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Introduction 

“Any discussion today of international trade 

and investment policy that fails to 

acknowledge the centrality of global value 

chains (GVCs) would be considered outmoded 

and of questionable relevance. The idiom 

might vary – referring to trade in value-added, 

production sharing, supply chains, 

outsourcing, offshoring, vertical integration, or 

fragmented production instead of GVCs – but 

the core notion of internationally joined-up 

production is the same”. Hence, the concept 

and practice of GVCs cannot be overestimated 

for countries like Uganda, which aspire to 

structurally transform its economy and also 

create viable employment opportunities 

through industrialisation. 

Although the concept is not new, as 

companies have sourced components for 

manufactured products from around the globe 

for centuries, Uganda’s participation in GVCs 

has been characterized by low value-added 

manufacturing or the export of raw materials. 

A number of African countries are trapped at 

the bottom of GVCs as a result, facing 

numerous challenges including, inter alia, 

limited access to technology, economies of 

scale, timely shipments, quality of outputs, 

management expertise, standards 

requirements, and limited appreciation of 

where the value is in the value chain and the 

allocation of resources to effectively participate 

in GVCs. 

Therefore, the identification of sectors with 

potential for integration in high-end GVCs is 

important in terms of improving the country’s 

prospects for growth and development. One 

such sector is the leather sector. 

This paper examines the potential of the 

leather sector in propelling the East African 

region, and Uganda in particular, into higher-

end value chains.  The challenges, 

opportunities, as well as policy and practice 
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interventions to redress challenges and 

enhance opportunities will be explored. 

Recommendations as to what needs to be 

done to help Uganda integrate meaningfully 

into high-end value chains will be provided. 

The paper will be largely based on key 

stakeholders’ perceptions and experiences in 

the leather sector. 

Summary of Various 

Stakeholder Perspectives 

Potential Entry Points in GVCs for 

the Leather Sector 

The leather sector provides tremendous 

opportunities and has remarkable potential to 

enable Uganda’s participation throughout the 

value chain. The sector also has the potential 

to promote Regional Value Chains (RVCs) 

and, in the process, create more value-

addition in exports and generate higher 

employment opportunities in the region. 

Hides and skins, the raw materials for leather, 

are by-products of the livestock subsector. 

Uganda’s livestock species include cattle, 

sheep, goats, and recently fish and crocodiles. 

With a population of about 11.4 million cattle, 

3.4 million sheep, 12.4 million goats and 3.2 

million fish, the potential raw material available 

in Uganda is about 1.9 million cattle hides and 

a combined 4.8 million of goat and sheep 

skins. 

Uganda has a number of tanneries as 

indicated below: 

\ Leather Industries of Uganda, Jinja: capacity 

150,000 hides and 500,000 skins per year. 

\ Uganda Fish Skin Tannery, Jinja: capacity 

250,000 Nile Perch skins per year. 

\ Novelty Tannery (formerly Tannery & Leather 

Improvements Uganda), Masaka: capacity 

150,000 hides and 400,000 skins per year. 

\ Basajjabalaba Tannery, Mbarara: capacity 

40,000 hides and 1 million skins per year. 

\ Others include: SkyFat Tannery Company, 

Jinja; SWT Tanners, Jinja; Elgon Tannery, 

Masaka; Jambo Tannery Uganda, Busia; and 

Gomba Fish Skins Industry, Jinja. 

However, most of the hides and skins 

produced are exported in raw or semi-

processed form. It is only the Jinja-based 

Leather Industries of Uganda that processes 

hides and skins up to the finished product 

stage, ready for sale in the local market. The 

other tanneries only process hides and skins 

to the stage of ‘wet blue’, which is then 

exported as a raw material. 

Yet, there are viable national, regional, and 

international markets for Ugandan leather and 

leather products, which include shoes, balls, 

clothes, wallets, bags, and furniture leather. 

