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Executive Summary
Flash flooding, landslides, mudslides, sinking terrain: These and other types of natural 
disasters continue to afflict the Rwenzori, Teso and Mt. Elgon regions of Uganda and 
are set to become even more frequent with the increasing impacts of climate change. 
To directly respond to these events, the START Fund1 launched a number of Alerts. 
Any emergency requires a rapid response; yet, CRS and its partners have observed 
that decision-making and providing assistance in non-refugee hosting districts in 
Uganda have often been delayed by the lack of pre-positioned market data and an 
understanding of household preferences. Therefore, with support from the START 
Fund, in June 2020 CRS and its partners conducted an assessment to explore the 
feasibility of market-based approaches in response to future emergencies, with the 
goal of ensuring that humanitarian agencies have appropriate, relevant, site-specific 
information needed to inform market-based interventions in disaster-prone regions 
of Uganda. Through key informant interviews, surveys, and focus group discussions 
with vendors, financial service providers and affected communities, the assessment 
aimed to understand: 1) market capacity in these regions; 2) preferred modalities of 
assistance; 3) potential risks; and 4) access to and capacity of financial services. This 
report outlines the key findings of this assessment. It is intended to enhance response 
quality, speed and effectiveness, and better incorporate community feedback, while 
preserving community dignity and individual choice when agencies are designing 
their responses. Key findings include:

MARKET ACCESS, FUNCTIONALITY AND CAPACITY 
 � Markets are fully functioning with a variety of goods regularly available with 
sufficient supplies across all three regions of Mt. Elgon, Rwenzori and Teso. Some 
less-regularly purchased items, such as shelter materials, were not accessible in 
some local markets where households typically prioritize essential goods (though 
this was only reported by 19% of households, and does not imply their lack of 
availability in other accessible but less frequently used markets). 

 � Markets are generally accessible, with households making multiple trips to local 
markets on a weekly basis, except during the rainy season when roads are less 
passable. 

 � COVID-19 measures are posing additional challenges for both vendors and 
communities to access markets. Although security risks were rarely reported in Mt. 
Elgon (7% of households) and Teso (9% of households), both vendor and household 
respondents (44% of households) in Rwenzori reported security risks travelling 
to and from markets. These risks included theft along the road and extortion at 
checkpoints, and were more frequently reported by male respondents (22%) than 
female (19%).

 � Vendors demonstrated good capacity to increase stocks in relation to additional 
demand that could be generated through market-based humanitarian support, with 
good access to credit or other financial capacity to do so. Vendors used varied 
source markets to access supplies.

1 The START Fund provides rapid financing to underfunded small- and medium-scale crises, spikes in 
chronic humanitarian crises, and in anticipation of impending crises, filling a critical gap in humanitarian 
financing. It is a multi-donor pooled fund managed by a network of NGOs. For more information see: 
https://startnetwork.org/start-fund

Antonia lost her 
house, household 
items and a cocoa 
plantation during the 
devastating floods 
and landslides in 
Bundibugyo district. 
Thanks to the 
generous support 
of the Unites States 
Office of Foreign 
Disaster Assistance, 
CRS Uganda, 
together with Caritas 
Fort Portal are able 
to provide critical 
support to families 
like Antonia’s. Photo 
by Flavia Lanyero/
CRS
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 � COVID-19 restrictions in place by the government are affecting local markets, 
contributing to increasing prices from suppliers, increasing transport costs, 
limited availability of transport, and low demand for goods and services in light of 
increasing constraints on household income and purchasing power.

HOUSEHOLD PRIORITIES AND PREFERENCES
 � The most common items households purchase in local markets are food, as well as 
shelter materials, education supplies, and agricultural products. Based on previous 
assessments, in addition to food priority purchases following an emergency are 
core household items (e.g., blankets, mats, tarps, plates and cups), hygiene items 
(e.g., soap, jerry cans, buckets and basins); and, materials to repair and reconstruct 
shelters and restart agricultural activities. 

 � The assessment included household respondents who had previously received 
humanitarian assistance (including in-kind, vouchers and/or cash); their past 
experiences likely influenced their responses concerning preferences. Nevertheless, 
household preferences for assistance modalities are mixed, with vouchers being 
the less-preferred option. This preference appears to be influenced by a number of 
factors. These include:

• Flexibility and choice (with cash offering the most, and in-kind the least)

• Ability to negotiate prices with vendors (with mixed perceptions as to what 
extent vouchers allow for this)

• Security and safety (with some female focus group participants perceiving 
cash transfers via mobile money as more secure since they are discrete and less 
visible, which also reduces risk of tensions with non-beneficiaries)

• Cost—depending on proximity to local markets (cash), fairs (vouchers), and 
distribution points (in-kind), households reported in-kind as more expensive 
(due to paying for transport costs); and cash as less expensive (as the costs were 
lower for people to reach their local market)

• Value for money (vouchers were often regarded as more expensive since 
prices in organized voucher fairs were higher than in the regular market. This is 
partly due to voucher vendors’ factoring in transport costs when travelling to 
fair locations to redeem vouchers; and also including value-added tax, or VAT, 
though it should be noted that ensuring fair pricing is a common challenge in 
voucher programs)

• Quality of items accessed (some respondents reported a perception that items 
available in local markets were not always of good quality; whereas in-kind 
offered better-quality items meeting Sphere-standard specifications)

• Understanding and familiarity (households’ prior experience with modalities 
likely influenced their responses, with some noting that vouchers were hard to 
understand, particularly for the elderly)

• Gender—45% of female respondents had a stronger preference for cash as the 
preferred modality, followed by in-kind (39%) and vouchers (16%); while male 
respondents were more or less equal across cash (34%), in-kind (33%) and 
vouchers (33%)

• Previous program experience (reasons for preferring or not preferring particular 
modalities are likely influenced by satisfaction with previous projects; challenges 
might be addressed if there is sufficient preparation and good decision-making) 
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 � The data paints a nuanced picture of household modality preference, and suggests 
two things. First, for households that have not had prior experience with a 
particular modality, their reported preferences may be based on pre-conceived 
ideas of the modality. Second, reported preferences could be partly related to past 
experience; this includes the possibility that assistance has been given without 
sufficient preparation and careful decision-making, leaving beneficiaries unsatisfied 
with the intervention. Where concerns with particular modalities among the 
affected population are well understood, mitigation strategies can be put in place 
as part of program design.

ENABLING INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES
 � Access to phones and mobile money is widespread without significant differences 
across gender or age group. Of female respondents, 93% and 96% of male 
respondents reported having a phone, while 97% of male respondents and 98% of 
female respondents with a phone are registered for mobile money. Of respondents 
ages 19-35 and 36-50, 94% reported having a phone; 95% of ages 51-65; and 
100% of those over 65 years of age. For those with a phone, 97% are registered for 
mobile money across the 19-35 and 36-50 age groups, and 100% for those over 51 
years of age.

 � The majority of households in all three regions (93%) are able to access mobile 
money agents within a 5-km distance, though fewer than half had accessed 
financial services in the two weeks preceding data collection (this could partly be 
due to COVID-19 restrictions).

 � Mobile money operators and financial service providers (FSPs) exist in all districts 
assessed, with many having regional coverage; no major concerns were reported 
about issues with liquidity or capacity of agents. 

 � Among common challenges FSPs mentioned were road conditions (particularly 
during rainy season); fluctuations in the mobile network; and the risk of fraud and 
duplicate registration.

 � Although the Government of Uganda is supportive of Cash and Voucher Assistance 
(CVA) and has been making progress to increase access to financial services, 
some households, particularly the poorest in rural areas, may not have a mobile 
SIM registered in their own name or with their National ID Card (NIC). Women are 
less likely to use their NIC to register their SIM; and Know Your Customer (KYC) 
requirements can be challenging to meet for the most vulnerable if they do not 
have a NIC or have one that has expired.

 � Although institutional donors are increasingly committed to prioritizing market-
based responses (e.g., CVA) as evidenced through global commitments under the 
Grand Bargain, there are still some humanitarian donors in Uganda that are not as 
open to, or supportive of, CVA.

RECOMMENDATIONS
 � Increase the use of market-based responses in non-refugee hosting areas. 
Market-based approaches, including cash transfers, are feasible in the assessed 
areas; yet, they are not used as commonly as in refugee-hosting areas. These 
approaches also offer dignity and choice to program participants and can be more 
cost effective and efficient than in-kind modalities. 
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 � Rapid assessments following a flood or natural hazard should include key 
information to confirm the feasibility of CVA. As part of rapid needs assessments, 
and prior to determining modality choice, agencies should confirm that households 
have safe access to markets and that vendors are still able to restock. Agencies 
should also consider safe access to different delivery mechanisms (for cash 
transfers in particular), and identify any particular barriers faced by different 
community members (e.g., men, women, elderly, people living with disabilities), 
including protection risks and how these can be mitigated. Context matters. The 
impact of an emergency may be different depending on the location, type of 
disaster, and the age, gender and vulnerability of affected people.

 � Monitor markets in non-refugee hosting areas to understand the impact of 
COVID-19 restrictions on market functionality and access. Agencies should 
continue to monitor the impact of COVID-19 on vendor and customer access to 
markets as well as on market price, availability and access.

