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Public Stockholding for Food Security Programmes: State of Play in 

the East African Community and Stakeholders’ Perspectives on 

Permanent Solution 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Public Stockholding for Food Security purposes refers to government purchase of food stocks from 

local farmers and sell them (at subsidized rates) or distribute them free of charge to the poor and 

food insecure households during times of need. All this is done to ensure food security.  Due to 

the fact that such programmes are considered to be trade distorting, the WTO Agreement on 

Agriculture (AOA) sets out conditions under which such programmes should be implemented. It 

is important that the Geneva Ambassadors from poor countries like Uganda and the stakeholders 

in the capitals should actively engage in the ongoing debate on how to design appropriate Public 

Stockholding programmes. 

Such programmes are very critical for a country like Uganda which has challenges of ensuring 

both food security and market stability for the small-scale farmers. Uganda had a Global Hunger 

Index (GHI) score of 32.0, placing it 103 out of 119 countries ranked in 2017. The Uganda 

governments’ food security Early Warning System (2015) indicated that about 25% of the Uganda 

population was experiencing severe shortage of food as a result of delayed and short-lived rainfall.   

Uganda’s food security situation is also complicated by the presence of more than one million 

refugees from neighbouring countries, many of whom lack the means to produce or access food.   

All these challenges have been exasperated by climate change which is evidenced in Uganda 

through droughts and heavy rains. These adverse weather patterns have led to changing production 

patterns characterised by bumper harvests and famine. Therefore, many people in Uganda 

constantly face instances of famine and hunger. According to the Integrated Food Security Phase 

Clarification (IPC) report prepared by the Office of the Prime Minister (OPM), an estimated 10.9 

million people (out of a total population of 42.8 million in Uganda experienced acute food 

insecurity situation in January 2017.  The report also predicted that, based on metrological 

forecasts for the next several months, along with observed trends in market prices of key staples, 
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the number of people at risk of becoming food insecure would reach 12.4 million by March 2018; 

of which 1.4%Million may fall into a crisis of food insecurity.  Another challenge which has 

complicated the food security situation in Uganda is the issue of the refugees.  

On the other hand, the small-scale producers are facing challenges of accessing viable and 

sustainable markets. Since there are no minimum prices for all agriculture products, small scale 

producers face constant price volatility which has forced several producers to abandon farming 

and move to the urban areas. Therefore Public Stockholding Programmes to ensure food security 

and a viable market for small scale producers is vital for  Uganda;  and the WTO rules should be 

supportive of these programmes.   

 

2. The Public Stockholding programmes in Uganda: Policies, laws & regulations 

Uganda has several policy frameworks and programs that are directly or indirectly aimed at 

increasing agricultural production, processing, food security, and access to markets. These policy 

frameworks have been changing over time depending on governments’ overall development 

policies.  An official from the Ministry of Agriculture clarified that before 1986, government 

intervened in the agriculture production and marketing through provision of subsidized inputs and 

markets. The Produce Marketing Board was set up in 1968 by the Produce Marketing Board Act 

of 1968 to create efficient marketing facilities for food crops such as wheat, maize, beans, sorghum 

and millet. Another marketing body, Foods and Beverages Ltd, a government-owned trading 

company was also incorporated to protect consumers so that prices did not go beyond the 

controlled prices, to ensure constant supplies and to protect domestic producers through import 

controls. The company handled both exports and imports but established private traders could 

import/export so that the State-trading enterprise should not become a monopoly.  

 

However, since the onset of agricultural liberalization at the beginning of the 1990s under the 

Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) of the IMF/WB, the Produce Marketing Boards and 

such state-trading enterprises such as Food and Beverages Ltd, were abolished during the 

privatization drive and the price of the produce was determined by supply and demand.  An 

important feature of the SAPs was the promotion of food security through the market. Small Scale 

farmers were encouraged to produce for the market and buy food from the market. This affected 

food security situation in Uganda since markets are not regulated.   
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Recently several policies aimed at increasing production and food security have been put in place. 

These include: The National Grain Trade Policy (2015) which is focusing on interventions aimed 

at improving the supply of quality grain through adoption of postharvest handling best practices 

and use of modern storage and value addition facilities. The National Grain Trade Policy is in line 

with Uganda’s Vision 2040 and the National Development Plan II in respect of provision of food 

security and improving income generation.  National Agricultural Policy (NAP), enacted in 2013 

also includes strategic initiatives to increase production and productivity of primary commodities 

such as coffee, tea, cassava, maize, beans, ground nuts, rice, and bananas. Coffee and tea are 

traditional cash crops grown mainly for export, while maize, beans, ground nuts, and rice are the 

primary agricultural commodities promoted for food security and for local and regional trade.   

It should be noted that all these frameworks fall far short of the intentions of a Public Stockholding 

programme i.e. to provide a viable market for small scale producers as well as provide food for 

the needy.  

