors, free  export of free zone (Ugandans); USD  high for MSMEs
zones) production [A334] operators; 50M (foreigners)

[A277][~287] duty/VAT for 10-year holiday
exemptions
["297]["374]

Tanzania 10 years (EPZ/SEZ Standard 30% CIT EPZ: 10-year CIT USD 500,000 for Moderate—EPZ

export sales) (high  regionally) holiday, duty/VAT foreign-owned TIC accessible
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[A451][A314] [A557] exemption on certificate
inputs; SEZ: 10-
year holiday
[r43A7][~311]

Burundi CIT deductions of Agricultural sector Limited formal SEZ Not specified; Moderate—
2-5% based on exemptions programme employment- employment-based
local employment available linked
["327]

DRC Sector-specific Complex Limited; regulatory = Varies by sector Low—complexity
(mining code regulatory complexity high barrier
incentives) [*14] environment

Rwanda’s incentive framework emerges as the most MSME-friendly in the region. The 15% preferential corporate
income tax rate for registered investors exporting at least 50% of turnover carries no minimum capital requirement
for qualifying sectors including manufacturing, ICT, transport, and financial services [*42”]. This means a Kenyan
MSME establishing a manufacturing facility in Rwanda and exporting half its output to regional markets could
operate at a CIT rate half that of Tanzania’s standard 30%. The seven-year tax holiday for larger investments (USD
50 million minimum) is less relevant to MSMEs but signals the government’s openness to investor-friendly
treatment [*46”7]. Additional incentives include 50% accelerated first-year depreciation on new assets, zero
withholding tax on dividends for qualifying entities, and VAT exemptions on imported capital goods [*44/][*36"].
Uganda offers the longest tax holiday—10 years for strategic investors in industrial parks and free zones—but the
capital thresholds (USD 10 million for Ugandan citizens, USD 50 million for foreigners) place this incentive largely
out of MSME reach [*28”"]. Where Ugandan incentives do become relevant for smaller enterprises is through
sector-specific exemptions: agro-processing enjoys full corporate tax exemption regardless of location, and free
zone enterprises benefit from duty-free imports, VAT exemptions on supplies, and exemption from stamp duty
[~297][7337]. Kenyan MSMEs in food processing or agricultural value-addition should evaluate these pathways
carefully.

Tanzania’s EPZ programme presents a compelling proposition for export-oriented MSMEs despite the country’s
high standard CIT rate of 30%. EPZ-licensed enterprises enjoy a 10-year corporate income tax holiday, 10-year
withholding tax exemption on dividends and interest paid to non-residents, and duty/VAT exemptions on capital
goods, raw materials, and inputs [*31A7]. The critical qualifying condition—exporting at least 80% of production—
aligns well with Kenyan MSMEs that can leverage Kenya’s manufacturing base to supply export markets [*45/].
However, the July 2025 Budget proposed removing the tax holiday for goods sold domestically by EPZ/SEZ entities,
reinforcing that these incentives are strictly export-targeted [*48"]. SEZ developers must commit at least USD 20
million in capital, effectively reserving this tier for larger infrastructure investors [*434].

MSME Investment Climate Scores Across EAC Partner States
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The analytical framework illustrated above synthesises registration ease, incentive accessibility, and SEZ availability
into a composite MSME attractiveness score. Rwanda leads decisively across all dimensions, followed by Uganda
and Tanzania in a close contest. Burundi’s relatively strong incentive accessibility—driven by employment-linked CIT
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deductions of 2-5%—is offset by limited SEZ infrastructure and lengthier registration timelines [*32”]. The DRC and
South Sudan lag considerably due to institutional complexity and regulatory uncertainty respectively.

Practical Guidance for MSMEs on SEZ and EPZ Access. Kenyan MSMEs can access SEZ and EPZ facilities across the
region through several pathways. In Rwanda, the Kigali Free Zone and Bugesera Special Economic Zone offer fully
serviced plots with 15% flat CIT, duty-free imports on exported production, and one-stop administrative services
[A357][~36"]. Registration for SEZ status requires RDB approval but is streamlined through the existing investor
portal. In Tanzania, EPZ application proceeds through the Tanzania Investment and Special Economic Zones
Authority (TISEZA), with a 30-day review commitment under the 2025 regulations [*437]. Uganda’s free zones,
administered by the Uganda Free Zones Authority (UFZEPA), offer 10-year tax holidays and customs duty
exemptions but require free zone-specific licensing [*37/].

For MSMEs unable to meet EPZ capital or export thresholds, indirect access remains viable: subcontracting or
supplying to larger EPZ-registered manufacturers allows smaller firms to participate in zone-based value chains
without bearing the full compliance burden. MSMEs should also note that incentive packages are periodically
revised—Tanzania’s 2025 Budget already signalled tighter domestic-market restrictions for EPZ entities [*48"]—and
should verify current regulations through national investment promotion agencies before committing capital.

7. Market Gap Analysis

The East African Community’s combined import bill reached USD 61.3 billion in 2024, yet intra-regional trade
accounted for only a fraction of that total [*17]. EAC partner states are buying from distant suppliers what they
could source from within the region. For Kenyan MSMEs, the gap between regional consumption and regional
production represents the most actionable map of commercial opportunity. This chapter quantifies those gaps
across seven priority sectors, analyzes why they persist, and identifies where Kenya’s specific capabilities translate
into defensible competitive positions against global and regional rivals.

7.1 Identified Gaps Across EAC

A systematic review of EAC import data, production capacity surveys, and infrastructure assessments identifies
seven sectors where demand dramatically outstrips local supply. The following table presents these gaps with
quantified opportunity sizes and target markets.

Sector Gap Description Target Markets Opportunity Size Primary Import Source

Petroleum Products Refining capacity =~ All EAC partner states USD 8B+ [14] UAE, Saudi Arabia, India
severely limited; nearly
all  finished products

imported
Construction Materials Infrastructure boom DRC, Tanzania, Uganda USD 5B+ [A24] China, India, South
driving demand for Africa
cement, steel, and
fittings
Processed Foods Growing middle class All EAC partner states USD 3B+ [*24] India, UAE, South Africa

demanding  packaged
and convenience foods

Pharmaceuticals Limited local  All EAC partner states USD 2B+ [A24] India, China, Germany
production; 80% of
medicines imported

Agricultural Inputs Fertilizers, improved  All EAC partner states USD 2B+ [~24] China, Russia, Ukraine
seeds, and equipment
in chronic deficit

Textiles & Apparel AGOA opportunities  USA via EAC; all EAC USD 1B+ [A27] China, India,
plus unmet local and Bangladesh
regional demand

ICT Services Digital transformation = All EAC partner states USD 1B+ [*2A] USA, India, China

creating demand for
software, fintech, cloud
services

The combined addressable opportunity across these seven sectors exceeds USD 22 billion annually. What makes
these gaps particularly significant for Kenyan MSMEs is their alignment with Kenya’s existing export strengths. In
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2024, Kenya's top five exports to the EAC were petroleum oils (USD 196.4 million), cement and clinkers (USD 147.7
million), flat-rolled iron and steel (USD 122.5 million), medicaments (USD 108.0 million), and palm oil (USD 94.8
million) [*17]. Kenyan producers are already successfully serving these categories; the gap analysis indicates how
much further market penetration can extend.

Market Opportunity Size by Sector Across EAC
for Kenyan MSMEs

Construction Materials _ UsD 5.0B+
Processed Foods _ UsD 3.0B+
Pharmaceuticals _ USD 2.0B+
Agricultural Inputs _ USD 2.0B+
Textiles & Apparel - UsSD 1.0B+
ICT Services - USD 1.0B+
$0B $28 $4B 6B 488 5108

Estimated Market Opportunity (USD Billion)
Market Opportunity Size by Sector Across EAC
The chart reveals a clear hierarchy. Petroleum products dominate at USD 8 billion-plus, reflecting near-total
dependence on imported refined fuels. Construction materials at USD 5 billion-plus are driven by infrastructure
investments across DRC, Tanzania, and Uganda. Processed foods at USD 3 billion-plus represent the fastest-growing
category as urbanization expands the consuming class. Together, these three sectors account for roughly 73% of
the total opportunity, making them the strategic priorities for MSME export development.
Petroleum Products. The EAC imported USD 8.0 billion in petroleum oils (excluding crude) in 2024, representing
13% of all regional imports [*17]. Local refining infrastructure has not kept pace with demand growth from
industrialization, transportation expansion, and power generation. Kenyan MSMEs occupy a niche in petroleum
product distribution, blending, and specialty fuel formulations. Kenya’s existing petroleum exports to the EAC
reached USD 196.4 million in 2024 [~17], demonstrating that MSMEs in fuel trading, lubricant manufacturing, and
downstream distribution can capture incremental share by leveraging the EAC Customs Union’s zero-tariff
framework and Mombasa Port’s storage facilities.
Construction Materials. DRC’s accession in 2022, Tanzania’s mega-projects, and Uganda’s oil pipeline construction
have created demand for cement, steel rebar, roofing materials, and fittings that exceeds regional supply capacity.
Kenya’s cement exports to the EAC reached USD 147.7 million in 2024, and flat-rolled steel added USD 122.5 million
[A17]. Most EAC partner states lack integrated steel mills and sufficient cement capacity to match infrastructure
timelines. Kenyan MSMEs in fabricated metalwork, tile manufacturing, plumbing fittings, and construction
chemicals can serve this demand with delivery times that Asian competitors cannot match. The Northern Corridor
from Mombasa to Kampala and emerging corridors into eastern DRC give Kenyan suppliers a structural logistics
advantage for time-sensitive projects.
Processed Foods. The EAC’s urban population exceeds 30% of its 331.1 million total [*37], and urban residency
drives demand for packaged cereals, dairy products, fruit juices, baked goods, and convenience foods. Kenya's food
processing sector—one of the most developed in East Africa—produces goods meeting East African Standards (EAS)
that can be adapted to country-specific requirements. Sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures favor suppliers
with established compliance records, giving Kenyan exporters with KEBS certification a regulatory advantage.
Pharmaceuticals. The EAC imports approximately 80% of its medicines by value, with India and China supplying the
majority of generics [*2/]. This dependency creates supply chain vulnerability for public and private health systems
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alike. Kenya’s pharmaceutical manufacturing base produces antiretrovirals, antimalarials, antibiotics, and over-the-
counter formulations commanding a USD 108.0 million export market within the EAC [*17]. Local active
pharmaceutical ingredient (API) production remains minimal and regulatory harmonization across partner states is
incomplete. Kenyan MSMEs can expand through generic formulation, pharmaceutical packaging, and distribution
partnerships with regional health systems. The EAC’s Mutual Recognition Procedure for pharmaceutical
registration, once fully implemented, will reduce the cost of multi-country market access.

