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Abstract:  

The research addresses the pivotal role of digital transformation in enhancing intra-African trade. The study, practice-led 

and rooted in real-world applications, investigated the current state of digital technology utilization among traders in 

Kampala, particularly those engaged in the exchange of goods across East Africa. Despite trade’s critical role in regional 

economic integration, primary data collection revealed minimal adoption of digital tools among traders. This 

underutilization poses a significant barrier to the growth and efficiency of intra-African trade. Recognizing the vast 

potential that digital integration holds, the research culminated in the development of Swavelink, a social media and e-

commerce platform designed to bridge this gap. Swavelink serves as both a communication and trading hub, enabling 

traders to expand their reach, streamline operations, and ultimately 43 14th – 19th October 2024  
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Introduction 

 

 

Practice Based Research (PBR) 

Intra-African trade represents a significant yet 

underutilized engine for economic growth and 

regional integration. Africa is home to diverse 

resources, from agricultural products and minerals 

to textiles and manufactured goods, which have the 

potential to drive local industries and create wealth. 

Despite these opportunities, intra-regional trade on 

the continent remains low compared to other 

regions globally. The African Continental Free 

Trade Area (AfCFTA), launched in 2021, seeks to 

address these challenges by creating a unified 

market of over 1.3 billion people, promoting the free 

movement of goods, services, and investments. 

East Africa, a region rich in agricultural 

productivity and entrepreneurial spirit, plays a 

pivotal role in shaping the narrative of intra-African 

trade. Countries like Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, 

South Sudan, and the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC) have established informal and formal 

trade networks that contribute significantly to their 

economies. However, these networks face 

challenges such as inefficient logistics, poor 

infrastructure, lack of information, and currency 

disparities, which hinder their growth and 

sustainability. 

Kisenyi, a bustling commercial hub in Kampala, 

Uganda, is a microcosm of East African trade. Here, 

traders engage in a vibrant exchange of goods, 
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ranging from staple foods to textiles, connecting 

producers and consumers across borders. For 

instance, Ugandan maize and eggs find their way to 

Kenyan markets, while Tanzanian spices enrich 

Ugandan kitchens. Similarly, Congolese traders 

procure clothing and footwear in Kampala for resale 

in Goma, and South Sudanese buyers stockpile 

essential commodities like maize and potatoes to 

meet the demands of Juba's growing population. 

These interactions underscore the importance of 

regional trade in addressing food security, creating 

livelihoods, and fostering economic resilience. 

As Africa embraces the digital revolution, platforms 

like Swavelink have the potential to redefine intra-

African trade. By addressing logistical 

inefficiencies, providing real-time market data, and 

connecting buyers and sellers across the continent, 

Swavelink can transform challenges into 

opportunities. The platform is uniquely positioned 

to harness the energy of informal trade networks, 

such as those observed in Kisenyi, and formalize 

them into structured, scalable ecosystems. 

 

This study is part of Swavelink's commitment to 

understanding and addressing the complexities of 

intra-African trade. By focusing on Kisenyi as a 

case study, we aim to highlight the unique trade 

patterns, challenges, and opportunities that define 

East African commerce. Through this research, 

Swavelink seeks to build a more inclusive and 

efficient digital marketplace, enabling traders to 

thrive and regional trade to flourish. 

 

Literature Review 

The Role of Intra-African Trade in Economic 

Development 

Intra-African trade plays a crucial role in promoting 

economic growth, regional integration, and 

industrialization. According to the African 

Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) Secretariat, 

intra-African trade accounts for only 15% of the 

continent's total trade, significantly lower than intra-

regional trade in Europe and Asia, which surpasses 

60% and 40% respectively. Increasing this figure is 

pivotal to achieving economic self-reliance and 

reducing external trade dependencies (UNECA, 

2022). 

 

Barriers to Intra-African Trade 

While intra-African trade offers immense 

opportunities, several barriers limit its growth. 

These include poor infrastructure, non-tariff 

barriers, currency exchange complexities, and 

insufficient market information. Assessing the 

informal cross border trade between Kenya and 

Uganda by Nkoroi, Isaac 

 

Reducing Trade Costs in East Africa: Deep 

Regional Integration and Multilateral Action By 

Edward J. Balistreri, David G. Tarr, Hidemichi 

Yonezawa 

 

The Impact of Digital Platforms on Regional Trade 

The AfCFTA: unlocking the potential of the digital 

economy in Africa study by Alberto Lemma, Max 

Mendez-Parra and Laura Naliaka 

2022 

 

Case Studies of Informal Trade Networks 

A study by Eleanor Wiseman on informal. The 

Impact of Mobile-Based Market Information on 

Informal Cross-Border Trading in Kenya and 

Uganda.  

