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Introduction 

The rapid spread of the internet has 

established electronic commerce as an 

important means of carrying out commercial 

transactions. Electronic -commerce can be a 

driver of economic growth, inclusive trade and 

job-creation in developing and poor countries.  

Although there is no universally agreed 

definition of electronic commerce, in the WTO 

Work Programme1 on Electronic Commerce, 

"electronic commerce" is understood to mean 

the production, distribution, marketing, sale or 

delivery of goods and services by electronic 

means. Thus E-commerce covers purchases 

and sales conducted over computer networks 

using various devices. It involves goods and 

services and both domestic and cross-border 

sales and commercial transactions among 

businesses, between businesses and 

consumers and among consumers. Payment 

                                                

1 WTO: Adopted Work Programme on Electronic 

programme  WT/L/274  

and delivery may be handled offline or online.  

Any or all the three main stages of a 

commercial transaction i.e. advertising and 

searching, ordering and payment ,  and  

delivery may be carried out electronically and 

may therefore be covered by the concept of 

“electronic commerce” 

Electronic commerce is a result of the large 

technological advances that have been made 

in the last decade or so in facilitating 

telecommunications and transmitting 

information.  Therefore access to modern 

telecommunication systems is the defining 

element of electronic commerce.  This is also 

one of the reasons why LDCs like Uganda are 

still lagging behind in their participation in e-

commerce.   

The WTO members recognized the growing 

importance of e-commerce and the urgent 

need to understand it better before regulating 

it.   At the Second Ministerial Conference in 

Geneva in 1998, WTO members established a 

work program "to examine all trade-related 

issues relating to global electronic commerce, 
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taking into account the economic, financial, 

and development needs of developing 

countries...”2  Given the cross cutting nature of 

e-commerce in many other key WTO issues 

such as goods, services, and intellectual 

property rights, the WTO  appointed councils 

from each 'cross-cutting' issue to investigate 

the effect of e-commerce on global trade. 

These councils include the Council on Trade in 

Goods, the Council on Trade in Services, the 

Council on Trade-Related Intellectual 

Property, and the Committee on Trade and 

Development.  Discussions in the Working 

Group are still on going.  

E-commerce has great potential to become a 

significant part of the economic activity of 

countries throughout Africa especially for the 

SMEs. These include greater global access 

and reduced transaction costs, access to 

potential customers and suppliers, productivity 

improvements, customization of products and 

services and information exchange and 

management.3   Electronic commerce may 

also create the possibility for additional 

international commercial transactions.  To the 

extent it may reduce transaction costs and 

increase efficiency and competition, electronic 

commerce can help reduce prices and 

increase international demand.  It can thus 

allow new trade flows to develop which may 

otherwise not have been considered 

commercially viable because the transactions 

involved were either prohibitively expensive or 

physically difficult to undertake in the absence 

of electronic transmission. In addition, 

electronic commerce can also complement  

traditional means of conducting trade through 

providing more diversified  international market 

research, advertising and marketing, 

purchasing intermediate inputs, and making 

payments electronically. 

In Uganda , government has put in place 
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measures to promote e-commerce; these 

include the establishment  of the  National 

Information Technology Authority (NITA) with 

the mandate of  transforming Uganda into  a 

knowledge-based society by leveraging 

Information Technology (IT) as a strategic 

resource to enhance government services, 

enrich businesses and empower citizens. The 

Authority also coordinates, promotes and 

monitors IT developments in Uganda within 

the context of National Social and Economic 

development.  Through a loan from the Exim 

Bank, China, Uganda government undertook 

in 2006 the National Backbone Infrastructure 

(NBI) and the Electronic Government 

Infrastructure (EGI) projects  whose major 

aims were to connect all major towns within 

the country into an Optical Fibre Cable based 

Network .The project is part of an East African 

Community terrestrial fibre optic cable 

covering 15,600km, which is supposed to link 

all the five EAC countries of Uganda, Kenya, 

Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi, to the rest of 

the world through the under-sea cable in 

Mombasa.   In partnership with Google, the 

government has been laying fibre cables 

around Kampala to increase the accessibility 

of broadband fibre. Google has also deployed 

city-wide Wi-Fi hotspots around Kampala 

though these are still limited in coverage and 

out of reach of most users.  As a result of 

these efforts, and due to the increased 

accessibility of internet connections and 

mobile phones, there has been a marked 

increase in conducting businesses digitally.   

However as Mr. Otukei, who works with one of 

the Services exporters’ organization, pointed 

out that despite these efforts, Uganda is a long 

way from fully participating and benefiting from 

the digital economy especially in terms of 

international e-commerce. He acknowledged 

that at least the domestic digital business is 

relatively strong and growing with the 

increasing access to internet services and 

mobile phones. The domestic business is 

mainly in the areas of mobile money sales, 

payments and transfers. 
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For Mr. Mwanje a car dealer, the challenges 

facing e-commerce in Uganda are mainly the 

limited access to internet services. Most 

people and SMEs have yet to start using the 

internet, let alone leverage the potential that e-

commerce has to offer.   (Out of a population 

of 38m only 6% have access to internet.4 ). 