 � Put communities at the center of program design. Consult with communities 
to design program responses in a participatory manner to best understand their 
modality preferences, and to identify risks and mitigation measures. Community 
members (including women, elderly, youth and other marginalized groups) should 
be consulted and their views considered when agencies are deciding on the 
modality of assistance; timing and location of distributions and/or disbursements; 
and delivery mechanisms2.

 � Develop a Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) for flood prone regions of 
Uganda, and update regularly. This should be an inter-agency effort where 
possible that will help in rapidly defining assistance packages for flood-affected 
populations, whether covered through cash, vouchers or in-kind. This process 
should include additional consultation from disaster-prone communities to validate 
priorities and quantities, and continued monitoring of prices. This should be 
considered as part of the MEB, and subsequent transfer value calculations, in some 
locations where households incur transportation costs to reach markets. 

 � If using voucher modalities, ensure there are clear strategies in place for 
ensuring fair pricing, and choice of items and vendors; and that participants are 
aware of their rights. A common challenge with voucher programming is ensuring 
that fair prices are offered by participating vendors and local markets are not 
distorted. If vouchers are the most appropriate modality, then program design 
should include robust monitoring of prices to: 1) ensure participants are purchasing 
at prices in line with local markets; 2) encourage participation of as many vendors 
as possible to increase competition; and 3) educate program participants on the 
voucher modality, including their rights to choose which vendors to shop at and to 
negotiate prices. Certain groups in the community such as the elderly, may require 
more support during implementation.

2 The IRC’s Safer Cash Toolkit offers practical tools to assess and monitor risks in cash programming.

https://reliefweb.int/report/world/safer-cash-toolkit-collecting-and-using-data-make-cash-programs-safer
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1. Introduction
1.1 BACKGROUND
Flash flooding, landslides, mudslides, sinking terrain: these and other types of natural 
disasters continue to afflict the Rwenzori, Teso and Mt. Elgon regions of Uganda and 
are set to become even more frequent with the increasing impacts of climate change. 
To directly respond to these events, the START Fund3 launched a number of Alerts. 
Any emergency requires a rapid response; yet, CRS and its partners have observed 
that decision-making and providing assistance in non-refugee hosting districts in 
Uganda have often been delayed by the lack of pre-positioned market data and an 
understanding of household preferences. Therefore, with support from the START 
Fund, in June 2020 CRS and its partners conducted an assessment to explore the 
feasibility of market-based approaches in response to future emergencies, with the 
goal of ensuring that humanitarian agencies have appropriate, relevant, site-specific 
information needed to inform market-based interventions in disaster-prone regions 
of Uganda. Through key informant interviews, surveys, and focus group discussions 
with vendors, financial service providers and affected communities, the assessment 
aimed to understand: 1) market capacity in these regions; 2) preferred modalities of 
assistance; 3) potential risks; and 4) access to and capacity of financial services. This 
report outlines the key findings of this assessment. It is intended to enhance response 
quality, speed, and effectiveness, and better incorporate community feedback, while 
preserving community dignity and individual choice when agencies are designing 
their responses.

1.2 CONTEXT 
Uganda is a small landlocked country 
with a land area of 199,710 km2. The 
country is divided into four main 
regions: Central, Western, Eastern and 
Northern. Each of the four regions are 
in turn divided into districts. In 2002, 
there were 56 districts in all; since then, 
that number has more than doubled, 
to 135 districts and six major cities 
(Mbale, Jinja, Arua, Masaka, Mbarara 
and Gulu) in addition to the nation’s 
capital city, Kampala. Uganda is also 
divided into sub-regions that include, 
but are not limited to: Acholi, Ankole, 
Buganda, Bugisu, Bukedi4, Bunyoro, 
Busoga, Elgon, Karamoja, Kigezi, 
Lango, Rwenzori, Sebei, Teso, Toro and 
West Nile.

3 The START Fund provides rapid financing to underfunded small- and medium-scale crises, spikes in 
chronic humanitarian crises, and in anticipation of impending crises, filling a critical gap in humanitarian 
financing. It is a multi-donor pooled fund managed by a network of NGOs. For more information see: 
https://startnetwork.org/start-fund

4 Butaleja District is located in Bukedi sub-region but for ease of data analysis and comparison Butaleja is 
included in this report as part of Mt. Elgon sub-region.
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In 2020, Uganda’s population is estimated at 41.5 million people. Most of the 
country’s economic activity centers on the production, handling and marketing of 
crops, livestock, wood and their by-products. The society is largely rural, with higher 
population density around the Victoria, Kyoga and Albert Lakes, due to the area’s 
abundant rainfall and very fertile soil. Uganda is also one of the top refugee-hosting 
countries in the world, with a protracted refugee situation and ongoing influxes of 
refugees from neighboring countries. As of June 2020, the country hosts 1,425,040 
refugees5, of whom nearly 94% live in settlements primarily in the country’s West Nile 
and Southwest regions. 

In the recent past, numerous natural disasters including flash flooding, landslides, 
mudslides, sinking terrain, famine and drought have become increasingly commonplace, 
greatly overwhelming parts of the country. These disasters have resulted in loss of 
property and productive capacity with severe consequences for the survival, dignity and 
livelihoods of the hardest-hit regions’ residents, in particular the poorest.

Consequently, funding has been mobilized for responses in these areas, with two 
START Alerts launched in Bududa (2018), and in Butaleja and Bulambuli (2019). 
CRS and its partners mobilized additional funding from the United States Office of 
Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA), the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) 
and private donors, which enabled a range of responses including market fairs for 
household and shelter items, agricultural inputs, and food security assessments to 
inform a potential response in the Teso Valley sub-region. In the past 18 months, 
3,500 disaster-affected Ugandan families have been directly supported by CRS-led 
efforts The frequency of natural disasters, and the subsequent need for and scale 
of the humanitarian response are expected to continue to increase (consider that 

5 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/77602

Figure 1: Criteria for Determining Cash and Voucher Assistance (CVA) Feasibility  
[Source: CRS Cash Feasibility Guidance]
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so far in 20206, a total of 470,825 Ugandans have been affected by flooding and its 
consequences). CRS embarked on its market assessment in order to build a more 
comprehensive picture of the feasibility of market-based responses in disaster-prone 
regions of the country that can inform future humanitarian interventions.

To assess the feasibility of market-based approaches, particularly Cash and Voucher 
Assistance (CVA), the assessment considered criteria such as market functionality, 
risks, needs and preferences of affected populations, infrastructure and services 
available to deliver CVA safely, organizational capacity and the regulatory 
environment (Figure 1). 

6 IOM, Uganda Information Sheet: Flood Response Coordination, 18 June 2020.
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Mohamed Tende lost 5 acres of crop to floods that hit Eastern Uganda. His house was damaged and his seven children lack 
food. With funds from the Start Network, CRS Uganda in partnership with World Vision, Caritas Archdiocese of Tororo and Plan 
International provided support to meet their essential needs. Photo by Flavia Lanyero/CRS 
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2. Objectives and 
Methodology
2.1 OBJECTIVES
The objectives of the market assessment were to:

1. Improve understanding of the feasibility and appropriateness of market-based 
response modalities for emergency programming in selected disaster-prone 
districts of Uganda; 

2. Increase awareness (and subsequent usage) of available tools, resources and 
guidelines for market-based responses in flood-prone districts of Uganda; and 

3. Increase organizational capacity around assessing, preparing, executing and 
evaluating market-based responses in flood-prone districts of Uganda. 

2.2 METHODOLOGY
Considering the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, data collection activities for the 
assessment were adapted to government mandates and social distancing guidelines. 
The team used relevant market assessment approaches and tools, informed by 
the Pre-Crisis Market Analysis (PCMA)7, Rapid Assessment for Markets (RAM)8 and 
market assessments conducted in refugee-hosting districts. Assessment tools were 
standardized to enable comparison between the different contexts. Elements of 
protection and gender risk analysis were integrated into the tools.

2.2.1 STUDY DESIGN
The study used a cross-section design involving a mix of qualitative and quantitative 
data collection methods and tools in three flood-prone districts. This allowed the 
team to engage with the community (individuals and households) and the private 
sector (vendors, wholesalers and FSPs including mobile money companies) to best 
understand modality preferences and concerns over Cash and Voucher Assistance 
(CVA). Due to COVID-19, the Lot Quality Assurance Sampling (LQAS) method was 
used to determine a sample of ≤20 per district for key informant phone interviews 
with household members and vendors. This method provides an accep level of error 
(<10%) for making management decisions. 

2.2.2 SAMPLING TECHNIQUES
Participating households were drawn from a list of past program participants in CRS-
led emergency responses in the targeted regions. The formula ‘RANDBETWEEN’ was 
applied to a list of past program participants in MS Excel and then arranged from 
lowest to the highest. Selected households were then telephoned for interviews. 
Referral (chain) sampling techniques were used to identify vendors, FSPs and mobile 
money companies that participated in the study.