Agricultural Inputs. The EAC's agricultural sector employs the majority of the regional workforce yet operates
below potential because fertilizer application rates, seed quality, and mechanization remain low. Kenya’s fertilizer
blending plants and established seed companies—supported by KALRO—possess technical capabilities transferable
to neighboring markets. MSMEs in agritech, precision farming equipment distribution, and input supply chains are
well-positioned, particularly as EAC governments prioritize food security.

Textiles and Apparel. AGOA grants duty-free U.S. access for qualifying textile and apparel products manufactured
in EAC partner states. While Kenya has been the region’s primary AGOA beneficiary, utilization remains below
potential due to limited fabric production. The USD 1 billion-plus opportunity spans AGOA-eligible exports,
institutional garment supply within the EAC, and fashion retail for the growing middle class. Kenyan MSMEs in
garment manufacturing and textile printing can leverage the “Made in Kenya” label and EAC origin rules to access
both AGOA and intra-EAC markets. The key constraint is Asian suppliers’ lower labor costs, making AfCFTA local
content requirements—discussed in Section 7.2.3—a potentially decisive factor.

ICT Services. Digital transformation across the EAC has created demand for software development, cloud services,
and digital payments infrastructure that exceeds local supply. Kenya’s ICT sector, centered on Nairobi’s “Silicon
Savannah,” produces platforms with demonstrated scalability across East Africa. Mobile money solutions, agritech
platforms, and e-commerce tools developed for Kenya’s 55.1 million-person market can be adapted for the EAC’s
331 million consumers [*37]. Unlike goods-based gaps, ICT services face no physical borders, containers, or
weightbridge inspections. Kenyan MSMEs in software development and fintech can enter these markets with
minimal upfront capital, making this the most accessible gap for digital service providers.

7.2 Competitive Advantages for Kenyan MSMEs

Market gaps alone do not guarantee market access. Kenyan MSMEs must compete against established suppliers
from China, India, the UAE, and other EAC partner states. Kenya’s ability to win share in these gaps rests on five
core advantages that are difficult for competitors to replicate in combination.

7.2.1 Kenya'’s Five Core Advantages

Most Developed Manufacturing Sector in the EAC. Kenya’s manufacturing base accounts for a larger GDP share
and employs more workers than any other EAC partner state’s industrial sector [*37]. This concentration creates
supplier ecosystems, skilled labor pools, and institutional knowledge in capabilities from pharmaceutical
formulation to steel fabrication that other EAC members are still building. MSMEs benefit from access to upstream
suppliers and contract manufacturers that reduce export production costs.

Products Meeting International Quality Standards. Kenya Bureau of Standards (KEBS) certification and East African
Standards (EAS) compliance provide quality assurance recognized across the EAC [*2”]. In pharmaceuticals, Kenyan
manufacturers operate under Good Manufacturing Practice (GMP). In food processing, HACCP certification is
increasingly standard. These credentials matter as EAC partner states tighten sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) and
technical barriers to trade (TBT) requirements, and as public procurement systems increasingly specify certified
products.

Mombasa Port as Regional Logistics Gateway. The Port of Mombasa handles the majority of cargo for Kenya,
Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, eastern DRC, and South Sudan. The Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) and Northern
Corridor highway create a multimodal logistics backbone that Kenyan exporters access more efficiently than
competitors shipping through Dar es Salaam [*27]. MSMEs gain shorter lead times, lower inventory costs, and just-
in-time delivery capability.

Sophisticated Banking and Mobile Money Ecosystem. Kenya’s financial sector, anchored by M-Pesa and a
competitive banking industry, enables exporters to manage working capital and hedge currency risk. Mobile money
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interoperability with regional platforms reduces payment friction for cross-border trade. For MSMEs operating with
limited working capital, access to trade finance and invoice discounting from Kenyan banks can determine whether
an export contract is winnable.

Nairobi as Africa’s Silicon Savannah. Nairobi’s technology ecosystem hosts global tech companies, venture capital
firms, and a dense startup network that produces talent and partnerships enabling Kenyan MSMEs to compete in
ICT, agritech, and fintech. The “Silicon Savannah” brand carries credibility in regional markets, opening doors for
tech-enabled MSMEs that would otherwise face skepticism.

7.2.2 Competitive Positioning Against Global and Regional Rivals

Understanding Kenya’s competitive position requires direct comparison against the principal supply sources for
each gap sector. The following table evaluates Kenyan MSMEs against competitors from China, India, and within
the EAC across the dimensions that determine market share.

Dimension ‘ Kenyan MSMEs ‘ China Intra-EAC Competitors

Production cost Moderate (higher than Lowest global cost base = Low cost base for Varies; generally higher
Asia, lower than most generics, textiles than Kenya
EAC)

Delivery time to EAC 1-7 days by road/rail  30-60 days by sea 20-45 days by sea 1-7 days (similar to
from Mombasa Kenya)

Quiality certification KEBS/EAS certified;  Variable; quality Strong in  pharma; Limited certification
GMP, HACCP available concerns in some variable in textiles infrastructure

categories

Tariff under EAC CU 0% (with Certificate of 0-25% depending on 0-25% depending on 0% (with Certificate of
Origin) product [44] product [44] Origin)

Cultural/market High—shared language, Low—transactional Moderate—established  High—but limited

knowledge consumer relationships trader networks product range
understanding

After-sales service Accessible; regional  Difficult; agent- Moderate; established Limited technical
offices feasible dependent in pharma capacity

Local content credit = Fully qualifying Does not qualify Does not qualify Fully qualifying

(AfCFTA)

The table reveals a clear profile. China and India win on production cost but lose on delivery speed and after-sales
service. Intra-EAC competitors share Kenya’s logistics advantages but lack comparable manufacturing scale and
certification infrastructure. Kenyan MSMEs occupy a “middle space” increasingly attractive as EAC buyers prioritize
reliability over pure price minimization.

The tariff dimension is decisive. Under the EAC Customs Union, Kenyan products enter all partner states at 0% duty
with a valid Certificate of Origin [#27]. Chinese and Indian products face MFN tariffs of 0-100% depending on
category. For steel (10-25%), sugar (100%), and rice (75%), these differentials create pricing power for Kenyan
suppliers even at higher production costs [*4/].

In pharmaceuticals, India dominates generics through decades of manufacturing investment, but Kenyan producers
are competitive where cold chain requirements and regulatory preferences favor regional supply. Post-COVID-19,
several EAC partner states have implemented local content preferences that indirectly benefit Kenyan suppliers. In
construction materials, Chinese steel and cement are price-competitive but require 30-60 day delivery cycles;
Kenyan MSMEs offering 7-14 day delivery from Mombasa hold a critical advantage for time-sensitive projects.

7.2.3 The AfCFTA Rules of Origin Advantage

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) introduces a regulatory dimension that strengthens Kenyan
MSME positions in ways that pure market analysis understates. AfCFTA rules of origin require that products
claiming duty-free treatment under the agreement contain sufficient local content to be considered “made in
Africa.” While the specific thresholds vary by product, the general principle is clear: products with substantial
African inputs qualify for preferential access that non-African competitors cannot claim [A24].

This creates three strategic advantages for Kenyan MSMEs. First, products manufactured in Kenya with African
inputs qualify for AfCFTA preferences across all 54 participating countries, transforming the EAC from a destination
into a proving ground for the broader continental market of 1.4 billion consumers.
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Second, rules of origin create a competitive moat against Asian suppliers. A Chinese-manufactured pharmaceutical
imported for re-export does not acquire Kenyan origin status; transformation must be “substantial,” typically
requiring a tariff classification change or 30-40% value addition. Kenyan MSMEs sourcing inputs locally and adding
value through processing or assembly can offer tariff-free access that Asian competitors cannot match.

Third, the combination of EAC Customs Union zero tariffs and AfCFTA continental access creates a “double
preference” for Kenyan-origin goods. An MSME manufacturing construction fittings in Nairobi exports duty-free to
Uganda today under the EAC Customs Union, and as integration deepens, accesses Nigerian, Ethiopian, and
Egyptian markets under AfCFTA with documentation already in place.

Capturing this advantage requires disciplined compliance. Certificates of Origin must be accurately completed,
input sourcing documented, and product specifications maintained. MSEA’s role in compliance training and
documentation support—discussed in Chapter 6—is critical. MSMEs treating origin documentation as a strategic
asset gain a regulatory advantage that strengthens with each AfCFTA implementation milestone. The competitive
landscape is shifting: China’s cost edge erodes through tariffs and logistics friction, India’s pharmaceutical
dominance faces supply chain scrutiny, and intra-EAC competitors lack manufacturing scale. The AfCFTA rules of
origin framework progressively favors suppliers with verifiable African production footprints—a category where
Kenyan MSMEs, backed by the region’s most developed manufacturing ecosystem, hold the strongest position.

8. Cross-Border Trade and Logistics

The EAC Customs Union eliminated tariffs on intra-regional trade in 2005, yet Kenyan MSMEs continue to face
substantial costs in moving goods across borders. The binding constraint is no longer duties but the logistics
architecture itself: border clearance procedures, corridor infrastructure quality, non-tariff barrier (NTB) density, and
the absence of cargo consolidation systems calibrated for small shipment volumes[*12]. Kenya’s intra-EAC exports
reached USD 2.38 billion in 2024, a 38.5% increase over 2020 levels, but this growth has accrued primarily to larger
firms capable of absorbing fixed logistics costs[*2”]. For MSMEs, the per-unit cost of exporting remains prohibitive,
a reality confirmed by the Kenya Association of Manufacturers (KAM) logistics study, which identifies logistics
inefficiencies—not tariffs—as the primary barrier limiting MSME competitiveness in regional markets[A3/].

This chapter maps the cross-border trade landscape: border posts, the Simplified Trade Regime (STR) and One Stop
Border Post (OSBP) mechanisms, corridor cost structures, and non-tariff barriers that inflate base transport costs by
15-40%["37]. The analysis concludes with concrete mitigation strategies grounded in TMEA interventions, EAC
institutional mechanisms, and private-sector cargo aggregation models.

8.1 Key Border Posts and Simplified Trade
8.1.1 Border Post Comparison

Five major border posts handle the bulk of Kenya’s overland trade with EAC and neighboring markets. Each varies in
traffic volume, OSBP operational status, and clearance efficiency, factors that directly determine working capital
lock-up for MSME consignments.