That the  low penetration of electronic means 

of payment (such as credit, debit, or Smart 

cards), the low literacy levels of the population 

and the mistrust people have for non-cash 

transactions are also major hindrances.   He 

also pointed out that internet access is still 

expensive therefore not so many Ugandans 

can afford to spend time browsing e-

commerce sites. It is important for users to see 

the ongoing businesses and the market niches 

available. The low literacy levels, generally 

and the low levels of digital literacy mean that 

many people cannot participate directly on e-

commerce platforms. The few people with 

credit cards fear putting their financial 

information on a virtual space. 

Ms. Mukunda working in NITA pointed out 

that, despite the efforts in place, Uganda still 

lacks the requisite infrastructure required for 

effective participation in e-commerce. These 

include  technological infrastructure  for 

example interconnectivity among 

telecommunications , cables , satellites and 

other internet backbone in order to create an 

internet market place; internet service 

providers (ISPs) to connect market 

participants to that backbone; and end-user 

devices such as Personal Computers (PCs), 

TVs, or mobile telephones. 

 She also pointed out that Uganda lacks the 

“infrastructure” of policies, laws and 

regulations which is essential to regulate the 

conduct of the businesses engaged in e-

commerce. There are still issues for examples 

around the legality and modality of digital 

signatures, certification, encryption and 
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disclosure which need to be addressed.  

For Mr. Mujuni who sells goods on OLX (an 

online e-commerce platform), e- commerce 

relies on a variety of technologies, the 

development of which are proceeding at 

breakneck speeds. Uganda will have to put 

more money in the digital infrastructure to 

catch up and to stay in the business. He 

highlighted that getting individuals to partake 

in the digital economy is not simply a matter of 

access, but also necessitates the development 

of locally relevant content to incentivize people 

to come online. This will require new skills and 

technical capacity. He also pointed out that the 

distribution and delivery systems   which are 

key components to developing e-commerce 

are still inefficient given the fact that the post 

office is not working as efficiently as it used to.  

 

The issue of taxation in e-commerce is still a 

grey area. Mr. Mpagi working with Uganda 

Revenue Authority (URA) said that there is 

great inadequacy to tax these products and 

URA has not moved as swiftly in setting up 

mechanisms beyond waiting for the items to 

reach Uganda so it can levy import duties. 

However he further clarified that the question 

of taxation of e commerce is an evolving one.  

His conclusion is that URA has as yet no 

taxation regime let alone mechanisms to deal 

with e commerce.  

An official from the Ministry of Trade, Industry 

and Cooperatives  ( MTIC) is of the view that  

there is a lot which is  yet to be  understood 

about e-commerce especially its interaction 

with and impact on the domestic economic 

activities and international trade. That for 

example e-commerce will entail further 

liberalization of some sectors i.e. 

telecommunication, financial services and 

distribution and delivery. His recommendation 

is that government should undertake studies to 

understand further this issue. 
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Recommendations: 

The potential benefits of digital trade have 

been acknowledged by government and by 

the private sector. In order to unlock the power 

of the internet for economic development 

government should address the barriers that 

the private sector faces in effectively 

participating in e-commerce. This will require 

coming up with an elaborate national strategy 

and a regulatory/policy framework.  

Government should also clearly appreciate the 

intricacies of ecommerce in order to put 

strategies in place to promote it and also to 

mitigate against the challenges especially the 

implications the rest of the economy. 

The Ministries in charge of Trade, Finance and 

telecommunication should work closely 

together to address the e commerce related 

issues and also the issues related to the policy 

environment.  Regarding the policy 

environment, the judiciary will have to be 

trained in the areas of cyber laws as legal 

issues around e-commerce are still very new. 

A regional approach to promoting the digital 

economy is critical. The East African region 

can learn from the SADC region which already 

has in place the e-SADC strategy framework 

which was developed and adopted by the 

SADC Ministers of ICT in May 2010.  

Uganda and the EAC should approach 

relevant institutions i.e. UNECA, UNCTAD for 

technical assistance. Uganda should position 

itself to benefit from UNCTAD’s Aid for e-

Trade initiative. The Aid for e-Trade is aimed 

at unlocking the potential of e-commerce in 

developing countries through improving the 

ability of developing countries and countries 

with economies in transition to use and benefit 

from e-commerce.5 

Countries like Uganda need more time to put 

in place the relevant infrastructure and 

develop the relevant technical skills in order to 

fully develop the digital economy. Uganda also 

requires flexibility and space to nurture this 

new economy.  The Geneva Ambassadors 

should ensure that this space is provided by 

the WTO. The Geneva ambassadors should 

continue to actively participate in The Working 

Group discussion in order to raise the 

challenges Uganda in particular and Africa in 

general are facing. 

The Ambassadors should also assist 

government in packaging their technical 

assistance needs which they should then 

present to relevant institutions i.e. the Aid for 

e-Trade initiative. This initiative is still work in 

progress; therefore the Geneva Ambassadors 

should actively participate in the discussion 

around its set up so that the resultant work 

programme addresses Uganda’s challenges.  
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CUTS International, Geneva is a non-profit NGO 

that catalyses the pro-trade, pro-equity voices of 

the Global South in international trade and 
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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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