7 https://www.emma-toolkit.org/sites/default/files/bundle/PMCA_FINAL_WEB.pdf
8 https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/publications/icrc-002-4199.pdf

https://www.emma-toolkit.org/sites/default/files/bundle/PMCA_FINAL_WEB.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/publications/icrc-002-4199.pdf
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 TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF DATA COLLECTION CONDUCTED

REGION DISTRICT
HOUSEHOLD 
INTERVIEWS

VENDOR 
INTERVIEWS

KIIS FOR 
FSPS & MOMO 
COMPANIES

FOCUS 
GROUP 
DISCUSSIONS

Mt. Elgon (Eastern) Mbale9 _ 10 4 _

Mt. Elgon (Eastern) Bududa 19 4 3 1

Mt. Elgon (Eastern) Bulambuli 19 7 5 1

Mt. Elgon (Eastern) Butaleja 21 6 2 1

Teso (Eastern) Soroti 22 19 9 1

Rwenzori (Western) Bundibugyo 26 19 3 1

Rwenzori (Western) Kasese 22 17 9 1

Total Interviews 129 82 35 6

HOUSEHOLD INTERVIEWS 

Key informant phone interviews were conducted with 129 households (including  
56 female-headed households) on their preferences for different modalities, access 
to markets and financial services. Participating households were drawn from a 
list of past program participants. Phone interviews were chosen to allow for safe, 
representative interaction under COVID-19 restrictions. More households (129) were 
interviewed compared to the target of 120 households set from the LQAS method. 

VENDOR INTERVIEWS

Interviews were conducted with 82 vendors (including 29 female vendors). Most were 
conducted face to face, with some via telephone for those who were available in the 
CRS and respective Caritas databases. Vendors were selected primarily from a pre-
existing database of vendors that had previously worked with CRS on past projects. 
Discussions centered on vendor capacity, familiarity and perceptions on different 
modalities, availability and restocking, market access, constraints faced, and potential 
risks. Vendors included medium and large retailers, wholesalers and distributors of a 
range of food and non-food items, including shelter and agricultural inputs. Vendors 
were located in and around various markets across the districts of Mbale, Butaleja, 
Bulambuli, Bududa, Bundibugyo, Kasese and Soroti.

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS (FGDS) WITH COMMUNITY MEMBERS

To gather information on CVA preferences, access, and concerns and in compliance 
with social distancing guidelines set by the Ministry of Health10, the team conducted 
six, reduced-size FGDs of community members (one per district, three female-
only, three male-only) in open-air forums. Discussions centered on experience with 
different modalities, preferences, and household decision making. To allow for gender 
analysis, FGDs were proportionally distributed between men and women, and were 
randomly assigned to each district before data collection.

9 Mbale district was not targeted for household interviews and FGDs since it does not belong among the 
disaster-prone districts but was considered for vendor, FSPs and mobile money interviews as it is the 
main center in the Mt. Elgon region.

10 Gatherings must be limited to five individuals, as per Ministry of Health guidance.
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KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS (KIIS) WITH FINANCIAL SERVICES PROVIDERS (FSPS)

The team conducted 35 key informant interviews (15 with FSPs, 20 with mobile money 
companies). Discussions centered on types of services offered, geographic coverage, 
capacity and previous experience. Referral (chain) techniques were used to identify 
FSPs (including mobile money companies) to participate in the study.

MAPPING

During the assessment, the team mapped 115 local and regional business stakeholders 
(markets, vendors, FSPs and mobile money companies) across the three districts. 
Mapping was also drawn from desk review of secondary data available publicly to 
establish business profile (name, contact, location, services or goods produced, etc.). 
An interactive map of the businesses is linked in this report.

How were interviews conducted? 

Each survey began with an introduction and informed consent given by respondents. 
Enumerators administered surveys using their laptops and t. The survey was 
programmed into CommCare, and enumerators entered responses directly into the 
online platform as they interviewed each respondent. Answers to FGDs and KIIs were 
noted on paper, then transcribed immediately afterward into Microsoft Word and 
shared with the project manager via email.

How were surveys conducted over telephone? 

Enumerators were instructed to be clear with respondents at the outset on when and 
how communication would take place over time and to be open about how long a 
survey was likely to take, so the respondent could take measures to not lose battery 
power or signal. They were also trained on the professional ethics of data collection 
prior to starting. Enumerators sent text messages in advance of the interview and 
scheduled the calls at hours convenient to the respondent.

2.2.3 STAFFING AND TRAINING 
CRS engaged a number of local partners in the assessment—Caritas Fort Portal, 
Caritas Tororo, Caritas Kasese and Soroti Catholic Diocese Integrated Development 
Association (SOCADIDO)—to support respective area assessments. Eight 
enumerators (three female, five male) were selected, two from each Caritas office, 
to carry out data collection. CRS’ MEAL Senior Project Officer conducted one-day 
remote trainings via Microsoft Teams in phases with each trained Caritas office staff 
member. Enumerators were trained on assessment tools and adapted data collection 
methods to follow COVID-19 standard operating procedures outlined by the Ministry 
of Health. Data collection was conducted over a period of 15 days (15-30 June 2020). 
The CRS’ MEAL Senior Project Officer provided overall supervision of data collection 
and management.

2.2.4 DATA MANAGEMENT AND ANALYSIS 
The project team designed questionnaires based on the objectives of the assessment. 
Relevant market assessment tools, such as Pre-Crisis Market Analysis (PCMA), Rapid 
Assessment for Markets (RAM), and market assessment tools used in refugee-hosting 
districts were consulted to standardize assessment tools to enable comparison 
between the different contexts. Tools were prepared in English and uploaded to the 
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CommCare data collection platform, and accessed on Android ts. The questionnaires 
were piloted, tested and updated prior to launching the assessment. Microsoft Excel 
was used for quantitative data cleaning, visualization and analysis. Qualitative data 
analysis was carried out through identifying categorizing themes that emerged 
during focus group discussions. The team used secondary resources to complement 
the assessment’s quantitative findings, including post-distribution monitoring (PDM) 
reports for previous emergency response interventions in the assessed regions. 

2.2.5 LIMITATIONS
The following limitations encountered should be considered when interpreting the 
assessment findings:

 � Many of the vendors, FSPs and mobile money stakeholders were reluctant to 
provide information to the enumerators about business and tax registration, bank 
and mobile money details, and services and goods offered. Proper introduction 
of the enumerator and objectives increased acceptance, but a good number of 
businesses declined to be interviewed.

 � The quantity of assessment tools posed a challenge for some enumerators to 
use them effectively. Also, while the CRS team was available remotely to help 
troubleshoot any assessment issues, enumerators worked on their own without 
supervision in the field; and, due to COVID-19, they were unable to receive in-
person support.

 � Microsoft Teams was used as an alternative to in-person training, but proved 
challenging. Many of the enumerators had no previous experience with this 
technology, which impacted their level of engagement. Internet connection 
was poor throughout most of the trainings and at least two trainings had to be 
completed by phone.

 � The small sample sizes for household and vendor interviews set from the LQAS 
method cannot be extrapolated to represent the entire population. However,  
the data provide an accep level of error (<10%) appropriate for making 
management decisions. 



3. KEY FINDINGS

13   /   UNDERSTANDING THE FEASIBILITY OF MARKET-BASED APPROACHES IN DISASTER-PRONE REGIONS OF UGANDA 

3. Key Findings
3.1 MARKET ACCESS, FUNCTIONALITY AND CAPACITY

3.1.1 MARKET ACCESS, SAFETY AND SECURITY
All three regions have fully functional markets with vendors trading in a variety of 
goods. Households reported that local markets are accessible and fully functional. 
The majority of vendors across all three regions reported that their customers hail 
from different parts of the district or region. Over half of respondents reported 
having access to a second market nearby should the principal market not carry the 
items they need. Nearly all respondents reported having regular and safe access to 
markets (99% of male respondents; 98% of female respondents; 100% of respondents 
over 51 years of age; 97% of respondents ages 19–35; and 99% of those ages 36–50). 
Access constraints affect some community members. The most commonly cited were 
physical disability and age of the household head, government restrictions due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and road obstructions due to recent floods.

TABLE 2: HOUSEHOLD RESPONSES TO, “DO YOU HAVE REGULAR AND SAFE ACCESS 
TO MARKETS?”

REGION YES NO TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 58 98% 1 2% 59 46%

Rwenzori 47 98% 1 2% 48 37%

Teso 22 100% 0 0% 22 17%

Total 127 98% 2 2% 129 100%

Regarding physical access to markets, half of respondent households reported  
that it takes 30 to 60 minutes to reach the nearest market, while 32% walk less than 
30 minutes. More male respondents tended to have a longer travel time than female 
respondents (22% of males travelled more than 60 minutes, while only 7% of female 
respondents did). 