Border Post Corrido (Countries) OSBP Status ETIY Truck = Avg. Clearance = Operational Profile

Volume Time
Busia/Malaba Kenya-Uganda Operational 1,500+ 1-2 days Northern Corridor
gateway; highest-
volume  crossing;
dedicated STR
facility; 24-hour

operations at
Malaba;
established freight
forwarder
presence[r4A]
Namanga Kenya-Tanzania Operational 800+ 1-2 days Arusha Corridor
hub; customs

modernization
implemented;
livestock and
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manufactured
goods dominant;
good road
condition on both
sides[?47]
Gatuna/Katuna Uganda-Rwanda Operational 500+ 1-2 days Primary  Rwanda
access point;

mountainous
terrain limits speed
but road quality

adequate;
immigration  and
customs co-
located;
horticulture  and
manufactured
goods flow["41]
Nakonde/Tunduma Zambia-Tanzania Operational 1,000+ 2-3 days Gateway to
Southern  Africa;
KAM Lusaka
Corridor
assessment

records  average
clearance of ~2.5
days; backhaul
inefficiencies
inflate freight
charges; multiple
weightbridge stops
en route[A34]
Moyale Kenya-Ethiopia Partial 60+ Variable Incomplete  OSBP
operationalization;
lack of scanners
and weighbridges;

security
checkpoints delay
cargo; informal

cross-border trade
dominant; freight
predictability low
despite improved
road

infrastructure[~34]

The Busia/Malaba complex dominates regional trade, processing over 1,500 trucks daily as the primary gateway to
Uganda, South Sudan, and eastern DRC markets[*47]. The OSBP at Malaba, operational since 2017, has reduced
clearance times from 2-3 days to 1-2 days by co-locating Kenyan and Ugandan agencies in a single facility,
translating directly to faster inventory turnover and reduced demurrage for MSMEs. Namanga offers similarly
efficient processing, benefiting from upgraded Arusha road infrastructure and electronic data interchange between
KRA and TRA systems[*44].

The contrast with Moyale is stark. Despite road infrastructure improvements, Moyale’s partial OSBP status means
integrated customs systems remain incomplete[*3”]. Daily volumes of approximately 60 reflect operational
uncertainty—clearance times can extend to multiple days during system failures or security alerts. For MSMEs, this
predictability tax—the implicit cost of uncertain transit times—renders Ethiopian market access via Moyale
economically marginal for small consignments.

8.1.2 The Simplified Trade Regime (STR)

The EAC Simplified Trade Regime (STR) is a dedicated facilitation mechanism for MSMEs and small-scale traders.
Under STR, goods valued at up to USD 2,000 per consignment qualify for simplified customs procedures, reduced
documentation, and expedited clearance through dedicated STR lanes at border posts[*42]. The regime recognizes
that the compliance burden of full customs declaration can cost more in time and professional fees than the value
of small consignments.
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STR eligibility requires three conditions: consignment value not exceeding USD 2,000; goods originating within the
EAC; and use of designated STR processing counters at participating border posts[*4”]. Simplified certificates of
origin replace the standard EAC Certificate of Origin, reducing documentation costs from KES 1,000-3,000 to a
nominal fee or zero charge. Participating border posts include Busia, Malaba, Namanga, and several secondary
crossings.

For MSMEs, STR reduces both fixed and variable costs. Fixed costs decline because smaller consignments no longer
require clearing agents for full customs declarations—a service costing KES 5,000-15,000 per shipment[*4/]. STR
lanes process goods within 30-60 minutes compared to several hours for standard declarations. MSEA’s strategic
role includes ensuring MSME awareness of STR thresholds, assisting with documentation preparation, and
advocating for STR facility expansion to crossings with growing MSME traffic.

8.1.3 One Stop Border Post (OSBP) Operations

The One Stop Border Post (OSBP) model represents the most significant institutional innovation in EAC trade
facilitation over the past decade. Under OSBP operations, agencies from both neighboring partner states are co-
located in a single facility, enabling sequential or concurrent processing that eliminates double stops—once on each
side of the border[*47]. Before OSBP implementation, a truck crossing from Kenya into Uganda underwent
separate inspections by KRA and Uganda Revenue Authority (URA), a process adding 4-8 hours to clearance time.
OSBPs reduce clearance times by 40-60% through three mechanisms: physical co-location of all agencies; electronic
data interchange between national customs systems; and risk-based inspection protocols that channel low-risk
consignments to green lanes[*4/]. Busia/Malaba, Namanga, Gatuna, and Nakonde/Tunduma now achieve average
clearance times of 1-2 days, compared to 2-4 days pre-OSBP.

For MSMEs, OSBPs deliver three concrete benefits. Reduced clearance times lower working capital requirements—
inventory at border posts does not generate revenue, and every day of delay adds financing cost. Predictable
clearance enables just-in-time delivery commitments essential for perishable goods. Co-located standards agencies
enable real-time resolution of technical queries, reducing consignment rejection due to documentation
discrepancies. MSMEs should prioritize routing through OSBP-operational borders, and MSEA advocacy should
focus on accelerating full OSBP operationalization at partial-status posts such as Moyale.

8.2 Export Costs by Corridor

8.2.1 Detailed Cost Breakdown by Destination

The cost of moving a 20-foot container from Nairobi to EAC destinations varies by a factor of more than three,
driven primarily by distance, road infrastructure quality, security conditions, and border complexity. The following
table presents the complete cost landscape that MSMEs must navigate in corridor selection and pricing strategy.

Destination Transport Mode Cost (USD/20ft) Transit Time Key Cost Drivers Cost per km
(approx.)
Uganda Road 1,200-1,800 1-3 days Fuel, border delays  ~2.0-3.0
(Busia/Malaba)

Tanzania Road (Namanga) 1,500-2,200 2-4 days Distance, tolls ~2.5-3.7

Rwanda Road (via Uganda) 2,500-3,500 3-7 days Distance, multiple = ~3.5-4.9
borders

DRC (East) Road (Busia-Goma)  2,800-4,000 5-10 days Security  escorts, ~4.0-5.7
poor roads

Burundi Road (via Uganda) 3,000-4,500 5-8 days Border complexity, ~4.3-6.4
backtracking

South Sudan Road (Nadapal) 4,000-6,000 7-14 days Security, ~5.7-8.6
infrastructure
gaps, seasonal
flooding

The Uganda corridor presents the most cost-effective option for Kenyan MSMEs, reflecting the 650-kilometer
distance via the Northern Corridor, excellent road conditions, and the efficiency of the Busia/Malaba OSBP
complex[*4/]. At USD 1,200-1,800 per 20-foot container with 1-3 day transit times, this corridor offers predictable
access to Kenya’s largest intra-EAC trading partner, which absorbed USD 936.4 million in Kenyan exports in
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2024["2"]. Fuel constitutes approximately 45-50% of total cost, with border processing fees and minimal security
charges making up the remainder.

The Tanzania corridor via Namanga is similarly efficient at USD 1,500-2,200 and 2-4 days transit, with distance as
the primary cost driver[*4"]. The upgraded Arusha road and OSBP at Namanga deliver reliable transit times suitable
for manufactured goods and processed foods.

Rwanda occupies a strategically important mid-cost position at USD 2,500-3,500 with 3-7 days transit[*4"]. The
900+ kilometer distance via Kampala and the Gatuna crossing, combined with double border processing, elevates
costs above the Uganda-only corridor. However, Rwanda’s business-friendly regulatory environment, 7-year
investment tax holiday, and Kenya’s existing trade surplus of approximately USD 290 million make this a high-
opportunity destination where elevated logistics costs are offset by favorable market conditions[*2"]. MSMEs
should view Rwanda as a premium corridor where higher transport investment yields superior market access terms.
8.2.2 Corridor Cost Analysis

Export Cost and Transit Time by EAC Corridor (from Kenya)
Grouped Comparison: Cost vs. Time Trade-offs for MSME Export Planning
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Export Cost and Transit Time by EAC Corridor

The corridor cost comparison chart reveals a clear gradient: costs increase not linearly with distance but
exponentially with the number of risk factors encountered. The Uganda and Tanzania corridors cluster at the low-
cost end, both under USD 2,200 per container, because they benefit from single-border crossings, stable security
environments, and good road infrastructure[*4”]. Rwanda, at USD 2,500-3,500, represents an inflection point
where the additional border crossing and mountainous terrain introduce a step-change in cost. The DRC East,
Burundi, and South Sudan corridors form a high-cost tier where security risks, infrastructure deficits, and
operational complexity compound to drive costs above USD 2,800 per container[*4/].

KAM'’s Lusaka Corridor study found freight costs of USD 3,500-7,000 per container with 8-30 day transit times,
significantly above the EAC average, driven by backhaul inefficiencies and absent return cargo consolidation[*3/].
This finding generalizes: when trucks cannot secure return loads, empty-leg costs inflate per-kilometer rates.
Corridors into markets with low Kenyan import demand—such as South Sudan—will always carry a structural cost
premium.

Rwanda’s positioning as mid-cost, high-opportunity deserves emphasis. While its USD 2,500-3,500 cost exceeds
Uganda by 67-94%, Rwanda’s per capita GDP of approximately USD 966 (2023), rapid urbanization, strong
procurement transparency, and the Rwanda Development Board’s 3-5 day business registration timeline create a
favorable operating environment[*47]. MSMEs should calculate landed cost against realized selling price, where
Rwandan market premiums often recover the additional logistics investment.
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8.2.3 Cost Driver Analysis and Minimization Strategies

Each corridor presents a distinct cost architecture that MSMEs must understand to optimize margins. On the
Uganda corridor, fuel constitutes 45-50% of transport cost, border processing fees 15-20%, and vehicle operating
costs make up the remainder[*47]. Cost minimization focuses on timing—avoiding peak traffic at Malaba that
triggers demurrage—and forwarder selection, as established operators with contract volumes secure rates 10-15%
below spot market prices.

On the Rwanda corridor, the double-border crossing adds approximately USD 200-400 per stop in processing fees,
agent costs, and time-value-of-money charges[*4/]. Consolidation strategies are particularly valuable: MSMEs that
aggregate partial loads into full containers before the first border crossing avoid paying double processing fees.
KAM emphasizes that cooperative export logistics—shared warehousing, consolidated cargo systems, and export
aggregation centers—can reduce per-unit logistics costs by 20-30%[/34].

For the DRC East and South Sudan corridors, security costs dominate. Armed escorts, insurance premiums, and
cargo theft risk add USD 500-1,500 to base transport costs[*4"]. MSMEs should prioritize durable, non-perishable
goods for these corridors and partner with established forwarders maintaining security relationships. KAM’s
Moyale Corridor assessment found that security checkpoints and inconsistent border operations function as an
implicit tax, disrupting cash flows to a degree that renders small-scale export economically marginal[*34].