There is growing foreign and local demand for 

leather and leather products sourced and 

made in Uganda. At the national level, the 

growing population provides a viable market 

for the leather sector. In addition, regional 

trade arrangements such as the East African 

Community (EAC) Common Market Common 

Market of Eastern and Southern Africa 

(COMESA), the African Growth and 

Opportunity Act (AGOA) with the United 

States, and the Everything But Arms (EBA) 

arrangement under the European Union (EU) 

could be targeted by Uganda as potential 

regional and international markets for its 

finished leather products. 

Existing Ugandan Policies 

Promoting the Leather Sector 

The government has instituted a number of 

policies and strategies to support the 

development of the leather sector. In 2007, the 

government introduced a levy of 40% on raw 

hide and skin exports, and a cess of 0.28% 

per kilogram.  Despite these efforts, the 

leather sector remains weak as its potential 
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has yet to be fully exploited. Therefore, 

promoting a value chain approach to this 

sector is one way of unlocking its potential. 

Challenges, Opportunities, and 

Policies to Leverage High-end GVCs 

in Uganda 

Stakeholders’ opinions are divided in terms of 

the efficacy of the value chain approach in 

stimulating the leather sector in Uganda. An 

official in the Ministry of Trade and Industry 

pointed out that, although participation in 

GVCs is encouraged and it clearly has its 

rewards, there is a growing concern regarding 

the uneven distribution of the gains between 

countries, within countries and among 

participating firms. The increasing 

consolidation of GVCs tends to favour larger 

countries with better infrastructure, better 

technology, greater domestic demand, and 

larger firms with greater capability of scaling 

up. The official also raised the issue of rule 

setting in GVCs. The rules are most often set 

by lead firms based on their requirements and 

standards. These private standards 

sometimes can act as barriers to market entry, 

especially when the lead firms imposing 

standards control immense market power. The 

official advises that there should be a ruling at 

the multilateral level regarding standards, as 

well as addressing other issues relating to 

GVCs. Multilateralisation of the rules 

governing GVCs will ensure the equitable 

participation of weaker firms and developing 

countries, such that the resulting rules will 

better reflect market realities. The issue of 

data availability is also a key challenge raised 

by the officials in the Ministry of Trade, 

Industry and Cooperatives. For instance, there 

are no figures of the number of livestock in the 

country and their multiplication rate. This 

statistical lacuna affects effective policy 

planning and interventions. 

Mr. S. Mukasa, an Assistant Manager in the 

SWT Tanners, advised the government to take 

into account the risks arising from exogenous 

shocks in global markets which could lead to 

demand fall out. Therefore, in promoting 

GVCs, the government should promote a 

robust domestic demand in order to cushion 

against such shocks. This challenge is 

compounded by the fact that many Ugandans 

opt for imported leather products, believing 

locally-produced products are of poor quality. 

Mr. Tom Mukiibi, the Executive Manager of 

Crane Shoes and Crafts in Kampala, 

estimated that Ugandans buy about 25 million 

pairs of shoes every year. Of these, only one 

million are produced in the country. The rest 

are imported. He blames this on the lack of 

local awareness of the existence of locally-

made leather products in Uganda. Mr. Mukiibi 

emphasized the potential of the Ugandan 

leather sector for export, as leather can be 

sourced from fish, chickens, snakes, 

crocodiles, and other wild animals to serve 

niche markets. However, Mr. Olweny, a 

leather dealer, complained that the quality of 

the skins and hides is affected by poor 

equipment and the lack of fine butchering and 

skinning skills in the skinning process. 

Butchers often use kitchen knives and pangas, 

which create holes in the skin affecting its 

quality. He recommended that the government 

should introduce a quality standard for skins 

and hides. 

In order for Ugandan firms to participate 

effectively in GVCs and RVCs, the conditions 

and the policy frameworks have to be 

conducive for industrialisation at national, 

regional, and multilateral levels. An advocacy 

officer from the Uganda Manufacturers 

Association (UMA) clarified that one of the 

challenges facing the leather industry is the 

issue of high production costs, as there is 

often inadequate and unreliable electricity. 