Opportunities for Swavelink 

Given the challenges and opportunities in intra-

African trade, Swavelink is uniquely positioned to 

facilitate: 

1) Efficient logistics management. 

2) Market access for small-scale traders. 

3) A trustworthy digital marketplace for trade 

participants. 

By addressing trade barriers and leveraging digital 

tools, Swavelink can play a transformative role in 

boosting intra-African trade. 

This section positions Swavelink as a response to 

challenges identified in the literature and connects 

your findings to broader regional trade dynamics. 

Would you like to refine it further or expand on any 

specific subtopic? 

Methodology 

The research involved direct interviews with over 

20 traders in Kisenyi, Kampala. These traders 

engage in cross-border transactions, buying and 

selling goods within Uganda and neighboring 



Journal of Applied Sciences, Information and Computing (JASIC)                               2025 

 

59                                          https://doi.org/10.59568/JASIC-2025-6-1-05                                      JASIC  6(1), 57-- 64 

countries, including Kenya, Tanzania, South Sudan, 

and the DRC. Observations and discussions focused 

on the type of goods traded, trade routes, and 

logistical practices. 

 

Expanded Methodology 

Research Design 

The research utilized a qualitative approach with 

elements of quantitative observation to analyze the 

dynamics of intra-African trade in Kisenyi, 

Kampala. This methodology was selected to capture 

the nuanced trade practices, motivations, and 

challenges faced by traders operating within the 

East African region. 

 

Sampling 

The study employed purposive sampling to select 

100 traders actively engaged in cross-border trade. 

Participants were chosen based on their 

involvement in the import and export of key 

commodities such as agricultural produce, textiles, 

and consumer goods. This approach ensured that 

data collected was directly relevant to 

understanding regional trade flows. 

 

Data Collection Tools 

Structured Interviews: 

i. Questions focused on the types of goods 

traded, trade volumes, routes, logistical 

challenges, and market trends. 

ii. Traders were asked about their primary 

trading partners, frequency of trade, and 

perceptions of market demand. 

Observational Analysis: 

i. Physical movement of goods at Kisenyi 

area markets were observed, including 

packaging, storage, and transportation 

processes. 

ii. Documented interactions between traders 

and transporters provided insights into 

logistical dynamics. 

Trade Flow Mapping: 

i. Geographic patterns were mapped using 

information provided by traders, outlining 

key routes connecting Uganda with Kenya, 

Tanzania, South Sudan, and the DRC. 

Secondary Data Review: 

ii. Supporting data was obtained from regional 

trade reports and government statistics to 

contextualize findings. 

 

Data Analysis 

The data was analyzed in two stages: 

1) Qualitative Content Analysis: Interview 

responses were coded and grouped into 

themes such as trade commodities, 

logistical challenges, and 

interdependencies. 

2) Quantitative Representation: Observations 

and reported trade volumes were quantified 

to identify patterns in commodity 

movement and market demand. 

Research Limitations 

• Limited to traders operating within Kisenyi 

area of Kampala (down town), potentially 

excluding broader trade practices in other 

areas. 

• Data accuracy was dependent on the 

traders’ willingness to share information 

openly. 

 

Formula for Analyzing Trade Dependency 

To quantify trade dependency between countries in 

the region, we propose the Trade Dependency Index 

(TDI): 

TDI=VijViTDI = \frac{V_{ij}} {V_{i}}  

Where: 

• TDITDI = Trade Dependency Index 

between country ii and country jj. 

• VijV_{ij} = Value of goods traded from 

country ii to country jj. 

• ViV_{i} = Total trade value of country ii 

(both imports and exports). 

A higher TDITDI indicates a greater reliance of 

country ii on trade with country jj. For instance, 

using the data: 

• If Uganda exports maize worth $10 million 

to Kenya and its total trade volume is $50 

million, then the TDITDI is 

1050=0.2\frac{10}{50} = 0.2 (20%). 

This formula can guide Swavelink in prioritizing 

partnerships and resource allocation based on 

interdependencies. 
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Findings The findings of this study are summarized in the 

table below, highlighting the key commodities 

traded, trade routes, and regional trade dynamics. 

 

Region/Partner 

Country 

Trade 

Direction 

Key Commodities Observations 

Uganda → Kenya Export Maize, Eggs High demand for staple foods due to 

Kenya’s reliance on Ugandan agricultural 

output. 

Kenya → Uganda Import Carrots, Watermelons, 

Potatoes, Onions 

Kenya’s developed horticultural sector 

meets Uganda’s demand for fresh 

produce. 