8.3 Non-Tariff Barriers and Mitigation

8.3.1 The Five Major NTB Categories

Despite the EAC Customs Union’s elimination of tariffs on intra-regional trade, non-tariff barriers (NTBs) continue to
impose substantial costs on Kenyan exporters. These barriers fall into five major categories, each compounding
base transport costs and eroding MSME competitiveness[*4/].

Multiple Police Checkpoints. Trucks encounter up to 30 police and security checkpoints on certain routes, each
representing a potential delay and informal payment demand[*4”]. The Northern Corridor through Uganda to
Rwanda is particularly affected, with district boundary controls, weighbridge stations, and security checkpoints
adding 6-12 hours to transit times. Each stop carries a 30-60 minute time cost plus a variable facilitation fee that
KAM documents as a persistent feature of cross-border trucking[~3/].

Inconsistent Standards Application. EAC harmonized standards (EAS) exist on paper, but application varies across
partner states. A product cleared by KEBS may face re-testing in Tanzania, Uganda, or Rwanda depending on the
interpreting officer’s judgment[*4~]. This inconsistency forces exporters to carry redundant documentation or risk
consignment detention. For MSMEs without compliance staff, navigating these variations adds USD 100-300 per
shipment in consultant fees.

Documentation Verification Delays. Border posts continue to rely on physical document examination even where
electronic systems exist. Commercial invoices, packing lists, export declarations, certificates of origin, and
phytosanitary certificates must be verified against physical cargo at each border[*4”]. Discrepancies—mismatched
weights, inconsistent product descriptions, expired certificates—trigger manual review extending clearance from
hours to days.

Informal Payments and Facilitation Fees. KAM documents that informal payments at checkpoints function as a de
facto cost of doing business along several corridors[*3”]. These payments compound base transport costs by an
estimated 15-40% on affected routes[*3”]. For MSMEs on thin margins, this implicit tax can eliminate profitability
entirely. The payments are rarely receipted, creating accounting and tax compliance challenges.

Weighbridge Operations. Multiple weighbridge stations require trucks to stop, weigh, and potentially redistribute
cargo if axle load limits are exceeded["4"]. While weighbridges serve legitimate road preservation purposes,
inconsistent calibration across jurisdictions and the frequency of stops—sometimes three or more on a single
corridor segment—create operational friction. Overweight penalties can reach hundreds of dollars and require
time-consuming cargo redistribution.

8.3.2 NTB Cost Impact

The cumulative impact of NTBs on MSME export economics is substantial. KAM identifies “cost layering” as a
systemic problem: inland freight, border charges, documentation fees, storage costs, and informal payments
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accumulate through the logistics chain, frequently exceeding original transport quotes by 25-50%[*3”]. For an
MSME exporting a USD 2,000 consignment to Rwanda with a base transport cost of USD 2,500, NTB additions can
raise total logistics expenditure to USD 3,125-3,750—representing 156-188% of consignment value.

This cost structure explains why MSMEs face disproportionate logistics burdens. Large exporters absorb the same
fixed NTB costs but spread them across higher volumes. An MSME shipping one container monthly bears the full
burden of each checkpoint stop; a large firm shipping twenty containers distributes the same fixed costs across
twenty times the volume[*37]. This “shipment scale fragmentation” is the structural challenge that cargo
aggregation models are designed to address.

8.3.3 Practical Mitigation Strategies

TMEA Cargo Tracking Systems. TradeMark Africa (TMEA) has deployed electronic cargo tracking systems (ECTS) on
the Northern Corridor enabling real-time monitoring of container location, seal integrity, and estimated arrival
times. ECTS participation reduces inspection frequency—tracked containers are designated lower risk by customs
algorithms—and provides documentary evidence in transit disputes. The Kenya National Electronic Single Window,
integrated with TMEA systems, enables pre-clearance before trucks reach border posts, reducing physical
processing time at Busia/Malaba and Namanga by approximately 40%[*44].

EAC NTB Monitoring Mechanism. The EAC Secretariat operates a formal NTB reporting mechanism through which
traders submit complaints about barriers encountered at border posts or along corridors[*4”"]. Reported NTBs are
classified, assigned to national focal points, and tracked to resolution. Utilization by MSMEs remains low due to
limited awareness and the perceived bureaucratic burden of formal complaint submission. MSEA can assist MSMEs
with NTB reporting, aggregate complaints to identify systemic patterns, and advocate at EAC forums for priority
resolution of barriers affecting small traders.

Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) Programs. AEO status, available through KRA and reciprocally recognized by
several EAC partner states, designates compliant, low-risk traders eligible for expedited processing, reduced
inspection rates, and priority clearance[*4"]. The application requires demonstrated compliance history, financial
solvency, and security standards that established MSMEs can meet. AEO-certified MSMEs report clearance time
reductions of 30-50% at OSBP facilities, directly translating to lower demurrage and faster inventory turnover.
Trade Association Advocacy. Collective advocacy through KAM, KNCCI, and sector-specific associations represents
the most effective channel for systemic NTB reduction. KAM’s recommendation that MSEA “advocate for simplified
trade and border procedures for MSMEs” reflects the reality that individual firms cannot negotiate bilateral border
procedures, but organized industry voice can influence EAC policy[*37]. MSMEs should engage with these
associations to ensure small-trader concerns are represented in EAC Trade and Customs committees, and MSEA
should establish coordination mechanisms with KAM, KEPROBA, and TMEA to channel MSME logistics feedback into
policy processes.

The convergence of evidence from the EAC Market Readiness Report, KAM’s corridor assessments, and KEPROBA
trade data confirms: logistics efficiency, not tariff access, determines MSME export competitiveness in the
EAC[A17][A3A][M41]. OSBP expansion is improving border infrastructure, but NTBs—checkpoints, inconsistent
standards, documentation delays, and informal payments—remain the frontier where MSME support yields the
highest returns. Cargo consolidation, digital pre-clearance, AEO certification, and collective advocacy offer a
practical pathway for Kenyan MSMEs to transform logistics from a binding constraint into a competitive advantage
as they scale to regional markets.

9. Best Export Means by Destination

Selecting the optimal transport mode for each EAC destination is one of the highest-leverage decisions a Kenyan
MSME can make. The wrong choice inflates costs, extends delivery timelines, and erodes the competitive
advantage conferred by duty-free access under the EAC Customs Union. This chapter provides destination-specific
logistics guidance grounded in corridor cost data, border operational metrics, and the Kenya Association of
Manufacturers’ (KAM) research on cargo aggregation for small-scale exporters. Export costs per 20-foot container
range from USD 1,200 for the Uganda corridor to USD 6,000 for South Sudan, while transit times stretch from 1-3
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days to 7-14 days respectively[*17]. Within that spread, the difference between a profitable export run and a
margin-destroying one often comes down to transport mode selection, cargo consolidation discipline, and border-
crossing preparation.

9.1 Transport Mode Recommendations

The following table presents a destination-by-destination decision matrix that weighs cargo type, value density,
urgency, and cost constraints against the available transport options from Kenya.

Table 9.1 — Transport Mode Recommendations by EAC Destination

Destination ‘ Primary Mode Route / Border Cost (USD/20ft) | Transit Time Alternative
Mode

Uganda Road (truck) Busia / Malaba 1,200- 1-3 days All goods; fast Rail (SGR to
1,800["17] replenishment Naivasha +
cycles truck)
Tanzania Road (truck) Namanga /  1,500- 2-4 days General cargo; Rail (SGR +
Namanga 2,200["1A] construction meter-gauge
materials link)
Rwanda Road (truck) Busia - Gatuna = 2,500- 3-7 days Consumer Air  (JKIA >
3,500["17] goods; Kigali, high-
processed foods  value items)
DRC (East) Road (truck) Busia - Goma 2,800— 5-10 days Durable goods; Air  (security-
4,000["17] construction sensitive cargo)
inputs
Burundi Road (truck) Busia - 3,000- 5-8 days Non-urgent Lake transport
Uganda - 4,500["17] bulk shipments (Mombasa -
Burundi Bujumbura)
South Sudan Road (truck) Nadapal /  4,000- 7-14 days Essential goods;  Air
Lokichoggio 6,000["14] foodstuffs (humanitarian /
high-value)

The decision matrix above reveals a clear geographic gradient: as distance from Nairobi increases and infrastructure
quality declines, both cost and transit time rise steeply. The Uganda corridor remains the most economically
efficient, with the Busia and Malaba One-Stop Border Posts (OSBPs) processing over 1,500 trucks daily at average
clearance times of 1-2 days[*27]. For MSMEs shipping consumer goods, processed foods, or fast-moving
agricultural inputs, road transport via Busia/Malaba offers the best balance of speed, reliability, and cost. The
Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) now provides a viable rail alternative from Mombasa to the Naivasha Inland
Container Depot, from which truck trans-shipment completes the journey—a modal split that can reduce per-
container costs for bulk shipments by 10-15%.

Tanzania presents a similar profile. The Namanga border post, also operating as an OSBP with 800+ trucks cleared
daily[*2”], offers well-maintained road infrastructure to Arusha and onward to Dar es Salaam. For MSMEs
exporting construction materials or industrial inputs, the road corridor through Namanga remains the default
recommendation, though the ongoing SGR extension toward the Tanzanian border will progressively shift cost
economics in favor of rail-truck intermodal transport.

Rwanda requires more nuanced planning. The corridor through Uganda via the Gatuna OSBP—processing 500+
trucks daily with 1-2 day clearance averages[*2"]—is the standard route, covering approximately 1,100 kilometres
from Nairobi to Kigali. At USD 2,500-3,500 and 3-7 days transit, this corridor sits at the inflection point where air
freight becomes economically justifiable for specific cargo categories. High-value pharmaceuticals, electronics, and
perishable premium goods where shelf-life margins are tight should be evaluated for air transport from Jomo
Kenyatta International Airport (JKIA) to Kigali. The additional freight cost is frequently recovered through reduced
inventory carrying costs, lower damage rates, and faster payment cycles.

The eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) corridor through Goma introduces security and infrastructure
variables that fundamentally alter logistics planning. Road transport from Nairobi via Busia to Goma costs USD
2,800—4,000 with transit times of 5—10 days, but the route is subject to intermittent security disruptions in North
Kivu[*17]. MSMEs exporting to eastern DRC should route durable, non-perishable goods by road while reserving air
freight for security-sensitive, high-value, or time-critical shipments. Building buffer stock into distributor
arrangements in Goma and Bukavu is essential to absorb corridor volatility.
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Burundi offers the most constrained logistics profile of the EAC partner states. The landlocked country has no direct
road link from Kenya, requiring transit through Uganda or Tanzania, with resultant costs of USD 3,000-4,500 and
transit times of 5-8 days[*1”]. For non-urgent bulk cargo—particularly agricultural inputs and construction
materials—lake transport from Mombasa or Kisumu via Lake Victoria to Bujumbura can offer cost savings of 20—
30% over road transit, though at the expense of significantly longer lead times. MSMEs should treat Burundi as a
secondary market entry until distributor relationships are established and demand volumes justify regular shipment
cycles.

South Sudan remains the highest-risk, highest-cost destination. The Nadapal border crossing via Lokichoggio
involves transit costs of USD 4,000-6,000 and 7-14 days, driven by security risks, poor road conditions, and the
absence of fully operational OSBP infrastructure[*17]. The KAM logistics study characterizes this corridor as suitable
only for essential goods, foodstuffs, and humanitarian-adjacent trade where demand inelasticity offsets transport
costs[*3”]. Air freight is the practical alternative for high-value, low-volume shipments, though limited cargo
capacity on Juba-bound flights constrains scale.

Export Cost by EA(E‘"C:r)rrrl:IBr (Kenya-origin, Road Transport)
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Figure 9.1 — Export costs per 20ft container and transit times by EAC corridor (Kenya-origin, road transport).
Source: EAC Market Readiness Report, 2024; KEPROBA Research.

Regardless of destination, Mombasa Port and the Northern Corridor remain the backbone infrastructure connecting
Kenyan MSMEs to all EAC markets. Over 30 million tonnes of cargo move through this corridor annually, and the
progressive SGR expansion is reducing inland haul costs by an estimated 18—-22% on served segments[*4*]. MSMEs
should align their logistics planning with the SGR rollout schedule, as each new segment brought into service shifts
the competitive balance between road and rail options.

9.2 Logistics Optimization for MSMEs

The KAM logistics study identifies a structural mismatch in regional freight systems: logistics infrastructure is
calibrated for high-volume exporters, while MSMEs face the same compliance and documentation costs as large
firms without the volume to absorb them[*3A]. This “shipment scale fragmentation” means that an MSME moving
a single pallet of processed food products across the Rwanda corridor pays disproportionately more per unit than a
large manufacturer shipping a full container load. Five practical strategies can close this gap.

First, consolidate shipments to achieve full container load (FCL) volumes. The cost differential between FCL and
less-than-container-load (LCL) arrangements is typically 25—40% per cubic metre on intra-EAC routes[*37]. MSME
cooperatives or industry associations that pool orders into shared container bookings can capture large-shipper
economics. The Kenya National Electronic Single Window System (KESWS) facilitates this by enabling coordinated
documentation submission for consolidated shipments.
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Second, engage experienced regional freight forwarders with established EAC networks. A forwarder familiar with
Busia/Malaba or Namanga OSBP procedures can reduce border clearance times by 30-50% compared to
inexperienced operators, directly translating into lower demurrage and faster cash conversion cycles.

Third, leverage the Kenya National Electronic Single Window System for pre-clearance. The platform enables
submission of customs declarations, certificates of origin, and sanitary documentation electronically before cargo
reaches the border, reducing physical inspection rates and accelerating OSBP passage.

Fourth, pursue Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) status. AEO-certified traders receive expedited customs
processing, reduced inspection frequencies, and priority clearance at OSBPs—benefits that compound
disproportionately for MSMEs where each hour of delay represents a larger share of operating capital[*5"].

Fifth, build distributor relationships for last-mile delivery. Direct distribution to end buyers in foreign markets is
rarely cost-effective for MSMEs. Partnering with established distributors in Kampala, Kigali, or Bujumbura transfers
last-mile logistics risk while providing market intelligence that informs production planning.

Cargo aggregation stands out as the single highest-impact intervention. The KAM study documents that MSME
export cooperatives operating shared logistics platforms reduce per-unit transport costs by 20-35% through
volume-based rate negotiations, shared warehousing, and consolidated customs clearance[*3”]. MSEA’s strategic
role in establishing export aggregation hubs—physical facilities where MSMEs from the same sector consolidate
orders, share container space, and access pooled freight contracts—addresses the core structural barrier to MSME
competitiveness. These hubs function as shared logistics backbones, allowing individual enterprises to offer
competitive delivered pricing without maintaining proprietary distribution infrastructure.

Digital logistics platforms are emerging as complementary enablers. Real-time shipment tracking applications,
digital freight matching services, and corridor condition monitoring tools are increasingly available on intra-EAC
routes. While adoption among MSMEs remains nascent, early movers gain measurable advantages: cargo visibility
reduces loss and theft rates on high-risk corridors such as eastern DRC and South Sudan, while freight matching
platforms connect small shippers with partially loaded trucks seeking backhaul cargo, cutting empty-leg costs by up
to 40%["6”"]. MSMEs should evaluate these platforms as they mature, treating digital logistics adoption as a source
of competitive differentiation rather than an optional convenience.

The cumulative effect of these strategies is transformative. An MSME that consolidates shipments through an
aggregation hub, uses an experienced forwarder, clears cargo via the Electronic Single Window, and maintains AEO
status can reduce total logistics costs by 25-35% on a typical Uganda or Tanzania corridor[*1/][*3”]. On higher-cost
corridors to Rwanda, Burundi, or DRC, the savings are even larger in absolute terms. For MSMEs operating on thin
export margins, that cost reduction is frequently the difference between a viable export business and a domestic-
only operation.

10. Rwanda Deep Dive: Priority Market for Trade Fair 2026

Rwanda represents the single most strategically compelling destination for Kenyan MSMEs at the EAC Trade Fair
2026. No other EAC partner state combines Rwanda’s business-friendly governance, rapidly modernizing
infrastructure, growing middle-class consumer base, and the established trade momentum Kenyan exporters have
already built. With a population of 13.7 million, a GDP of USD 14.1 billion, and consistent top-tier rankings for ease
of doing business across Africa, Rwanda offers a market where well-prepared Kenyan MSMEs can secure first-
mover advantages in multiple high-growth sectors.[*17] This chapter analyzes Rwanda’s commercial landscape,
identifies the highest-value sector opportunities, and delivers an actionable trade fair participation plan with
logistics guidance and cost estimates.

10.1 Rwanda Market Profile and Opportunity

10.1.1 Economic Transformation and the “Singapore of Africa”

Rwanda’s economic trajectory over the past two decades represents one of the most remarkable transformation
stories on the African continent. From a GDP of approximately USD 2.6 billion in 2005, the economy has expanded
more than fivefold to reach USD 14.1 billion by 2023, underpinned by an average annual GDP growth rate
exceeding 7% for much of the intervening period.[*1/] This growth has been driven by deliberate public investment
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in infrastructure, a technology-forward policy agenda, and aggressive business climate reforms designed to position
Rwanda as a services and innovation hub for East and Central Africa.

Rwanda’s 13.7 million citizens represent a young, increasingly urbanized consumer market.[*1”] Kigali has grown
into one of Africa’s most dynamic cities, with a metropolitan population exceeding 1.7 million. The government has
invested heavily in road networks, electricity, and digital infrastructure. Rwanda’s Vision 2050 blueprint targets
upper-middle-income status, with per capita income rising from approximately USD 966 (2023) to over USD 4,000
by 2035, signaling sustained expansion in consumer purchasing power.[A2"]

What distinguishes Rwanda is its systematic approach to business climate improvement. The World Bank’s Doing
Business reports have consistently ranked Rwanda among the top three countries in sub-Saharan Africa for ease of
doing business, with reforms spanning electronic property registration, streamlined tax filing, and investor
protection mechanisms.[*37] This reputation has earned Rwanda the moniker “Singapore of Africa,” reflecting its
ambition to become a knowledge-based, service-oriented economy with transparent governance and efficient
public administration.

The Smart Africa initiative, headquartered in Kigali, further amplifies Rwanda’s strategic positioning. This pan-
African alliance of 35 member countries is driving the continent’s digital transformation agenda, and its
headquarters location provides Rwandan-based enterprises with privileged access to policy networks, technology
partnerships, and digital economy opportunities across Africa.[*4"] For Kenyan MSMEs in the ICT and digital
services sectors, this creates a gateway function that extends well beyond Rwanda’s domestic market.

10.1.2 Investment Climate: Streamlined, Incentivized, and Transparent

Rwanda’s investment climate is designed to attract and retain capital. The Rwanda Development Board (RDB), a
one-stop-shop investment promotion agency, handles business registration, licensing, and investor facilitation
through an integrated online platform.[*5”] Business registration takes between three and five days, compared to
5-10 days in Tanzania, 10-20 days in Burundi, and 15-30 days in the Democratic Republic of Congo.[*5"] The
registration cost of USD 100-300 is among the lowest in the EAC, and the entire process can be completed online
through the RDB’s Irembo digital government platform.

The tax incentive framework is equally compelling. Strategic investments qualifying under the Investment Code Law
receive a seven-year corporate income tax holiday, followed by a preferential 15% corporate tax rate for businesses
engaged in exports, large-scale manufacturing, or operations within special economic zones (SEZs).[*6”] This 15%
rate compares favorably with Kenya’s standard 30% corporate tax rate and represents a significant cost advantage
for Kenyan MSMEs establishing production or distribution operations in Rwanda. Companies operating within the
Kigali Special Economic Zone (KSEZ) benefit from additional incentives including VAT exemptions on construction
materials, duty-free import of capital goods, and unrestricted repatriation of profits.[*6"]

Corruption tolerance in Rwanda is functionally zero. Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index
consistently ranks Rwanda as the cleanest country in East Africa.[*7"] For Kenyan MSMEs, this transparency
reduces transaction costs, eliminates unpredictable “facilitation” expenses, and creates a level playing field where
success depends on product quality rather than political connections.

10.1.3 Kenya-Rwanda Trade Dynamics: Strong and Growing

The bilateral trade relationship between Kenya and Rwanda has demonstrated consistent, robust growth over the
past five years. Kenya’s exports to Rwanda rose from USD 237.0 million in 2020 to USD 314.8 million in 2024,
representing a compound growth rate of 32.8%.[*8"] Over the same period, Kenya’s imports from Rwanda
increased from USD 19.2 million to USD 24.9 million, yielding a trade surplus of approximately USD 289.9 million in
2024 — one of Kenya’s most favorable bilateral balances within the EAC.[*8"] Rwanda ranks as Kenya’s third-
largest EAC export destination, accounting for approximately 13% of Kenya’s total intra-EAC export value, after
Uganda (USD 936.4 million) and Tanzania (USD 488.7 million).[*8"]
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Kenya-Rwanda Bilateral Trade (2020-2024)
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The chart reveals the structural character of this relationship: Kenya is a dominant net exporter, with export
volumes exceeding imports by a ratio of approximately 13:1. This surplus reflects Kenya’s comparatively advanced
manufacturing base and established distribution networks. For Kenyan MSMEs, Rwandan demand for Kenyan
goods is proven, substantial, and growing — the challenge is market-share capture, not market creation.