Most tanneries use diesel to run generators 

whenever there is load shedding, which is very 

expensive and inefficient. In addition, the influx 

of cheap imported leather products was also 

cited as being counterproductive to the efforts 

to promote GVCs in the Ugandan leather 
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industry. According to Mr. Mukiibi, local leather 

companies will need protection from cheap 

imported leather products if the local industry 

is to grow. He also emphasized the need for 

the government to encourage foreign investors 

in the Ugandan leather industry to source local 

materials. Moreover, the government should 

discourage the export of the raw hides through 

the effective implementation of a 40% export 

tax on raw hides. 

Recommendations 

Before embarking on the promotion of GVCs 

in general, and in the leather sector in 

particular, the government should be clear 

whether the way forward is to promote vertical 

specialization and export-oriented 

industrialisation. This path entails a focus on 

the vertical dimension of the value chain, 

increasing competitiveness at firm and 

industry levels, and targeting external markets. 

The path recommended by Ms. Assimwe, a 

trade expert, promotes industrial development 

through structural transformation that 

promotes backward and forward linkages in 

the economy, resulting in employment creation 

and inclusive growth. This path will entail 

deepening production capacities and 

developing regional and national value chains. 

This path will require specific policies. 

Therefore, in order to build viable GVCs in the 

leather sector, the Ugandan government 

should invest in the implementation of 

appropriate policy frameworks and strategies. 

These include, inter alia, the establishment of 

appropriate production, preservation, 

processing and marketing infrastructure (such 

as leather industrial parks and clusters, leather 

product incubation centres, tanneries, 

abattoirs, and slaughter slabs, etc.), as well as 

the development, review, and enforcement of 

relevant laws, regulations, guidelines, 

standards, and codes of practice pertaining to 

leather and leather product quality. At the 

regional level, the Ugandan government, in 

collaboration with the other EAC Partner 

States, should implement the EAC 

Industrialisation Policy which provides a solid 

framework for the promotion of RVCs. 

A conducive policy environment is critical for 

the promotion of GVCs, which would benefit 

the country and labourers at the national level. 

This policy space needs to be negotiated at 

the multilateral level. Therefore, Ambassadors 

in Geneva should ensure the concessions 

extended to LDCs under Trade Related 

Investment Measures (TRIMs) are extended 

beyond 2020, as provided in the WTO Hong 

Kong Ministerial Declaration. Specific 

concessions for LDCs could be practically 

utilized to grow the industrial sector in Uganda 

and promote GVCs. TRIMs encompass a 

broad range of performance requirements and 

incentives that governments may place on 

foreign investors. TRIMs may be used to 

pursue a number of policy objectives, such as 

export performance requirements, trade 

balancing requirements, local content 

requirements, job creation, and technology 

transfer, among others. 

Another critical issue to be addressed by 

Geneva Ambassadors relates to the transfer of  

technology, which is critical for ascending the 

value chain. The issue of technology transfer 

is still a contentious issue in WTO 

negotiations. The WTO Doha Ministerial 

Declaration established a Working Group on 

Trade and Transfer of Technology in order to 

examine the relationship between trade and 

technology transfer, as well as make 

recommendations on steps that might be 

taken within the mandate of the WTO to 

increase flows of technology to developing 

countries. Geneva Ambassadors should 

participle actively in this Working Group and 

ensure that the recommendations are tabled to 

the General Council for action. 

The issue of coherence between multilateral 

level agreements and the bilateral level 

constitute another area of policy in which 
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Geneva Ambassadors should engage. Export 

taxes, which are allowed by the WTO, are 

under attack in the EU-EAC Economic 

Partnership Agreements (EPAs). While LDCs 

are not obliged to liberalise their economy 

according to WTO EPAs, Uganda, an LDC, 

has agreed to liberalise 82.6% of its trade with 

the EU. These measures are important tools in 

the promotion of value chain development. 

Therefore, Geneva Ambassadors should 

ensure that Uganda has the requisite policy 

space to promote GVCs and RVCs in the 

leather industry. 
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PROMOTING AGRICULTURE, CLIMATE AND TRADE LINKAGES IN THE 

EAST AFRICAN COMMUNITY – PHASE 2 

The PACT EAC2 project builds capacities of East African stakeholders for 

climate-aware, trade-driven and food security-enhancing agro-processing in 

their region. Web: www.cuts-geneva.org/pacteac2 
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