TABLE 3: HOUSEHOLD TRAVEL TIME TO LOCAL MARKETS BY REGION

REGION
I DON’T KNOW LESS THAN 30 

MINUTES
30 - 60 
MINUTES

MORE THAN 60 
MINUTES TOTAL

# % # % # % # % # %

Mt. Elgon 3 5% 18 31% 31 53% 7 12% 59 100%

Rwenzori - 0 19 40% 22 46% 7 15% 48 100%

Teso - 0 4 18% 12 55% 6 27% 22 100%

Total 3 2% 41 32% 65 50% 20 16% 129 100%
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TABLE 4: HOUSEHOLD TRAVEL TIME TO LOCAL MARKETS BY GENDER

GENDER OF 
RESPONDENT

I DON’T KNOW LESS THAN 30 
MINUTES

30 - 60 
MINUTES

MORE THAN 60 
MINUTES TOTAL

# % # % # % # % # %

Male 3 4% 26 36% 28 38% 16 22% 73 100%

Female 0 0% 15 27% 37 66% 4 7% 56 100%

Total 3 2% 41 32% 65 50% 20 16% 129 100%

The majority of households either walk (48%) or use their own transport (34%) to  
get to the market (40% of male respondents and 27% of female respondents use their 
own transport; 18% of both male and female respondents use paid transport; and  
55% of female and 42% of male respondents walk). Those who pay for transport (18%) 
reported spending from 1,000 to 8,000 UGX11 (0.27–2.16 USD) with the average cost 
of 3,174 UGX (0.86 USD) for a one-way trip. Using paid transport to access markets 
was most common in Rwenzori region, at 33% of households; compared to 9% of 
households in Mt. Elgon and Teso.

Figure 2: Transport to Markets Used by Households

TABLE 5: TRANSPORT TO MARKET BY REGION

REGION MT. ELGON RWENZORI TESO

Walk 27 46% 31 65% 4 18%

Own Transport 27 46% 1 2% 16 73%

Paid Transport 5 8% 16 33% 2 9%

Total 59 100% 48 100% 22 100%

 
 
 

11 1 USD = 3,700 UGX
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TABLE 6: TRANSPORT COST TO ACCESS MARKETS BY REGION

REGION
LOWEST 

(UGX)
LOWEST 

(USD)
HIGHEST 

(UGX)
HIGHEST 

(USD)
AVERAGE 

(UGX)
AVERAGE 

(USD)

Mt. Elgon 2000 0.54 6000 1.62 4,000 1.08

Rwenzori 1000 0.27 5000 1.35 2,563 0.69

Teso 4000 1.08 8000 2.16 6,000 1.62

Regarding safety and security, 21% of respondents from the Rwenzori and Mt. Elgon 
regions reported security risks for household members traveling to and from markets. 
This included incidents of petty theft and extortion at checkpoints on the way home 
from the market. Security risks were reported slightly more frequently by male 
respondents (22%), than female (19%). They also differed by age groups: 40% of ages 
19–35; 16% of ages 36–50; 5% of ages 51–65; and 25% of people over 65 reported 
security risks for people traveling to and from markets. 

TABLE 7: HOUSEHOLD RESPONSES TO, “ARE THERE ANY SECURITY RISKS FOR 
HOUSEHOLD MEMBERS EN-ROUTE TO/FROM AND AT THE MARKET?”

REGION YES NO TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 4 7% 55 93% 59 46%

Rwenzori 21 44% 27 56% 48 37%

Teso 2 9% 20 91% 22 17%

Total 27 21% 102 79% 129 100%

The majority of vendors in Mt. Elgon (96%) and Teso (89%) reported no security 
risks for communities en-route to/from and at the market. However, 45% of vendors 
in Rwenzori reported existing security risks, particularly theft and extortion at 
checkpoints. These incidents could be linked to Rwenzori’s close proximity to the DRC 
(Democratic Republic of the Congo) border12 and additional checkpoints established 
for COVID-19 control and prevention. 

All vendors contacted during market surveys (with the exception of one, in Soroti) 
reported that customers have regular and safe access to the market. The vendor in 
Soroti indicated that the elderly and people living with disabilities can experience 
challenges in accessing markets. Vendors in all regions also reported that markets 
are more difficult to access during certain times of the year (51% in Mt. Elgon, 55% in 
Rwenzori, and 52% in Teso), mainly during the rainy season when bridges and roads 
are damaged or become difficult to travel on. For example, some roads leading to 
local markets were affected by floods from November 2019 until May 2020. These 
conditions limit access to markets and the ability of some vendors to restock. 

3.1.2 AVAILABILITY OF GOODS AND SERVICES, AND VENDOR CAPACITY
Local markets in the area are able to supply sufficient food and essential goods 
for household needs. Almost all households (90% of males, 93% of females) across 
the three regions reported there being enough food supplies and essential goods 

12  United Kingdom Government Foreign Travel Advice. Uganda 2020, available at: https://www.gov.uk/
foreign-travel-advice/uganda/safety-and-security

https://www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice/uganda/safety-and-security
https://www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice/uganda/safety-and-security
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available for immediate households needs (100% in Rwenzori, 86% in Mt. Elgon and 
86% in Teso). 

TABLE 8: HOUSEHOLD RESPONSES TO, “ARE THERE ENOUGH FOOD SUPPLIES, 
ESSENTIAL GOODS AVAILABLE IN THE MARKET TO MEET THE HOUSEHOLD 
IMMEDIATE NEEDS?”

REGION YES NO TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 51 86% 8 14% 59 46%

Rwenzori 48 100% 0 0% 48 37%

Teso 19 86% 3 14% 22 17%

Total 118 91% 11 9% 129 100%

Some respondents (21%) reported being unable to access some items or services 
in their local markets. This included shelter materials (19% of 129 household 
respondents; 23% of males, 14% of females), agricultural tools (5% of males, 5% of 
females), livestock (3% of males, 9% of females), education materials (5% of males,  
5% of females), pesticides (3% of males, 5% of females), medical services (5% of males, 
0% females), clothes (1% of males, 4% of females) and improved crop varieties (1% of 
males, 0% of females). However, given that these items are not purchased frequently 
or not required on a weekly basis, it is not a major issue for most households that 
these items are not readily available in the nearest markets.

TABLE 9: ITEMS OR SERVICES NOT ACCESSIBLE IN LOCAL MARKETS  
AS REPORTED BY HOUSEHOLDS

ITEM OR SERVICE # %

Shelter Materials 25 19%

Agricultural Tools 7 5%

Livestock 7 5%

Education Materials 7 5%

Pesticides 5 4%

Medical Services 4 3%

Clothes 3 2%

Improved Crop Varieties 1 1%

Nearly all vendors (96%) reported commodities being normally and regularly 
available; just three vendors in Teso reported this was not the case.
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TABLE 10: VENDORS REPORTING COMMODITIES BEING NORMALLY  
AND REGULARLY AVAILABLE

REGION YES NO TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 27 100% 0 0% 27 33%

Rwenzori 36 100% 0 0% 36 44%

Teso 16 84% 3 16% 19 23%

Total 79 96% 3 4% 82 100%

All vendors (100%) reported being able to increase their stock to satisfy any 
additional demand. The majority reported being able to increase by up to half or 
double their current stocks (43%), or more than 100% of their current stocks (41%). 
Vendors indicated that they had sufficient financial capacity to increase stocks 
if demand increased (43%); were able to access credit with their suppliers (31%); 
had links with a financial institution (22%); or had additional storage space to 
accommodate an increase in stocks (5%).

TABLE 11: VENDORS REPORTING HOW MUCH THEY CAN INCREASE THEIR STOCKS  
TO MEET INCREASED DEMAND FOR THEIR GOODS OR SERVICES

REGION

LESS THAN 50% 
OF MY CURRENT 

STOCK

50% OF MY 
CURRENT 

STOCK

50 - 100% OF 
MY CURRENT 

STOCK

MORE THAN 
100% OF MY 

CURRENT 
STOCK TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 0 0% 1 4% 11 41% 15 56% 27 33%

Rwenzori 1 3% 6 17% 17 47% 12 33% 36 44%

Teso 2 11% 3 16% 7 37% 7 37% 19 23%

Total 3 4% 10 12% 35 43% 34 41% 82 100%

Over half of vendors contacted (59%) reported sourcing their stock of merchandise 
from Kampala, compared to 35% who source their supplies (mainly food items) from 
their respective regions. Only 2% reported sourcing their products, mainly education 
materials, from outside the country. Kampala is the main source of goods for vendors 
from the area of study, followed by their respective regions, indicating that local 
markets are well connected to national and regional supply markets. Vendors in the 
Mt. Elgon region relied more heavily on markets in the region (63%); and to a lesser 
extent, sourced supplies from Kampala (37%).

TABLE 12: VENDOR RESPONSES TO, “WHERE DO YOU GET YOUR SUPPLIES FROM?”

REGION KAMPALA
WITHIN THE 

REGION
WITHIN THE 

DISTRICT
OUTSIDE THE 

COUNTRY TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 10 37% 17 63% 0% 0% 27 33%

Rwenzori 24 67% 11 31% 1 3% 0% 36 44%

Teso 14 74% 1 5% 2 11% 2 11% 19 23%

Total 48 59% 29 35% 3 4% 2 2% 82 100%
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3.1.3 CONSTRAINTS AFFECTING LOCAL MARKETS
The most commonly reported constraints faced by vendors in their business were 
government restrictions due to COVID-19 (55% of vendors); increased transport costs 
(54%); increased prices of goods and services from suppliers (48%); low demand 
for goods and services (43%); lack of storage or warehouse space (30%); lack of 
transport due to COVID-19 restrictions (29%); and poor road conditions due to 
flooding (17%). Few vendors (5%) reported a lack of access to credit as a constraint.