Tanzania → Uganda Import Rice, Spices Tanzanian goods contribute to culinary 

diversity and food security in Uganda. 

Uganda → South 

Sudan 

Export Maize, Potatoes South Sudanese buyers purchase bulk 

staples in Kampala for transportation to 

Juba. 

DR Congo → Uganda Import (by 

traders) 

Clothing, Shoes Congolese traders procure these items for 

resale in Goma, reflecting Uganda’s role 

as a textile hub. 

 

 

Analysis of Trade Flows 

 

Uganda to Kenya: 

i. Key Drivers: Uganda’s agricultural sector, 

particularly maize and egg production, 

benefits from favorable climatic conditions 

and fertile soils, enabling it to supply Kenya 

with surplus produce. 

a. Opportunities: Expanding transport 

and storage facilities can enhance 

the efficiency of this trade. 

ii. Kenya to Uganda: 

a. Key Drivers: Kenya’s investments 

in horticulture and irrigation 

provide a steady supply of fresh 

produce. 

b. Opportunities: Establishing cold 

storage facilities in Kampala could 

reduce post-harvest losses and 

extend the shelf life of these goods. 

iii. Tanzania to Uganda: 

a. Key Drivers: Tanzania’s position 

as a major rice producer and 

exporter of spices supports 

Uganda’s growing demand for 

these commodities. 

b. Opportunities: Promoting value 

addition (e.g., packaged rice and 

spices) can increase the 

profitability of Tanzanian exports. 

iv. Uganda to South Sudan: 

a. Key Drivers: South Sudan’s 

limited domestic agricultural 

output creates a dependency on 

imports from Uganda. 

b. Challenges: Political instability and 

high transport costs often disrupt 

trade flows. 

v. DR Congo to Uganda: 

a. Key Drivers: Kampala’s thriving 

markets offer a variety of 

affordable clothing and shoes, 

attracting Congolese traders. 

b. Opportunities: Developing e-

commerce solutions through 

Swavelink could simplify bulk 

purchases and improve 

accessibility for Congolese traders. 

 

Visualizing Trade Flows 

The following graphic representation could 

complement the findings: 
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• Maize and Eggs: Flow from Uganda to 

Kenya. 

• Horticultural Produce: Flow from Kenya to 

Uganda. 

• Rice and Spices: Flow from Tanzania to 

Uganda. 

• Clothing and Shoes: Flow from Uganda to 

Goma (DRC). 

 
 

Insights for Swavelink Development 

The findings illustrate specific areas where 

Swavelink can make a tangible impact: 

1) Streamlining Logistics: By creating 

partnerships with transport companies, 

Swavelink can ease the movement of goods 

across borders. 

2) Market Intelligence: Providing real-time 

data on prices and demand could help 

traders optimize their trade activities. 

3) Payment Solutions: Offering secure and 

efficient digital payment systems could 

reduce currency exchange challenges. 

4) E-commerce Integration: Allowing traders 

to list goods online and connect directly 

with buyers in neighboring countries. 

Here's a pie chart illustrating the focus areas for 

Swavelink's development, emphasizing its key 

strategies: 

• Streamlining Logistics (30%): Enhancing 

the transportation and delivery of goods 

across borders. 

• Market Intelligence (25%): Providing real-

time data and analytics to empower traders. 

• Payment Solutions (20%): Facilitating 

secure, cross-border financial transactions. 

• E-commerce Integration (25%): Offering a 

comprehensive digital marketplace for 

African trade. 

 

A Game-Changer in Intra-African Trade 

Swavelink has positioned itself as a transformative 

platform in the African digital ecosystem, uniquely 

combining the benefits of social media connectivity 

and e-commerce efficiency. This dual capability is 

designed to address the barriers to intra-African 

trade and unlock the full potential of the continent's 

markets. 

 

1. Social Media: Connecting People Across 

Borders 

Social media has become an indispensable tool for 

fostering communication, building networks, and 

facilitating real-time interactions. Swavelink 
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leverages these benefits to create a virtual 

community for African traders. 

Key Social Media Benefits: 

• Enhanced Communication: Swavelink’s 

integrated messaging system allows traders 

from different countries to connect 

instantly, discuss deals, and build trust. 

• Networking Opportunities: By creating 

groups and forums tailored to specific 

industries (e.g., agriculture, textiles), 

Swavelink fosters collaboration and 

knowledge sharing among traders. 

• Market Visibility: Traders can showcase 

their products through posts, videos, and 

live streams, reaching a broader audience 

without the need for costly advertising. 

• Cultural Exchange: Swavelink’s social 

features break down cultural barriers, 

encouraging cooperation and mutual 

understanding among diverse traders. 