The 32.8% growth in exports over five years occurred despite regional disruptions including the COVID-19
pandemic, border closures, and global supply chain constraints. This resilience suggests that Rwandan demand for
Kenyan products is structurally driven by factors — infrastructure investment, urbanization, health sector
expansion, and rising consumer purchasing power — that will persist and intensify through 2026 and beyond.[*9/]

10.2 Sector-Specific Opportunities for Kenyan MSMEs in Rwanda

10.2.1 Priority Sectors: Market Size, Buyers, and Entry Pathways

Rwanda’s import demand spans multiple sectors where Kenyan MSMEs hold demonstrable competitive
advantages. The following table presents the seven highest-priority sectors, each assessed against estimated
market size, key buyer categories, specific entry requirements for Rwanda, and the competitive landscape Kenyan

exporters will encounter.
Estimated Sector Opportunity Sizes for Kenyan MSMEs in Rwanda

Construction Materials - UsD 0.85B

Textiles & Apparel -_ UsSD 0.28B Estimates based on Rwanda import demand,

urbanization trends, and infrastructure spending.

Source: ITC Database, World Bank, EAC Secretariat.

$0.08 $0.2B $0.4B $0.6B $0.88 $1.08 $1.2B $1.4B $1.68
Estimated Market Size (USD Billion)
Sector Opportunity Sizes in Rwanda
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Sector

Key Buyers

Table 10.1: Priority Sector Opportunities for Kenyan MSMEs in Rwanda
Est. Market Size (USD)

Rwanda-Specific Entry

Competitive Landscape

Distributors

Requirements

Construction Materials 850 million Rwanda Housing Board, RSB quality  Kenyan firms dominate;
private developers, certification, RRA  competition from
Kigali SEZ contractors import registration;  Tanzanian and Ugandan
cement requires  suppliers; Chinese
BUREAU VERITAS pre- imports in steel
shipment inspection segments["107]
Processed Foods 720 million supermarkets (Spar, RSB food safety Kenyan brands well-
Nakumatt Rwanda), certification, Kigali city regarded; competition
HORECA sector, health permits, HALAL from Ugandan dairy
institutional catering certification for select and Tanzanian grain
segments processors[A114]
FMCG 650 million distributors (e.s., RRA taxpayer ID, Intense competition
Rutsiro Enterprises, standard EAC labeling from Uganda and
Quality Chemicals), requirements, Tanzania; price-
supermarket chains, Kinyarwanda/French sensitive market; brand
open-market bilingual packaging loyalty building
wholesalers preferred critical[*127]
Agricultural Inputs 550 million Rwanda Agriculture  KEPHIS  phytosanitary Limited local
Board (RAB), certificates for seeds; production; strong
cooperatives, agro- fertilizer requires Kenyan reputation for
dealer networks Rwanda Fertilizer —quality seeds and
Company import  fertilizers; Indian
permits competition in
generics[A134]
Pharmaceuticals 480 million Rwanda Biomedical Rwanda FDA Indian and Chinese
Centre (RBC), private registration (6-12 generics dominate on
pharmacies, CHUB- months), RSB quality price; Kenyan pharma
Hopital de Butaro, standards, cold chain holds quality premium;
medical distributors compliance for local production
biologics minimal[A14A]
ICT Services 350 million Rwanda Utilities RDB ICT sector Kenyan tech firms have
Regulatory  Authority registration, RURA  strong brand
(RURA) licensees, Smart  operating licenses for recognition (M-Pesa
Africa partners, fintech telecom-related ecosystem);
companies services, data competition from
protection compliance Nigerian and South
African entrants[A154]
Textiles & Apparel 280 million Kigali Garment Industry =~ RSB textile standards, Growing domestic

Park tenants, uniform
procurement agencies,
fashion retailers

origin marking
requirements,
compliance with EAC
rules of origin for duty-
free access

production (H&M, Kate
Spade  operate in
Rwanda); second-hand
imports (mitumba) face
restrictions[*164]

Sources: ITC Database, World Bank Rwanda Economic Update, EAC Secretariat, Rwanda Development Board.
Market size estimates are indicative based on Rwanda import value, sectoral growth rates, and MSME-addressable
share.

The combined addressable market across these seven sectors exceeds USD 4.0 billion annually. Kenyan MSMEs,
leveraging duty-free EAC market access and established brand familiarity, are positioned to capture meaningful
share across all segments.

Construction Materials stand out as the largest opportunity, driven by Rwanda’s infrastructure investment
program. The government’s National Strategy for Transformation (NST1) allocates substantial resources to road
construction, housing, and commercial real estate in Kigali.[*10”] Kenyan cement manufacturers — already among
Kenya’s top EAC exports at USD 147.7 million regionwide in 2024[*8”"] — can serve this demand through cross-
border distribution networks. The Kigali Special Economic Zone’s expansion creates concentrated demand for steel,
cement, and finishing materials.

Processed Foods represent the second-largest opportunity. Rwanda’s urbanization rate, now exceeding 17%, is
driving demand for packaged foods, beverages, and convenience products.[*11”] Supermarket chains including
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Spar and Nakumatt Rwanda are expanding shelf space for regional brands. Kenyan products benefit from
comparable quality standards and cultural familiarity. MSMEs producing juices, cereals, baked goods, and dairy
products will find receptive buyers, particularly with HALAL certification to access Rwanda’s Muslim communities
and institutional buyers.

Pharmaceuticals offer a high-margin opportunity where Kenyan manufacturers can differentiate on regulatory
compliance. Rwanda imports over 80% of its pharmaceutical requirements, with local production limited to basic
formulations.[*14”] The Rwanda Biomedical Centre prioritizes suppliers with WHO-prequalified facilities — a
standard several Kenyan manufacturers already meet. Rwanda Food and Drugs Authority (RFDA) registration
requires 6—12 months, so MSMEs must initiate the process well before the trade fair, which itself provides a
platform for introducing products to medical procurement decision-makers.

Agricultural Inputs align directly with Rwanda’s Crop Intensification Program, which aims to increase productivity
through improved seeds, fertilizers, and mechanization.[*13”] The Rwanda Agriculture Board is the primary
institutional buyer. Kenyan seed companies and fertilizer distributors with EAC-standard certification can access this
market through competitive bidding or distributor partnerships. KEPHIS phytosanitary certification is required for
all seed imports.

10.2.2 The Kigali Special Economic Zone: A Gateway for Permanent Presence

For Kenyan MSMEs seeking more than transactional export relationships, the Kigali Special Economic Zone (KSEZ)
offers a purpose-built industrial enclave approximately 10 kilometers from Kigali International Airport. The KSEZ
provides serviced plots, pre-built factory shells, warehousing, and shared business services.[*17~] Companies
receive the full package of Rwandan investment incentives: seven-year tax holiday, 15% preferential corporate tax
rate for exports, duty-free import of raw materials and capital goods, and streamlined customs procedures.

By establishing a Rwanda-based facility, MSMEs reduce transport costs and qualify for Rwandan-origin status under
EAC rules of origin — enhancing eligibility for public procurement contracts.[*172] The trade fair provides a
reconnaissance opportunity to visit the KSEZ, meet zone management, and assess plot availability.

10.3 Trade Fair 2026: Strategic Action Plan
10.3.1 Pre-Trade Fair Preparation: The 90-Day Countdown

Successful trade fair participation begins months before the exhibition opens. Kenyan MSMEs targeting Rwanda
must complete a structured preparation sequence to maximize their return on investment.

Table 10.2: Pre-Trade Fair Preparation Checklist — Rwanda Market Entry

Timeline Action Item ‘ Responsible Party Deliverable
90 days before fair Product standardization audit: =~ MSME + KEBS/RSB liaison Compliance certificate or gap
verify EAS harmonized analysis report

standards compliance; obtain
RSB certification for products

requiring Rwanda-specific
testing

90 days before fair Export documentation review: = MSME + clearing agent Complete documentation
confirm valid EAC Certificate toolkit ready for shipment

of Origin templates, updated
commercial invoice formats,
accurate HS code classification

75 days before fair B2B matchmaking registration: =~ MSME + MSEA Confirmed B2B meeting
submit profile to MSEA trade schedule (minimum 5
fair coordination unit; specify meetings)
target buyer categories
(distributors, institutional
buyers, retailers)

75 days before fair Rwanda Revenue Authority =~ MSME + tax advisor RRA registration number or
(RRA)  compliance  check: advisory memo
register for RRA taxpayer ID if
establishing permanent
presence; review VAT

obligations (18%)
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60 days before fair Sample shipment preparation: =~ MSME + MSEA logistics Samples delivered to Kigali
send product samples via exhibition venue
consolidated MSEA shipping
arrangement  (Nairobi -

Malaba - Kampala - Kigali

corridor)
60 days before fair Marketing materials MSME + translator Localized product catalogs and
localization:  translate  key price lists

brochures into Kinyarwanda
and French; adapt pricing to
RWF currency display
45 days before fair Logistics confirmation: finalize = MSEA logistics partner Booking confirmation, transit
consolidated container documentation
booking; confirm  customs
broker at Gatuna border post;
obtain transit bond

30 days before fair Team briefing: conduct MSME + MSEA Ready exhibition team with
cultural etiquette training; confirmed schedules
confirm appointment

calendar; prepare product
demonstration protocols

14 days before fair Final verification: confirm all  MSEA coordination Customs clearance receipts,
samples and marketing booth ready status
materials cleared customs;
verify booth setup
requirements; reconfirm B2B
meetings

Sources: Rwanda Development Board Investor Guide, EAC Secretariat Trade Procedures, RRA Taxpayer Handbook.
This checklist addresses the most common failure points for first-time exporters to Rwanda: documentation gaps,
inadequate buyer preparation, and product non-compliance with Rwandan standards. MSMEs completing all nine
action items arrive at the trade fair with compliant products, confirmed buyer meetings, and logistics arrangements
ensuring samples are available on the exhibition floor.