TABLE 13: MOST COMMON CONSTRAINTS FACED BY VENDORS IN THEIR BUSINESS

MOST COMMON CONSTRAINTS FACED IN BUSINESS 
REPORTED BY VENDORS #

% OF VENDOR 
RESPONDENTS

Government restrictions due to COVID-19 46 55%

Increased transport costs 45 54%

Increased prices for goods and services from suppliers 40 48%

Low demand for goods and services 36 43%

Lack of storage or warehouse space 25 30%

Lack of transport due to COVID-19 restrictions 24 29%

Poor road network due to floods 14 17%

Lack of access to finance and credit 4 5%

Additional challenges affecting locally available food supplies were the recent floods 
and landslides that began in November 2019; the agricultural seasonal calendar; and 
cattle raiding in the Karamoja region (neighboring the Mbale region13).

The majority of vendors (82%) have a bank account for their business, while a fewer 
number have a mobile money account (60%).

3.1.4 PRICE FLUCTUATIONS AND SEASONALITY
While the assessment did not gather primary price data, secondary information 
indicates that prices for basic food commodities have followed a fairly stable pattern 
nationally14 over the previous five years. In late June 2020, CRS began collecting 
price data to monitor the potential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on markets at 
household, vendor and supply-chain levels. This data should provide regular price 
information to inform responses in non-refugee hosting areas of the country.

3.2 HOUSEHOLD PRIORITIES AND PREFERENCES

3.2.1 DESCRIPTION OF COMMON EXPENSES 
Households most commonly reported purchasing food (99%), non-food items (88%), 
education materials (83%), agricultural inputs and tools (80%), shelter materials 
(67%), and other items such as livestock and clothes (5%). Purchased items were 
fairly consistent across the three regions assessed, with the exception of agricultural 
inputs and tools, reported by only 54% of households in Rwenzori (compared to 
93% and 100% in Mt. Elgon and Teso, respectively). Purchase of education supplies 

13  FEWS Net, May 2020. Floods and COVID-19 restrictions lead to an increase in the population in Crisis 
(IPC Phase 3).

14  https://data.humdata.org/dataset/wfp-food-prices-for-uganda?force_layout=desktop

https://data.humdata.org/dataset/wfp-food-prices-for-uganda?force_layout=desktop
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was also less frequently reported in Teso (50%) compared to Mt. Elgon (92%) and 
Rwenzori (88%).

Figure 3: Most Commonly Purchased Items Reported by Households

Figure 4: Commonly Purchased Items by Region

In Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), households reported mainly buying food (posho, 
millet, beans, dry cassava, ground nuts, soya beans, peas, yams, sweet potatoes, 
sorghum) and non-food items (shelter items; agriculture tools such as hoes, rakes, 
machetes, spades, wheelbarrows and spray pumps; and seeds and fertilizers). 

In FGDs, households reported traveling to the market once a week (Teso), or two or 
three times per week (Mt. Elgon and Rwenzori) on market days. Households reported 
spending 25,000 to 30,000 UGX on each visit.

Based on previous emergency needs assessments and responses in the assessed 
regions, items listed in Table 14 on the following page, are a priority for households 
affected by flooding, landslide or other natural disasters. Although the assessment 
did not collect price data from the markets assessed, these items/priorities can 
be used as a starting point for further refinement, such as creating a Minimum 
Expenditure Basket (MEB) for non-refugee hosting areas of Uganda; and to monitor 
prices and define potential resource transfer packages (either cash, vouchers or in-
kind) for future responses.
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TABLE 14: PRIORITY ITEMS FOR NON-REFUGEE HOSTING AREAS BASED ON 
PREVIOUS EMERGENCY RESPONSES AND FGD REPORTED PRIORITIES

FOOD ITEMS UNIT NOTES

Posho flour kg Food items are a priority need for vulnerable households 
regardless of the disaster type. Agencies usually 
determine quantities according to the calorie intake 
per person (WFP standard) for a period of 1-2 months. 
Quantities are usually adjusted based on family size. 

Rice kg

Beans (Nambale) kg

Cooking oil (fortified vegetable oil) liter

Sugar kg

Salt (sachet) kg

HOUSEHOLD CORE ITEMS UNIT NOTES

Blanket (2.5 kg) piece Household core items are usually required by households 
that report theirs having been destroyed during the 
disaster. Quantities are provided according to family size.

Foam mattress (3x6x4) piece

Plastic Mat (3x6) piece

Mosquito net piece

Tarpaulin (4x6) piece

Plastic Plates set

Plastic Cups set

Saucepans (medium size) set

SHELTER MATERIALS UNIT NOTES

Hardware kit (nails, shutters, etc.) kit Shelter materials and tools are a priority need for 
households whose shelters/houses have been fully or 
partially destroyed by the disaster. Standard shelter sizes 
apply.

Eucalyptus poles (7.5m) pole

Tarpaulin (4x6) piece

Tools (wheelbarrow, hammer, hoe, rake, spade 
etc.)

kit Toolkits are usually given and shared by groups of 
households to support shelter construction.

WASH NFIS  
(REFER TO THE CRI STANDARD KIT) UNIT NOTES

Washing soap bar Depending on the WASH situation in the target area, and 
the items that have been destroyed/lost by households 
during the emergency, WASH items are often required. 

Jerry can (usually a set of 3) piece

Bucket piece

Basin piece

Bathing soap tablet

Body lotion tin

Chlorine tabs packet

Latrine slabs piece

Handwashing station piece
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AGRICULTURAL SUPPORT UNIT NOTES

Variety of seeds (maize, beans, vegetable 
seeds, etc.)

g/kg Agricultural inputs are a priority for farming households 
whose crops are destroyed by the emergency either 
during the growing season or post-harvest while in 
storage. Quantities are determined based on the average 
size of land available for farming. 

Farm inputs – pesticides and fertilizers packet

Farm tools – hoe, rake, spade, PICS bag, spray 
pumps

kit

3.2.2 PREFERRED MODALITY OF HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE
The assessment also captured experience and preferences with different modalities–
cash, in-kind and vouchers–from both vendor, financial service provider (FSP) and 
community perspectives.

VENDOR PERSPECTIVE

For vendors, 43% reported that they had serviced communities with emergency 
assistance in partnership with NGOs. Vendors in Mt. Elgon more frequently reported 
experience working in emergency assistance (59% of vendors), following by Rwenzori 
(42%), and with much less experience in Teso (21%).

TABLE 15: VENDOR RESPONDENTS REPORTING PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE SERVING 
COMMUNITIES WITH HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE IN PARTNERSHIP WITH NGOS

REGION YES NO TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 16 59% 11 41% 27 33%

Rwenzori 15 42% 21 58% 36 44%

Teso 4 21% 15 79% 19 23%

Total 35 43% 47 57% 82 100%

These vendors had most commonly been involved in in-kind distributions (46%), 
followed by both in-kind and vouchers (31%), and to a lesser extent voucher 
programming (23%). Vouchers were both commodity and value vouchers.

TABLE 16: VENDOR RESPONDENTS ON TYPE OF ASSISTANCE THEY HAVE 
EXPERIENCE WITH

REGION IN-KIND VOUCHERS IN-KIND AND 
VOUCHERS TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 3 19% 3 19% 10 63% 16 20%

Rwenzori 10 67% 4 27% 1 7% 15 18%

Teso 3 75% 1 25% 0 0% 4 5%

Total 16 46% 8 23% 11 31% 35 43%

A majority of vendors (68%) reported a preference for in-kind as a distribution 
modality, while 32% preferred vouchers. Vendors reporting a preference for in-kind 
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assistance cited that: 1) they have a good understanding of the modality;  
2) it’s easier to deal with participants; and 3) it’s quick for them to move items (i.e., 
in one purchase). Vendors didn’t prefer vouchers because: 1) they didn’t understand 
the modality; 2) it took longer to sell items as participants don’t necessarily spend 
all at once; and 3) it’s difficult to predict demand. On the other hand, vendors who 
preferred vouchers explained that: 1) they understand the modality; 2) they are able  
to sell a variety of items; and 3) they are able to make profit. These same vendors 
didn’t prefer in-kind because: 1) it doesn’t provide choice for participants; 2) profit  
is limited; and 3) it only benefits a small number of vendors. As can be expected, 
vendor preferences largely followed their previous experiences. For example, 13 of 
the 16 vendors with experience in in-kind, preferred that modality; five of the eight 
vendors who had experience in vouchers, preferred vouchers; and, of those with 
experience in both, six preferred in-kind and five preferred vouchers. The assessment 
didn’t include cash as a response option for preferred modalities, so it would be of 
interest to also understand vendor perceptions around cash transfers.

TABLE 17: MOST PREFERRED DISTRIBUTION MODALITIES (VENDORS)

REGION
MOST PREFERRED DISTRIBUTION MODALITY

In-kind Vouchers Total

Mt. Elgon 19 70% 8 30% 27 33%

Rwenzori 23 64% 13 36% 36 44%

Teso 14 74% 5 26% 19 23%

Total 56 68% 26 32% 82 100%

HOUSEHOLD PERSPECTIVE

Among the households interviewed, 96% had benefited previously from humanitarian 
distributions. Households had a mix of experience, including cash transfers, in-kind 
and vouchers (both commodity and value), as well as mixed modalities (in-kind and 
cash; in-kind and vouchers). However, the majority (42%) had experience only with 
in-kind, followed by only vouchers (31%). Of these households that had previously 
received assistance, 63% had experience with in-kind and 49% with vouchers, while 
only 11% of households had previously received cash transfers.