Stakeholders views on Public Stockholding for Food Security:  

Ms. Kirabo, from Food Rights Alliance (FRA) explains that government has not been 

implementing Public Stockholding programmes although in times of acute famine, government, 

provides some funds to purchase relief food for the distressed communities. This food is 

purchased, not from the small scale producers but from the open market. Therefore such purchases 

benefits more the private sector.  For example in 2017, when there was acute famine in many parts 

of Uganda as a result of prolonged drought, government through the Office of the Prime Minister 

committed Uganda Shs. 25 billion ( about US$ 6,800,000) for relief food and also procured 1,600 

metric tons of maize flour and 1,400 metric tons of beans.  Ms. Kirabo further pointed out that 

although the Uganda Constitution 1995 (Article XXII) directs the state to “take appropriate steps 

to encourage people to grow and store adequate food; and establish national food reserves…”, 

government has not as yet implemented this commitment. For Ms. Kirabo the biggest challenge 

facing Uganda in implementing Public Stockholding programmes, is the overall policy framework 

within which government is operating. Since the 1990s Uganda has been following the policies of 

liberalisation, privatisation and deregulation.  Uganda is also an ardent believer in a market 

economy and the central role of the private sector in directing development.   Such a policy 

framework contradicts the spirit of the Public Stockholding Programmes; and it will, therefore be 

difficult with such a policy framework to undertake public stockholding programmes for food 
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security in Uganda.  The Governments lack of commitment to the agricultural sector in general 

and food security in particular is evidenced by the limited budget contribution to the agricultural 

sector which has never gone beyond 4% of the total budget. This is despite the commitment which 

the African leaders made under the Maputo Protocol to allocate at least 10% of their total national 

budget to agriculture.   Public Stockholding programmes for food security are vital for the poor 

farmers who cannot be left to the vagaries of market forces and the exploitation of the private 

sector. In order to address food security in developing countries in general and Uganda in 

particular, there should be appropriate and conducive rules at national, regional and global level. 

Generally trade rules, especially the WTO rules should not impede states from realizing their 

citizen’s right to food.  There should also be changes at national level by government appreciating 

the critical role of Public Stockholding programmes in supporting domestic producers. Without 

this appreciation at national level, the negotiations in the WTO will not benefit the poor small scale 

farmers and the food insecure people in Uganda. According to an official in the Ministry of Trade, 

Uganda scheduled zero trade –distorting domestic support in the WTO, which means that 

Uganda’s subsidies to Public Stockholding Programme will have to be limited to 10% of the value 

of production of a product. Such funds will not enable government to undertake viable and 

meaningful programmes. Therefore WTO members should also implement the proposals which 

developing countries, the G-33 and the Africa group have been presenting since 2003 of putting 

market price support and programmes supporting small scale farmers in poor countries like 

Uganda in the Green Box.  He is also of the view that broadly, the WTO rules should be overhauled 

to ensure food security and livelihood security for poor farmers is guaranteed.  

 

Ms. Nabirye a member of the Uganda Grain Traders supports Public Stockholding for food 

security but cautions government from too much involvement in purchasing and storing food as it 

may crowd out private traders. This is because government would be buying from the farmers at a 

price higher than the market price and also selling to consumers at a lower price. This would be an 

unfair competition from government.  However she also recognises the fact that governments’ 

direct purchases from the farmers guarantees them with a stable market thus stimulating more 

production and productivity. Therefore she recommends that government’s programme on 

stockholding should take this issue into consideration by purchasing stocks for only those citizens 



5 

 

who are in dire need of food.  The design of the Programmes government should ensure that the 

prices and volumes of food on the open market are not affected.   

 

Recommendations:  

Although Uganda at the moment does not have Public Stockholding programmes in place, the need 

is there given the challenges of climate change which have adversely affected agricultural 

production and productivity, the market volatility, and the increasing instances of famine and 

hunger as a result of climate change, Uganda will require supportive policies from the WTO; and 

also at national level.    

 In addition to putting market price support and programmes supporting small scale farmers in the 

Green Box, the Green Box should also include other issues closely linked to food security such as 

land reforms, rural livelihoods and poverty alleviation programmes.  Putting these issues in the 

Green Box means that they will be exempted from reduction commitments. 

The Ministry of Trade and the Ministry of Agriculture should work together in the designing and 

implementation of policies designed to achieve food security. This is because while the Ministry 

of Agriculture is in charge of food security issues, it is the Ministry of Trade which handles issues 

of marketing and trade negotiations in the WTO. Therefore the Ministry of agriculture should 

participate in the ongoing negotiations on Public Stockholding. 

 The WTO member states should address, holistically the full range of food security concerns by 

resolving such long standing issues as the Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM), trade distorting 

subsidies, special products; and also addressing the existing imbalances in the WTO Agreement 

on Agriculture. This may require an overhaul of the entire Agreement on Agriculture. 
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