10.3.2 MSEA Support Framework: End-to-End Facilitation

MSEA will provide end-to-end support to MSMEs participating in the Rwanda trade fair across five pillars.
Readiness workshops, conducted 60-90 days before the fair, will cover Rwanda-specific export procedures,
product standards, documentation requirements, and cultural intelligence.[*18"]

Documentation support will facilitate EAC Certificate of Origin applications, assist with KEPHIS phytosanitary
certification where required, and provide template commercial invoices, packing lists, and export declarations
aligned with RRA requirements.[*18"]

Consolidated shipping eliminates the volume barrier preventing individual MSMEs from achieving cost-efficient
container loads. MSEA will coordinate shared containers along the Nairobi-Malaba—Kampala—Kigali corridor. The
estimated cost per MSME for a shared 20-foot container slot is USD 2,500-3,500, compared to USD 4,500-6,000 for
individual booking.[*197] Transit time is 3—7 days.

Buyer matchmaking connects exhibiting MSMEs with pre-qualified Rwandan buyers. MSEA, in partnership with the
Kigali Chamber of Commerce and Rwanda Private Sector Federation, will pre-schedule meetings with distributors,
procurement officers, and retail buyers.[*187] The target is a minimum of five confirmed B2B meetings per
exhibitor.

Market intelligence briefings, delivered the week before the fair, will provide sector-specific pricing benchmarks,
competitor profiles, regulatory updates, and buyer contact databases.

10.3.3 Expected Outcomes and Post-Fair Engagement Protocols

The Rwanda Trade Fair 2026 is designed to deliver five categories of measurable outcomes. Direct sales, closed
during or within 30 days after the fair, represent the most immediate return. Comparable regional trade fairs
typically generate direct sales equivalent to 10-25% of exhibitors’ annual export revenue targets.[*20"]
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Distributor partnerships offer longer-term value. Securing a Rwandan distributor eliminates the need for Kenya-
based sales infrastructure, reducing market entry costs by an estimated 40—-60%.[*20”] The trade fair enables face-
to-face assessment of distributors’ capabilities and financial standing.

Market intelligence from buyer feedback, competitor observation, and price benchmarking enables product and
strategy refinement. MSMEs should document feedback on packaging preferences, price sensitivity, and service
expectations from every buyer conversation.

Product feedback may reveal necessary adaptations — formulation changes, packaging sizes, labeling adjustments
— that must be completed before full-scale market launch. MSMEs should plan a 60-90 day post-fair product
development cycle.

Follow-up protocols ensure trade fair contacts convert into sustained relationships. MSEA will facilitate a
structured sequence: (1) within 48 hours, personalized thank-you messages to all buyer contacts; (2) within 14
days, formal quotations submitted to qualified leads; (3) within 30 days, coordinated return visits to Kigali for high-
value opportunities; (4) within 90 days, a post-fair outcome survey documenting sales, partnerships, and lessons
learned.[*187]

10.3.4 Practical Rwanda Export Guide: Routes, Costs, and Contacts
Table 10.3: Kenya-to-Rwanda Export Logistics and Contact Guide

Eleme Details

Primary Transport Route Nairobi - Malaba (Kenya-Uganda border, 450 km, ~8 hours) -
Kampala (Uganda capital, 120 km from Malaba, ~3 hours) -
Gatuna/Katuna (Uganda-Rwanda border, 90 km from Kampala,
~2 hours) - Kigali (Rwanda capital, 85 km from Gatuna, ~1.5
hours). Total distance: ~745 km.

Alternative Route Nairobi - Namanga (Kenya-Tanzania border) - Arusha -
Rusumo (Tanzania-Rwanda border) - Kigali. Longer (~1,100 km)
but viable during Uganda border disruptions.

Cost per 20ft Container USD 2,500-3,500 (shared/consolidated: USD 2,500-3,000;
dedicated: USD 3,000-3,500). Includes transport, fuel, driver
allowance, transit bonds, and Gatuna border processing.[A19/]

Cost per 40ft Container USD 4,000-5,500 (shared: USD 4,000-4,800; dedicated: USD
4,800-5,500).
Transit Time 3-7 days: Day 1 (Nairobi to Malaba), Day 1-2 (Malaba border

clearance, OSBP operational), Day 2—3 (Kampala transit), Day 3—
4 (Gatuna border clearance, OSBP operational, 500+ trucks
daily), Day 4-7 (Kigali delivery and customs clearance).[*19%]

Required Documents EAC Certificate of Origin (duty-free entry), Commercial Invoice,
Packing List, Export Declaration (KRA), CMR Consignment Note
(road transport), RRA Import Declaration, RSB compliance
certificate (product-specific).

Key Border Posts Malaba (Kenya-Uganda): OSBP operational, 1,500+ trucks daily,
1-2 day clearance. Gatuna/Katuna (Uganda-Rwanda): OSBP
operational, 500+ trucks daily, 1-2 day clearance.[*21"]

Rwanda VAT 18% on import value (CIF + duties). EAC-origin goods enter duty-
free but VAT still applies.[*67]

Key Institutional Contacts Rwanda Development Board (RDB): investment@rdb.rw,
www.rdb.rw — business registration, investment facilitation,
KSEZ applications. Rwanda Revenue Authority (RRA):
www.rra.gov.rw — tax registration, import procedures, VAT
guidance. Rwanda Standards Board (RSB): www.rsb.gov.rw —
product certification, standards compliance. Kigali Chamber of
Commerce: private sector  federation contact  via
www.psfrwanda.org — distributor referrals, B2B introductions.

Sources: EAC Secretariat Border Post Data, Rwanda Development Board, RRA Import Procedures Manual.

The Nairobi-Malaba—Kampala—Kigali corridor handles the vast majority of overland freight between Kenya and
Rwanda. Both Malaba and Gatuna border posts operate One-Stop Border Post (OSBP) facilities, which have reduced
clearance times to 1-2 days at each crossing.[*21"] MSMEs should budget for the upper end of the transit time
range, as delays can occur from documentation discrepancies or weightbridge inspections.
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Cultural and Business Etiquette: Rwandan business culture emphasizes personal rapport and mutual respect.
Punctuality is highly valued. Initial interactions are formal — use professional titles until invited to use first names.
Meetings begin with social pleasantries; rushing to discuss terms is considered abrupt.[*22”] Rwandans value
consensus and deliberation; decisions may take longer than in Kenya’s business culture, but patience is rewarded
with loyalty. French materials provide an advantage, as Kinyarwanda and French are widely spoken alongside
English. Warm introductions through MSEA or the Kigali Chamber of Commerce open doors that cold approaches
cannot.

The EAC Trade Fair 2026 in Rwanda represents a defining opportunity for Kenyan MSMEs. With rigorous
preparation, MSEA’s structured support, and disciplined follow-through, participating enterprises can convert this
event into sustained revenue streams and a permanent foothold in one of Africa’s most dynamic economies.

11. Recommendations

The preceding ten chapters have established a compelling case for Kenyan MSME export expansion across the East
African Community. Kenya’s intra-EAC exports reached USD 2.38 billion in 2024, a 38.5% increase over five years
that demonstrates the Customs Union’s commercial viability.[*17] Seven priority sectors present a combined USD
22 billion addressable gap between regional demand and regional supply.[*2”] The EAC Simplified Trade Regime
permits duty-free movement of consignments up to USD 2,000 with reduced documentation, and Rwanda’s
business registration takes as little as three days through a fully digitised platform.[*3/][*4A]

Yet opportunity alone does not produce exports. The Kenya Association of Manufacturers (KAM) logistics study
confirms that logistics inefficiencies — not tariffs — remain the primary barrier limiting MSME competitiveness,
with cargo aggregation capable of reducing per-unit logistics costs by 20-35%.[*5”] Non-tariff barriers inflate base
transport costs by 15-40%, and documentation costs of KES 7,270-21,270 per shipment fall disproportionately on
small consignments.[A57][A67][A7”] This final chapter translates analytical findings into actionable
recommendations for three audiences: Kenyan MSMEs seeking practical market entry pathways; government and
trade bodies responsible for trade facilitation; and the Micro and Small Enterprises Authority (MSEA), which
requires a strategic roadmap bridging the EAC market of 331 million consumers with the AfCFTA market of 1.4
billion people.[*87][*97]

11.1 For Kenyan MSMEs: Market Entry Strategy

11.1.1 Phased Market Entry: Proximity First, Scale Second

The most important strategic decision facing a Kenyan MSME is market sequencing. The phased approach below
allocates partner states into three tiers based on corridor cost data, border efficiency, registration timelines, and
existing Kenyan trade momentum.

Table 11.1: Phased Market Entry Strategy for Kenyan MSMEs

Timeline Rationale

‘ Target Markets

Entry Criteria Priority Products

Phase 1 Uganda, Tanzania 2024-2025 Proximity, Obtain EAC Construction
operational OSBPs, Certificate of  materials,
lowest corridor costs ~ Origin; secure processed foods,
(USD 1,200-2,200), clearing agent; FMCG
largest existing complete 3 trial
volumes (USD  shipments
936.4M and USD
488.7M)["11]

Phase 2 Rwanda 2025-2026 Business-friendly Phase 1 success: Value-added
environment  (3-5  consistent manufactures,
day registration), 7- fulfilment, positive pharmaceuticals,
year tax holiday, unit economics;  ICT services
growing middle initiate Rwanda
class, Kenya’s USD FDA  registration
290M trade surplus, for pharma
Trade Fair 2026
catalyst["47][A107]

Phase 3 DRC, South Sudan, 2027-2030 Large long-term  Phase 2 validation: = Construction

Burundi, Somalia potential (DRC:  proven distributor materials, essential
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102.8M population), network, compliant  goods, durable
but elevated documentation, manufactures
logistics costs (USD  capital reserves for

2,800-6,000) and higher-risk

security or corridors

institutional

challenges[*17][264]

This sequencing recognises a fundamental reality: the Uganda corridor costs USD 1,200-1,800 per container with
1-3 day transit, while South Sudan costs USD 4,000-6,000 with 7-14 day transit marked by security risks.[*6"]
MSMEs that master procedures on Malaba or Namanga build competence in documentation, forwarder
management, and distributor relationships that transfers directly to harder destinations. The Rwanda Trade Fair
2026 serves as the inflection point between Phase 1 and Phase 2, offering a platform to transition from
transactional exports to strategic market development.

Progression between phases should be governed by measurable criteria. To advance from Phase 1 to Phase 2, an
MSME should demonstrate three consecutive quarters of profitable shipments, complete documentation without
third-party assistance, and maintain a distributor generating repeat orders. Phase 3 entry requires capital reserves
sufficient to absorb 2.5-3x cost increases over Phase 1 corridors and product-market fit validated in at least two
EAC markets.