TABLE 18: EXPERIENCE OF HOUSEHOLDS RECEIVING ASSISTANCE BY REGION

REGION N/A IN-KIND VOUCHERS
CASH 

TRANSFERS

IN-KIND 
AND CASH 

TRANSFERS

IN-KIND 
AND 

VOUCHERS

IN-KIND, 
CASH 

TRANSFER 
AND 

VOUCHERS TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 2 3% 20 30% 30 45% 7 11% 0 0% 7 11% 0 0% 66 51%

Rwenzori 1 2% 12 29% 9 22% 0 0% 4 10% 13 32% 2 5% 41 32%

Teso 2 9% 20 91% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 22 17%

Total 5 4% 52 40% 39 30% 7 5% 4 3% 20 16% 2 2% 129 100%
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In general, cash and in-kind modalities are most preferred, with 39% and 36% votes, 
respectively. Vouchers seem to be the least preferred option, with 27% of the votes. 
Unsurprisingly, cash is mostly preferred for the flexibility of choice and ability to 
negotiate and bargain with local vendors. Households that preferred cash also 
mentioned that it’s safe and secure, and that it provides them with the ability to 
make their own budget and plan for household expenditures. Some reported that 
cash incurs fewer costs for participants where markets are nearby. Female FGD 
participants in Bududa (Mt. Elgon) also reported a preference for cash transfers paid 
through mobile money as it was more discrete and had less visibility, thereby reducing 
the risk of tensions at the community level between those who were registered to 
receive assistance, and those who weren’t15. However, 31% of respondents reported 
not to prefer cash, stating that it has anti-social effects and does not always allow 
them to have good quality items in their local markets. It is worth noting that 
those who reported not to prefer cash have not benefited from any assistance 
using a cash modality previously (i.e., they had only received vouchers or in-kind 
assistance). Female FGD participants in Bududa and the Bulambuli district (Mt. Elgon) 
recommended sensitization to recipients prior to receiving cash, to reduce the risk of 
potential conflict in the household and spending on non-essential items. 

For households preferring the in-kind distribution modality, this was most commonly 
due to receiving good quality items that are not always available in their local 
markets, and that the modality is understood by households; one respondent 
noted a preference for in-kind because vouchers are more expensive. Despite this, 
the proportion of households preferring in-kind was the same as those that least 
preferred it (35%). Those households that didn’t prefer it mentioned that items 
received are not always of good quality, the modality does not provide for choice, 
does not give flexibility to bargain, is not safe and is more expensive  
for recipients due to transportation costs.

The voucher modality was most commonly the least preferred option among 
households, even if differences of votes were not very high: 27% most preferred 
versus 34% least preferred. The main reasons reported by households for not 
preferring vouchers were: 1) a lack of flexibility to bargain; 2) high prices of exchanged 
items; and 3) lack of understanding of the modality. These preferences correspond 
to CRS’ PDM data in some voucher responses; for instance, in the START-funded 
response to communities affected by flooding in Butaleja and Bulambuli districts. 
Participants there most commonly reported that: 1) they were unable to use their full 
entitlement (e.g., if they were left with a balance at the end of purchasing); 2) prices 
for food items were higher than normal; and 3) there was confusion among elderly 

15 Female FGD conducted in Bududa district on 25 June 2020.

Figure 5: Most preferred modality Figure 6: Least preferred modality
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participants on the voucher modality who therefore required additional support16. 
However, during a more recent OFDA-funded response in Bundibugyo district, where 
vouchers were used to deliver food and shelter and WASH NFIs, 80% of respondents 
noted being able to negotiate prices with vendors17. Ensuring competitive prices 
among vendors participating in voucher programs is a common challenge, requiring 
implementing agencies to engage a high number of participating vendors to 
encourage competition; educate program participants on their right to choose which 
vendors to buy from and negotiate; and conduct regular price monitoring on a rolling 
basis with non-participating vendors. Households that reported preferring vouchers 
cited that they were able to bargain; that vouchers provided choice for beneficiaries; 
that vouchers are safe and secure; and, that they have a choice of vendors and are 
able to access good quality items. 

Figures 7 and 8, below, shows the percentage of respondents reporting their reasons 
for their most-preferred and least-preferred modalities.

Figure 7: Reasons for Most-Preferred Assistance Modality

Figure 8: Reasons for Least-Preferred Assistance Modality

16 START Network Support for Victims of Butaleja and Bulambuli Floods: Post-Distribution Monitoring 
Report, CRS, December 2019

17 Bundibugyo Emergency Response Exit Survey Report, CRS, February 2020.
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When viewing preferences by gender, cash was the most commonly preferred 
modality by female respondents (45%) while vouchers were the least (16%). The 
reasons cited by women for not preferring vouchers were: a lack of understanding of 
the modality (80% of those who preferred vouchers the least); limited choice (15%); 
not safe or secure (10%); and, an inability to negotiate prices (5%). Where cash was 
the most preferred, the reasons cited by female respondents were: choice (81% of 
female respondents whose most preferred modality was cash); the ability to bargain 
(38%); safe and secure (31%); items are of quality (23%); vendors/markets are nearby 
(19%); and, cash maintains dignity (19%). For male respondents, all three modalities 
were reported at more or less the same frequency (i.e., cash was the most preferred 
option for 34% of male respondents, followed by 33% equally for in-kind and for 
vouchers). There were fewer notable differences between genders for the least 
preferred modalities. In FGDs, male and female respondents consistently reported 
that men are the main decision-makers in the household regarding how money is 
spent, though women have a key role in identifying priority needs while men tend to 
provide the financial resources for meeting these needs.

TABLE 19: MOST-PREFERRED MODALITY BY GENDER

GENDER CASH IN-KIND VOUCHER TOTAL

Male 25 34% 24 33% 24 33% 73 57%

Female 25 45% 22 39% 9 16% 56 43%

Total 50 39% 46 36% 33 26% 129 100%

TABLE 20: LEAST-PREFERRED MODALITY BY GENDER

GENDER CASH IN-KIND VOUCHER TOTAL

Male 20 27% 29 40% 24 33% 73 57%

Female 20 36% 16 29% 20 36% 56 43%

Total 40 31% 45 35% 44 34% 129 100%

There is also a mixed range of preferences when viewing the data by age of the 
respondents. Cash was most frequently reported as the most preferred modality for 
all age groups except ages 51-65 (46% of ages 19–35; 36% of ages 36–50; and 50% of 
>65 most preferred cash). Vouchers or in-kind were the least preferred across most 
age groups (37% of ages 19-35; 41% of ages 36–50; and 50% of >65; interestingly, 38% 
of ages 51–65 preferred cash and vouchers the least). 

Figures 9 and 10, on the following page, show modality choice reported by 
households per district. Kasese data shows a clear preference for cash and a non-
preference for vouchers. Likely contributing to this expressed preference was CRS’ 
humanitarian response to flooding in Kasese in May 2020 using cash to support 
households to cover basic needs. However, in Butaleja and Bulambuli, where 
humanitarian actors provided assistance using vouchers and in-kind modalities, 
households reported preferring the in-kind distribution as opposed to vouchers. 
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Soroti district has an unclear preference trend, where the number of people who 
prefer in-kind is almost the same as the number of people who least prefer cash 
distributions. This could be related to their experience with emergency relief 
assistance in the past. 

The data paints a nuanced picture of household modality preference, and suggests 
two things: First, for households that have not had prior experience with a particular 
modality, their reported preferences may be based on pre-conceived ideas of 
the modality; and second, reported preferences could be partly related to past 
experience. This includes the possibility that assistance has been given without 
sufficient preparation and careful decision-making steps, leaving beneficiaries 
unsatisfied with the intervention.

Figure 11: Modalities of Emergency Assistance Received by Household Respondents, by District

Figure 9: Most-Preferred Modality by District Figure 10: Least-Preferred Modality by District
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TABLE 21: SUMMARY OF REASONS FOR PREFERENCES IN RELATION TO DIFFERENT 
MODALITIES (REPORTED BY HOUSEHOLDS)

IN-KIND VOUCHERS CASH

Positives • Understood and familiar
• Quality of items

• Can give flexibility to bargain 
with vendors

• Quality of items
• Provides choice 
• Safe and secure

• Flexibility 
• Maximizes choice
• Able to negotiate and bargain 

with vendors
• Safe and secure
• Able to manage household 

budget and planning
• Lower cost for households 

when markets are nearby

Challenges • Sometimes items are not 
always of good quality

• Doesn’t allow for choice
• Doesn’t give flexibility to 

bargain
• Cost can be higher for 

participants in terms of 
transportation

• Doesn’t always give flexibility 
to bargain over price

• Higher prices 
• Lack of understanding / 

unfamiliar modality

• Doesn’t always allow 
access to quality items in 
local markets (e.g., shelter 
materials)

• Potential for misuse/anti-
social use

The data also highlights that appropriate communication and messaging should be 
continued as part of good emergency programming. Particularly for voucher and cash 

Figure 12: Map Showing Emergency Response and Assessment Locations
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programming, agencies should ensure that sensitization is provided to households to 
ensure participants have a clear understanding of: how they can access assistance; 
how the redemption or encashment process will work; and what the intended use 
of the transfer will be. Agencies should also encourage joint decision-making on the 
use of any financial assistance at the household level. This is in addition to ensuring 
program design decisions, particularly on modality choice, are informed by the 
preferences and concerns of affected households, and that mitigation measures for 
addressing risks or concerns are integrated into program design.