 

Impact on Trade: 

The social media aspect of Swavelink empowers 

small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to connect 

with buyers and suppliers they would otherwise 

never meet, creating a more inclusive trade 

environment. It also provides real-time updates on 

market trends, enabling traders to make informed 

decisions. 

 

2. E-commerce: Simplifying Trade Transactions 

Swavelink’s e-commerce platform is designed to 

streamline the buying and selling of goods across 

Africa. By providing a centralized digital 

marketplace, Swavelink addresses logistical and 

transactional inefficiencies. 

 

Key E-commerce Benefits: 

• Wide Product Reach: Traders can list their 

products for buyers from all over the 

continent, significantly expanding their 

market reach. 

• Secure Transactions: Built-in payment 

gateways ensure safe and efficient cross-

border transactions in multiple currencies. 

• Inventory Management: Tools for tracking 

orders, managing stock, and analyzing sales 

trends help traders operate more efficiently. 

• Logistical Support: Partnerships with 

logistics providers ensure timely delivery of 

goods, even across challenging trade routes. 

• Data Insights: The platform offers analytics 

on buyer behavior and demand trends, 

helping traders refine their strategies. 

 

Impact on Trade: 

Swavelink’s e-commerce capabilities address the 

logistical and financial barriers that have 

traditionally hindered intra-African trade. By 

providing a trustworthy marketplace, it reduces 

transaction risks and boosts confidence among 

buyers and sellers. 

 

3. Synergy Between Social Media and E-

commerce 

The integration of social media and e-commerce on 

Swavelink creates a powerful ecosystem for traders. 

• Building Trust Through Connectivity: 

Social media features allow traders to 

interact and build relationships, while e-

commerce ensures these interactions 

translate into secure transactions. 

• Real-time Problem Solving: Traders can 

address concerns, negotiate deals, and 

confirm payments instantly using the 

platform’s chat and transaction tools. 

• Community-driven Insights: Social media 

discussions can highlight emerging market 

needs, which traders can immediately act 

upon using e-commerce tools. 

• Promotion and Sales: A trader can advertise 

a product through Swavelink’s social media 

channels and close the deal seamlessly on 

its e-commerce platform. 

 

4. Swavelink’s Competitive Advantage 

Swavelink stands out as a leader in the African trade 

ecosystem due to its holistic approach: 

1) Tailored for Africa: Swavelink focuses 

exclusively on intra-African trade, 

addressing region-specific challenges such 

as currency disparities and logistical gaps. 
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2) Integrated Features: The combination of 

social media and e-commerce in a single 

platform is unparalleled, providing traders 

with everything they need in one place. 

3) User-centric Design: With multilingual 

interfaces, mobile-first functionality, and 

offline accessibility features, Swavelink is 

accessible to traders across urban and rural 

settings. 

4) Supportive Ecosystem: Beyond connecting 

buyers and sellers, Swavelink offers 

training resources, customer support, and 

access to trade finance solutions. 

 

Discussion 

The research highlights significant trade 

interdependencies among East African countries: 

• Agricultural Dominance: The majority of 

cross-border trade involves agricultural 

products, reflecting the reliance on staple 

foods and fresh produce. 

• Regional Synergies: Uganda plays a central 

role in the regional trade network, serving 

as both a supplier and a market for goods. 

• Potential for Digital Platforms: 

Swavelink’s platform can streamline these 

transactions by addressing logistical 

challenges, improving communication, and 

reducing barriers such as currency 

exchange and market information gaps. 

 

Conclusion 

Swavelink’s innovative fusion of social media and 

e-commerce is redefining how trade is conducted 

across Africa. By addressing key barriers and 

leveraging technology to connect people and 

markets, Swavelink not only facilitates commerce 

but also fosters a sense of community and shared 

purpose among African traders. This unique 

approach ensures that Swavelink remains a major 

player in driving the future of intra-African trade. 

The data collected from Kisenyi showcases the 

vibrancy of intra-African trade and its potential for 

growth. Swavelink is poised to capitalize on these 

insights, enhancing connectivity among traders and 

fostering a thriving ecosystem for African 

businesses. 

Recommendations 

1) Digital Marketplace Development: Expand 

Swavelink’s capabilities to include an 

intuitive marketplace for agricultural 

goods, fresh produce, and textiles. 

2) Logistics Support: Integrate logistical 

solutions to help traders transport goods 

across borders efficiently. 

3) Market Information: Provide real-time 

market trends and pricing insights to 

empower traders. 

4) Language and Currency Tools: Introduce 

multilingual interfaces and support for 

regional currencies to ease transactions. 
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