11.1.2 Product Focus Areas: Aligning Supply with Demand

Market gap analysis identifies where Kenyan MSME capabilities align most directly with EAC import demand.
Construction materials represent the largest opportunity at USD 5 billion-plus, driven by infrastructure investment
in DRC, Tanzania, and Uganda.[*2”] Kenyan cement exports reached USD 147.7 million regionwide in 2024, with
flat-rolled steel adding USD 122.5 million — proof that MSMEs in fabricated metalwork, tile manufacturing, and
construction chemicals can build on established demand.[*17] Pharmaceuticals offer a USD 2 billion-plus gap; the
EAC imports approximately 80% of its medicines, and Kenyan manufacturers already export USD 108.0 million in
medicaments.[*17][*2”] Processed foods at USD 3 billion-plus represent the fastest-growing category as
urbanisation across the EAC’s 331 million population expands the consuming class.[*2/][*8"] Kenya’'s food
processing sector produces goods meeting East African Standards recognised across all partner states, providing a
regulatory advantage over Asian competitors.[*7”] ICT services complete the priority set: Kenya’s “Silicon
Savannah” ecosystem produces platforms that face no physical border constraints and require minimal upfront
capital for cross-border deployment.[A2/]

11.1.3 Export Readiness Checklist: Five Pillars

Before the first shipment crosses any border, Kenyan MSMEs must satisfy five readiness pillars. Documentation
compliance encompasses mastery of the eight core export documents — Unique Consignment Reference (KES 750),
EAC Certificate of Origin (KES 1,000-3,000), Export Declaration (KES 5,000-15,000), and where applicable
Phytosanitary Certificate (KES 1,020) or Export Health Certificate (KES 500-1,500).[*7”] Product certification
requires confirming East African Standards compliance through KEBS and obtaining Rwanda Standards Board
certification for Rwanda-specific requirements. Logistics partnerships demand engagement of experienced regional
freight forwarders who can reduce border clearance times by 30-50% compared to inexperienced providers.[*6"]
Distributor agreements require face-to-face relationship building; securing a Rwandan distributor reduces market
entry costs by an estimated 40-60%.[*10"] Digital trade capability means registering on the Kenya National
Electronic Single Window for consolidated documentation submission and exploring e-commerce platforms that
extend reach without physical presence.
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11.2 For Government and Trade Bodies: Trade Facilitation

11.2.1 Infrastructure Priorities: Removing the Logistics Barrier

The KAM study’s central finding — that logistics, not tariffs, is the binding constraint — has direct implications for
public investment.[*5"] Four interventions would deliver disproportionate impact. Accelerate full OSBP
operationalisation, particularly at Moyale where incomplete implementation forces traders through separate
Kenyan and Ethiopian customs procedures.[*5*] Busia/Malaba and Namanga demonstrate that operational OSBPs
reduce clearance times by 40—60%; extending this to all crossings is an infrastructure imperative.[*6”] Harmonise
standards across all eight partner states — while over 3,500 East African Standards exist, mutual recognition
remains uneven in practice, with some states requiring duplicate testing.[*7"] Implement digital cargo tracking
following Rwanda’s e-cargo model, and eliminate multiple police checkpoints along established corridors — the
KAM study documents up to 30 checkpoints on some routes, each functioning as an implicit tax on small
shippers.[*57]["67]

11.2.2 Market Development Actions: Information, Access, and Finance

Government and trade bodies must address the information asymmetry preventing MSMEs from identifying export
opportunities. Establish trade information centres in Kampala, Kigali, Bujumbura, Goma, and Juba with bilingual
advisors providing real-time market intelligence and buyer databases. Organise regular trade missions with a
structured calendar: sector-specific missions quarterly, pan-EAC exhibitions annually, and a flagship presence at the
Rwanda Trade Fair 2026 as the anchor event for Kenyan MSME regional branding. Provide export financing and
credit guarantees through KEPROBA and Afreximbank partnership structures; credit guarantee schemes de-risking
MSME export lending by commercial banks would unlock significant capital. Finally, support SME trade fair
participation with booth rental subsidies (target: 50%), consolidated shipping (target: USD 2,500-3,500 per shared
container slot versus USD 4,500-6,000 individual), and pre-fair readiness workshops.[*107]

11.2.3 KAM-Aligned Policy Recommendations: Structural Reform

The KAM logistics study and MSEA policy analysis converge on structural reforms that would permanently shift the
MSME export landscape.[*5”] Develop an MSME Export Logistics Strategy as a standalone national policy with
targets for 20% per-unit cost reduction within five years and three operational export aggregation hubs by 2027.
Establish a dedicated MSME Export Promotion Unit within MSEA staffed with trade logistics specialists and
standards compliance officers. Formalise MSME export associations enabling collective freight contracts and
shared warehousing — the cooperative model KAM identifies as capable of reducing per-unit costs by 20-
35%.["5"]
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Additional KAM-aligned priorities include: strengthening partnerships with the Shippers Council of East Africa,
Trademark East Africa, and the EAC Secretariat; establishing regional MSME trade hubs in Mombasa, Nairobi, and
Kisumu; supporting digital trade through the AfCFTA-guided digital economy framework; and advocating for
expanded Simplified Trade Regime thresholds for registered MSME cooperatives.[*57]["6"]

11.3 MSEA Strategic Roadmap: From EAC to AfCFTA

11.3.1 Five Strategic Interventions: The MSEA Export Enablement Framework

MSEA occupies a unique institutional position with the mandate and convening power to address structural barriers
that individual enterprises cannot overcome alone. The KAM study identifies five interventions that align precisely
with MSEA’s mandate.[*5”] Establish export aggregation and distribution hubs where MSMEs consolidate orders,
share container space, and access pooled freight contracts — addressing the cargo consolidation gap KAM
documented across all corridors.[*5”] Develop an MSME Export Logistics Support Programme providing subsidised
freight forwarding and cooperative customs clearance, targeting first-time exporters with a 12-month subsidy
tapering from 40% to 10%. Promote export cooperatives and consortiums enabling MSMEs to negotiate as
collective entities, overcoming the “shipment scale fragmentation” that inflates compliance costs for small
shippers.[*5”] Digitise MSME export readiness through a unified platform integrating market intelligence,
documentation templates, and corridor monitoring — freight matching platforms alone can cut empty-leg costs by
up to 40%.[*11”] Strengthen public-private coordination by formalising structured dialogue between MSEA, KAM,
KEPROBA, the EAC Secretariat, and logistics operators.

11.3.2 The Progression Strategy: Three Horizons
MSEA’s roadmap unfolds across three sequential horizons, each building on the preceding phase’s capabilities.
Table 11.2: MSEA Strategic Roadmap — From EAC to AfCFTA

Horizon Period Geographic Focus

Key Deliverables MSME Impact Targets

Horizon 1: EAC Market 2024-2026 All eight EAC partner 3 export aggregation 25% increase in MSME
Mastery states; Rwanda Trade hubs operational;  intra-EAC export value;
Fair 2026 as anchor MSME Export 30% logistics  cost
Promotion Unit  reduction for hub users;
established;  digitised 200 first-time exporters
export readiness
platform launched;
500+ MSMEs
trained[A57][*104]
Horizon 2: Regional 2026-2028 EAC plus Lusaka, Lusaka Corridor 500 MSMEs exporting
Corridor Development Moyale, COMESA  aggregation hub; beyond EAC; per-unit
corridors Moyale OSBP  fully costs within 15% of
functional; export large-firm benchmarks
cooperatives
formalised; expanded
STR thresholds[*54]
Horizon  3:  AfCFTA 2028-2030 Full AfCFTA market (54 West Africa maritime 1,000 Kenyan MSMEs in
Continental Expansion countries, 1.4B consolidation; AfCFTA markets;
consumers, USD 3.4T aggregated air cargo for  Kenya's continental

MSEA Kenya

GDP)[*94]

May 2026

high-value exports;
continental MSME
export network

export share up 2
percentage
points[A5/][A97]
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The timeline maps twelve milestones across the three horizons. Horizon 1 builds institutional capacity and proves
the aggregation hub model. Horizon 2 extends proven approaches into KAM-assessed corridors — Lusaka (Southern
Africa), Moyale (Horn of Africa), and maritime routes to West Africa. Horizon 3 scales to full AfCFTA participation,
leveraging the same logistics capabilities, standards infrastructure, and cooperative networks developed in earlier
phases. The progression is deliberate: each horizon validates capabilities before committing resources to the next,
managing the risk that premature expansion without operational competence would waste scarce public resources.

11.3.3 The EAC-AfCFTA Convergence: One Readiness, Two Markets

The final strategic insight is that EAC preparedness and AfCFTA readiness are the same capability applied at
different scales. An MSME that can move goods efficiently from Nairobi to Kigali has already mastered the
documentation, compliance, and logistics management required to serve Lusaka, Accra, or Lagos.[*57][*9”] The
EAC functions as a training ground where MSMEs develop operational capabilities for continental scale.

This convergence operates across three dimensions. Logistics capability developed on the Northern Corridor —
freight relationships, customs competence, consolidation discipline — transfers directly to any African corridor. The
same structural issues KAM identified (shipment scale fragmentation, cost layering, weak aggregation) affect
MSMEs across all corridors; EAC-proven solutions have universal applicability.[*5”] Standards compliance through
East African Standards harmonisation provides a foundation for meeting AfCFTA rules of origin. Export networks
cultivated through EAC trade frequently extend into other Regional Economic Communities, creating referral
pathways for market entry beyond the EAC.

The Rwanda Trade Fair 2026 captures this convergence. For Horizon 1, it is the premier platform to establish
Rwanda presence and secure distributor partnerships.[*107] For Horizon 2, relationships built at the fair become
the foundation for Great Lakes and Central African expansion. For Horizon 3, the Smart Africa initiative
headquartered in Kigali provides a digital economy gateway connecting Kenyan MSMEs to pan-African
partnerships.[*127] AfCFTA’s ambition — 1.4 billion consumers and USD 3.4 trillion GDP — will deliver benefits
primarily to firms that move goods efficiently, consolidate shipments, meet standards, and reduce transaction
costs.[*57][*97] These are precisely the capabilities the EAC market has forced Kenyan MSMEs to develop. MSEA’s
strategic opportunity is to accelerate that development through aggregation hubs, export cooperatives, digitised
readiness platforms, and public-private coordination — transforming individual enterprise effort into collective
competitive advantage and positioning Kenyan MSMEs as leaders in the continental trade that AfCFTA is designed
to unlock.
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