3.3 ENABLING INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES

3.3.1 ACCESS TO FINANCIAL SERVICES
The majority of household respondents (95%) confirmed they have a phone (96% of 
males, 93% of females); of the 5% of households not having a phone, all were located 
solely in Mt. Elgon. All households in Rwenzori and Teso reported having a phone, 
with almost all registered in their own name (98% of female respondents, 94% of 
males). Phone access was similar across age groups.

TABLE 22: HOUSEHOLD PHONE ACCESS BY AGE

AGE GROUP YES NO TOTAL

19-35 33 94% 2 6% 35 27%

36-50 65 94% 4 6% 69 53%

51-65 20 95% 1 5% 21 16%

>65 4 100% 0 0% 4 3%

Total 122 95% 7 5% 129 100%

Access to mobile money is widespread and commonplace in the assessed areas. 
Of the households with phone access, only three of 122 (2.5%) reported not having 
their phone registered with MoMo (the country’s leading mobile cash provider). 
Furthermore, mobile money services are easily accessible by households, with 
the majority residing within 1 km (41%), or 1–3 km (40%) of a mobile money agent. 
Households in Mt. Elgon (all in Butaleja district) reported traveling the furthest (6–9 
km) to reach a mobile money agent.

TABLE 23: DISTANCE FOR HOUSEHOLDS TO REACH A MOBILE MONEY AGENT

REGION 1 KM OR LESS 1-3 KM 4-5 KM 6+ KM TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 24 41% 20 34% 11 19% 4 7% 59

Rwenzori 24 50% 21 44% 3 6% 0 0% 48

Teso 5 23% 10 45% 7 32% 0 0% 22

Total 53 41% 51 40% 21 16% 4 3% 129

Forty-four percent of households had accessed financial services in the previous 
two weeks (43% of female respondents and 45% of male respondents). Although the 
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majority of households reported not facing any issues accessing these services, one 
respondent noted that they had faced difficulties due to COVID-19 restrictions put in 
place by the government. 

TABLE 24: HOUSEHOLDS ACCESSING FINANCIAL SERVICES  
IN THE PREVIOUS TWO WEEKS

REGION YES NO DON’T KNOW TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 25 42% 27 46% 7 12% 59 46%

Rwenzori 27 56% 20 42% 1 2% 48 37%

Teso 5 23% 17 77% 0 0% 2 2 17%

Total 57 44% 64 50% 8 6% 129 100%

Over the last few years, much of the humanitarian community’s attention has been 
focused on financial inclusion and access to financial services among Uganda’s refugee 
population. Less attention has been paid to the barriers and challenges faced by the 
general Ugandan population in accessing financial services. However, the Government 
of Uganda has made inroads to increasing financial inclusion. As of 2018, formal financial 
inclusion in Uganda was 58%18. With the introduction of the National Financial Inclusion 
Strategy 2017–2022, the government aims to “increase the percentage of the adult 
population (16+ years) formally financially included to at least 80% by 2022”19. The most 
commonly used financial service by far is mobile money. According to the Alliance for 
Financial Inclusion, in 2018, 56% of adults were using mobile money services, followed 
by 11% of the adult population using commercial banks, and to an even lesser extent, 
other services. Since 2011, the government’s use of mobile money to deliver various 
social assistance grants has undoubtedly been a factor in the increased use and access 
to mobile money and electronic services20. Challenges persist, however, in increasing 
access to formal financial services among the wider population, including: mobile money 
agent penetration in rural areas; low levels of financial and digital literacy (24% and 55%, 
respectively, in 201721); lack of understanding gender differences in access to financial 
services; and, in some rural areas, limited access to power sources and electricity.

3.3.2 PRESENCE AND CAPACITY OF FINANCIAL SERVICE PROVIDERS (FSPS)
Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) conducted with FSPs in the assessed regions found 
that:

 � Mobile money operators exist in all assessed districts, and many have  
regional coverage;

 � There is widespread coverage and confidence in the reliability of the service; and 

 � There is limited experience of mobile money operators working with NGOs to 
deliver cash assistance to emergency-affected populations. Only two FSPs 
reported previous experience working with NGOs or civil society organizations to 
deliver cash transfers; however, all were willing to engage with NGOs in the future.

18 Uganda’s Journey to Financial Inclusion Through Digital Financial Services, Alliance for Financial 
Inclusion (AFI), available at: https://www.afi-global.org/sites/default/files/publications/2019-07/AFI_
MS_Uganda_AW_digital.pdf

19 National Financial inclusion Strategy 2017-2022, Republic of Uganda, available at: https://www.bou.
or.ug/bou/bouwebsite/bouwebsitecontent/publications/special_pubs/2017/National-Financial-
Inclusion-Strategy.pdf 

20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 

https://www.afi-global.org/sites/default/files/publications/2019-07/AFI_MS_Uganda_AW_digital.pdf
https://www.afi-global.org/sites/default/files/publications/2019-07/AFI_MS_Uganda_AW_digital.pdf
https://www.bou.or.ug/bou/bouwebsite/bouwebsitecontent/publications/special_pubs/2017/National-Financial-Inclusion-Strategy.pdf
https://www.bou.or.ug/bou/bouwebsite/bouwebsitecontent/publications/special_pubs/2017/National-Financial-Inclusion-Strategy.pdf
https://www.bou.or.ug/bou/bouwebsite/bouwebsitecontent/publications/special_pubs/2017/National-Financial-Inclusion-Strategy.pdf
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The majority of households (92%) reported that mobile money agents always have 
sufficient liquidity to meet needs. That proportion was lower in Teso region, where 
only 77% of households reported agents having sufficient liquidity.

TABLE 25: HOUSEHOLD RESPONSES REGARDING WHETHER MOBILE MONEY AGENTS 
ALWAYS HAVE SUFFICIENT LIQUIDITY TO MEET NEEDS

REGION YES NO TOTAL

Mt. Elgon 57 97% 2 3% 59 46%

Rwenzori 45 94% 3 6% 48 37%

Teso 17 77% 5 23% 22 17%

Total 119 92% 10 8% 129 100%

The most commonly reported challenges by FSPs were: 1) poor infrastructure—bad 
road conditions limited access to and from their business locations and clients;  
2) fluctuations in the network—affected the reliability of their services; and 3) fraud 
and duplicate registration—a number of FSPs reported the potential for fraud and 
duplicate registration of the same households but proposed to mitigate this by having 
their staff on the ground to verify identity.

3.3.3 REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT
Generally, the Government of Uganda is supportive of Cash and Voucher Assistance 
(CVA) to respond to natural disasters in the country, though experience and comfort 
with the modality at the local level can vary. Cash transfers are a core part of the 
government’s social assistance policy, whereby mobile money and financial service 
providers (FSP) are used to deliver entitlements to eligible households.

Regarding the regulatory environment governing household access to financial 
services, the following Know Your Customer (KYC) requirements apply:

TABLE 26: KYC REQUIREMENTS IN UGANDA AS OF UNCDF MAPPING IN 2017

TYPE OF FINANCIAL SERVICE REQUIREMENTS FOR KYC (FOR CONSUMERS)

Individual bank account National ID card, alien/refugee ID card or passport;
banks should apply a risk-based approach to customer due diligence, including 
verification of identity 

Individual mobile money account National ID number, national ID card, alien/refugee card or valid passport required to 
register a SIM card and open a mobile money account22

According to the GSMA Digital Identity Country Report in Uganda23, as of 2017 80% 
of women and 82% of men have a national identity document. Although women in 
Uganda are only 2% less likely than men to own a National ID Card (NIC), they are  
10 % less likely to use their NIC to register a mobile SIM in their own name. 

22 Anti-Money Laundering (AML), 2015 appears to apply to mobile money service providers, implying the 
same requirements for opening an individual bank account should apply to opening individual mobile 
money accounts; though it is unclear if this has been put into practice, according to the UNCDF’s 2017 
Review of KYC Requirements.

23 Digital Identity Country Profile: Uganda, GSMA, 2019, available at: https://www.gsma.com/
mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Digital-Identity-Country-Report-Uganda.pdf

C://Users/jennifer.weatherall/Downloads/Know-Your-Customer%20Requirements%20Summary%20Revised%2015-09.pdf
C://Users/jennifer.weatherall/Downloads/Know-Your-Customer%20Requirements%20Summary%20Revised%2015-09.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Digital-Identity-Country-Report-Uganda.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Digital-Identity-Country-Report-Uganda.pdf
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CRS and partner experience in a recent flood response in Uganda found that use of 
friend or family mobile money accounts is commonplace. However, best practice 
would be to open a new line with a private PIN so only the intended participant can 
access the funds provided through humanitarian assistance. CRS and partners also 
found that about 10% of program participants had to use friends or family members 
as proxies because they did not have a functional government ID card, which is 
required to meet KYC standards to open a new phone line. In the future, partnering 
with the government registration bureau would serve a dual purpose for participants 
to obtain a useable national ID, not only to open an account but for other important 
functions like voting or accessing other financial services. 
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Caritas Kasese staff hold a community FGD in Kasese on CVA modality preferences and feasibility. Photo by Caritas Kasese



CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

33   /   UNDERSTANDING THE FEASIBILITY OF MARKET-BASED APPROACHES IN DISASTER-PRONE REGIONS OF UGANDA 

Conclusions and 
Recommendations
MARKET ACCESS, FUNCTIONALITY AND CAPACITY

 � Markets are fully functioning with a variety of goods regularly available with 
sufficient supplies across all three regions of Mt. Elgon, Rwenzori and Teso. Some 
less regularly purchased items, such as shelter materials, were reportedly not 
accessible in the local markets, where households usually go for essential goods 
(though this was only reported by 19% of households, and does not imply their lack 
of availability in other accessible markets that are less frequently used). 

 � Markets are generally accessible, with households making multiple trips to local 
markets on a weekly basis, though the rainy season makes market access more 
difficult when roads are less passable. COVID-19 measures are posing additional 
challenges for both vendors and communities to access markets. Although 
security risks were rarely reported in Mt. Elgon (7% of households) and Teso (9% 
of households), both vendor and household respondents (44% of households) in 
Rwenzori reported security risks for households travelling to and from markets. 
Security risks reported were mainly related to the risk of theft along the road 
and extortion at checkpoints, and reported slightly more frequently by male 
respondents (22%) than female (19%).

 � In response to additional demand, vendors demonstrated good capacity to 
increase stocks that could be generated through market-based humanitarian 
support, with good access to credit or other financial capacity to do so. Vendors 
used varied source markets to access supplies.

 � COVID-19 restrictions in place by the government are affecting local markets, 
including contributing to increasing prices from suppliers, rising transport costs, 
limited availability of transport, and low demand for goods and services due to 
increasing constraints on household income and purchasing power.

HOUSEHOLD PRIORITIES AND PREFERENCES
 � Households most commonly buy food and non-food items in local markets, as well 
as shelter materials, education supplies, and agricultural inputs and tools. Based 
on previous assessments, post-emergency priorities are food, core household 
items (blankets, mats, tarps, plates, cups, etc.), hygiene items (soap, jerry cans, 
buckets, basins, etc.), and materials to repair and reconstruct shelters, and restart 
agricultural activities. 

 � Household preferences for assistance modalities are mixed. The assessment 
consulted with household respondents who had previously received humanitarian 
assistance (including in-kind, vouchers and/or cash) and past experience has a 
direct implication on their responses, with vouchers being the lesser preferred 
option among households. This preference appears to be influenced by a number 
of factors. These include:

• Flexibility and choice (with cash offering the most, and in-kind the least)

• Ability to negotiate prices with vendors (with mixed perceptions as to what 
extent vouchers allow for this)
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• Security and safety (with some female focus group participants perceiving 
cash transfers via mobile money as more secure since they are discrete and less 
visible, which also reduces risk of tensions with non-beneficiaries)

• Cost—depending on proximity to local markets (cash), fairs (vouchers), and 
distribution points (in-kind), households reported in-kind as more expensive 
(due to paying for transport costs); and cash as less expensive (as the costs were 
lower for people to reach their local market)

• Value for money (vouchers were often regarded as more expensive since 
prices in organized voucher fairs were higher than in the regular market. This is 
partly due to voucher vendors’ factoring in transport costs when travelling to 
fair locations to redeem vouchers; and also including value-added tax, or VAT, 
though it should be noted that ensuring fair pricing is a common challenge in 
voucher programs)

• Quality of items accessed (some respondents reported a perception that items 
available in local markets were not always of good quality; whereas in-kind 
offered better-quality items meeting Sphere-standard specifications)

• Understanding and familiarity (households’ prior experience with modalities 
likely influenced their responses, with some noting that vouchers were hard to 
understand, particularly for the elderly)

• Gender—45% of female respondents had a stronger preference for cash as the 
preferred modality, followed by in-kind (39%) and vouchers (16%); while male 
respondents were more or less equal across cash (34%), in-kind (33%) and 
vouchers (33%)

• Previous program experience (reasons for preferring or not preferring particular 
modalities are likely influenced by satisfaction with previous projects; challenges 
might be addressed if there is sufficient preparation and good decision-making) 

 � The data paints a nuanced picture of household modality preference, and suggests 
two things. First, for households that have not had prior experience with a 
particular modality, their reported preferences may be based on pre-conceived 
ideas of the modality. Second, reported preferences could be partly related to past 
experience; this includes the possibility that assistance has been given without 
sufficient preparation and careful decision-making, leaving beneficiaries unsatisfied 
with the intervention. Where concerns with particular modalities among the 
affected population are well understood, mitigation strategies can be put in place 
as part of program design.

ENABLING INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES
 � Access to phones and mobile money is widespread without significant differences 
across gender or age group. Of female respondents, 93% and 96% of male respondents 
reported having a phone, while 97% of male respondents and 98% of female 
respondents with a phone are registered for mobile money. Of respondents ages 19–35 
and 36-50, 94% reported having a phone; 95% of ages 51–65; and 100% of those over 
65 years of age. For those with a phone, 97% are registered for mobile money across 
the 19–35 and 36–50 age groups, and 100% for those over 51 years of age.

 � The majority of households in all three regions (93%) are able to access mobile 
money agents within a 5-km distance, though fewer than half had accessed 
financial services in the two weeks preceding data collection (this could partly be 
due to COVID-19 restrictions).
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 � Mobile money operators and financial service providers (FSPs) exist in all districts 
assessed, with many having regional coverage; no major concerns were reported 
about issues with liquidity or capacity of agents. 

 � Among common challenges FSPs mentioned were road conditions (particularly 
during rainy season); fluctuations in the mobile network; and the risk of fraud and 
duplicate registration.

 � Although the Government of Uganda is supportive of Cash and Voucher Assistance 
(CVA) and has been making progress to increase access to financial services, 
some households, particularly the poorest in rural areas, may not have a mobile 
SIM registered in their own name or with their National ID Card (NIC). Women are 
less likely to use their NIC to register their SIM; and Know Your Customer (KYC) 
requirements can be challenging to meet for the most vulnerable if they do not 
have a NIC or have one that has expired.

 � Although institutional donors are increasingly committed to prioritizing market-
based responses (e.g., CVA) as evidenced through global commitments under the 
Grand Bargain, there are still some humanitarian donors in Uganda that are not as 
open to, or supportive of, CVA.

 
RECOMMENDATIONS

 � Increase the use of market-based responses in non-refugee hosting areas. Market-
based approaches, including cash transfers, are feasible in the assessed areas; yet, 
they are not used as commonly as in refugee-hosting areas. These approaches also 
offer dignity and choice to program participants and can be more cost effective 
and efficient than in-kind modalities. 

 � Rapid assessments following a flood or natural hazard should include key 
information to confirm the feasibility of CVA. As part of rapid needs assessments, 
and prior to determining modality choice, agencies should confirm that households 
have safe access to markets and that vendors are still able to restock. Agencies 
should also consider safe access to different delivery mechanisms (for cash 
transfers in particular), and identify any particular barriers faced by different 
community members (e.g., men, women, elderly, people living with disabilities), 
including protection risks and how these can be mitigated. Context matters. The 
impact of an emergency may be different depending on the location, type of 
disaster, and the age, gender and vulnerability of affected people.

 � Monitor markets in non-refugee hosting areas to understand the impact of 
COVID-19 restrictions on market functionality and access. Agencies should continue 
to monitor the impact of COVID-19 on vendor and customer access to markets as 
well as on market price, availability and access.

 � Put communities at the center of program design. Consult with communities to 
design program responses in a participatory manner to best understand their 
modality preferences, and to identify risks and mitigation measures. Community 
members (including women, elderly, youth and other marginalized groups) should 
be consulted and their views considered when agencies are deciding on the 
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modality of assistance; timing and location of distributions and/or disbursements; 
and delivery mechanisms24.

 � Develop a Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) for flood prone regions of Uganda, 
and update regularly. This should be an inter-agency effort where possible that 
will help in rapidly defining assistance packages for flood-affected populations, 
whether covered through cash, vouchers or in-kind. This process should include 
additional consultation from disaster-prone communities to validate priorities and 
quantities, and continued monitoring of prices. This should be considered as part 
of the MEB, and subsequent transfer value calculations, in some locations where 
households incur transportation costs to reach markets. 

 � If using voucher modalities, ensure there are clear strategies in place for ensuring 
fair pricing, and choice of items and vendors; and that participants are aware of 
their rights. A common challenge with voucher programming is ensuring that fair 
prices are offered by participating vendors and local markets are not distorted. If 
vouchers are the most appropriate modality, then program design should include 
robust monitoring of prices to: 1) ensure participants are purchasing at prices in 
line with local markets; 2) encourage participation of as many vendors as possible 
to increase competition; and 3) educate program participants on the voucher 
modality, including their rights to choose which vendors to shop at and to negotiate 
prices. Certain groups in the community such as the elderly, may require more 
support during implementation.

24  The IRC’s Safer Cash Toolkit offers practical tools to assess and monitor risks in cash programming.

https://reliefweb.int/report/world/safer-cash-toolkit-collecting-and-using-data-make-cash-programs-safer
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