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Gold overtakes 
coffee as top export 

~
or generations, coffee 
defined Uganda's export 
story, sustaining millions of 
households and serving as 

the country's main source of 
foreign exchange. But in 2025, 
a dramatic shift 0CCUl'I'ed: gold· 
surged past coffee to become 
Uganda's leading export, 
rewriting the hierarchy of 
national trade and forcing 
policymakerstoconfiuntnew 
realities: 

According to.:tbeB<!Dkof. 
Uganda, gold exports IO&e by 
76 percent to $5.8b (Shs20.5 
trillion),compared to $3.3b 
(Shs11. 7 trillion) the previ-
ous year.Coffee,long consid­
ered the backboneofUgan­
da's' foreign exchange earnings, 
broughtin $2.4b (Shs8.5 tril­
lion)."Gold has overtaken cof­
fee to become the East African 
COillltry'S largest export and 
primary source offoreign ex­
change,"the central bank not­
ed in its annual report. 

The surge was drivennot 
only by increased produc- . 
tion but also by a sharp rise in 
global prices, which averaged 
$2,709'(Shs9.6m) per ounce in 
2025, with peak~ above $5,300 
(Shs18.8m). 

Uganda's gold story is not en­
tirelynew.Ariisanal miners m 
rural districts have long sup-

.. ~gold could 
secUre Ugan-
d~'s "foreign. ex­
.change, and .' 
position the 
country.as East 
Africa's mineral 

'hub. 

plied local traders, and by the 
mid-201OS, Uganda had estab­
fished itself as a refining hub 
for gold from across EaStAfri­
ca. The discovery of31 million 
tonnes of gold ore reserves, 
with refined value projections 
exceeding $12 trillion,has 
transformed the mineral from 
a quiet contnbutor into a na­
tional powerllouse. 

The timing could not be 
more significant.As climate 
change continues to disrupt 
coffee yields and global agri­
cultural markets, gold offers 
Uganda a buffer against vola­
tility and a chance to diversify 
its economy. 

Globally,the appetite for gold 
has never been strongeI: The 

World Gold Council report­
ed that worldwide demand 
hit 5,002 tonnes in 2025, the 
highest ever recorded. Central 
banks purchaSed 863 tonnes, 
while investors poured into 
the market as geopoliticaften­
sions and weakening confi­
dence in the US dollar fuelled 
safe-haven demand 

"Safe-haven demand fuelled 
the extraordinary perfor­
mance of gold in 202$,"said­
John Reade, a senior market 
strategist at the World Gold 
Council. Uganda's exporters 
rode this wave,positioriingthe 
country as a key player in the . 
regional mineral trade. 

But beyond the headline fig­
ures lies a more human story. 
Gold is not just aboutmultina­
tionalcompanies alld~ 
mentrevenues;itisaboutthe 
small and medium enterpris­
es that transport,refine,supply 
equipment,and craft jewellery. 
It is about the artisanal min­
ers who,ifformalised and sup­
ported, could lift thousands of 
fumilies out of poverty. . . 

Economists argue that 
ring-fencing small and medi­
um enterprises (SMEs) in the 

. gold value chain could trans­
form livelihoods.IfSMEs are 
given financing, training,and 
access to contracts, gold will 
not just be an export- it will 
be a driver of inclusive growth. 

This is where tax policy be­
comes critical. The billions gen­
erated from gold exports and 
royalties can give the govern­
ll)ent~spacetoeasethe 
burden on SMEs.Bychannel­
ling revenues from tlie miner­
al sector into tax reliefmeas­
ures,policymakers could re: 
duce the pressure OIl small 
businesses to constantly recap­
italise under heavytaxobliga­
tions. The challenge,howev­
er,is governance. Uganda's gold 
sector has long been plagued 
by smuggJiI}g,illicitfin'anci.al 
flows, and weak regulation. 

. The government is reviewing 
the Mining Act Of2003 and its 
accompanying regulations to 
modernise oversight and ali.gJ:i. 
with international best prac­
·tices: 

Uganda's gold boom is still 
unfolding, but the stakes are 
clear. What began as artisanal 
mining has now become the 
backbone of exports.1'he task 
forpolicymakers is toensure 
transparen~invest ininfra­
structure,andintegrate SMEs 
into the mineral economy. 

Ifmanaged ~goldcould. 
secure Uganda's foreign ex­
change,diversifyits econo-
my, and position the country 
as East Africa's mineral hub. 
And ifrevenues are used stra­
tegically,they could also ease 
the tax burden on SMEs,giv- . 
ingthem the relief they need 
to grow stronger and more re­
silient. 

Dogo Singh Sherman. is a finance, risk and Insurance anaJyst 

• . . . . • : . 
.. , " } , .( R 17 \I J. f 

Opinions 

Learning ourselves . into development 

M
Ost Ugandans can describe their country 
in one word: diverse_ We say it easily, 
sometimes proudly, often without 
pausingto reflect on whatit truly means. 

We hear different languages, recognise 
different surnames, and trace different 
origins. Yet beyond these surface markers, 
many ofus know surprisingly little about the 
peoples who share this countrywith us. 

.... We worlctogether,studytogeth~queue to­
gether,argue together, and vote togetheI: We 
share roaLts,markets,offices,schools,and. 
public institutions. But knowing of one an­
otheris not the same as knowing one anoth­
er.Much of what wethinkwe know is inher­
ited,assumed,or shaped by stereotypes that 
have never been properly examined 

This short series begins from a simple con­
viction: national development is difficult 
. without mutual understanding. 

In the aftennath of the recently conclud-
ed elections, that gap has felt especially vis­
ible.Many Ugandans speak of political fa­
tigue,emotional distance, and a sense that 
the country moves from one electoral cycle 
to the next without ever settling its deeper 
questions.Calls forilllity are fami1iaI; but uni­
tywitboutunderstandingisfragile.'Beforewe 
can talk seriously about bealing, refonn, or 
shared futUres, we mustfirst learn; patiently 
and honestly,who we are as a country. 
. To begin that learning,ithelps to remember 
that Uganda did hot alwayS exist as a COUll­
try. Long before the modern state, this region 
was home to many historically organised 
peoples. They governed themselv~ugh 
different systems of authori~economy, be­
liet:and social organisation. They traded with 
one another,negotiated alliances,intermar­
ried,competed for influence, and sometimes 
fought,as all human societies do. Uganda did 
not emerge from a cultural vacuum; it was 
built upon already existing social and politi-

- cal worlds. 

A country that can 
l~cabnlyisa 

. country capatile of hea-
lUlg. ' 

· YetmanyUgan<Jans grewup hearing asim- --
· plified story about that pastltis oftensaid 
that Europeans arrived to find a continent of 
"warringtnbes."The term tribe, widely used 
in colonial writing, became a convenient way 
of describing African societies that Europe­
ans did not recognise as political equals. Over 
time, the word entered textbooks and every­
day language, shaping how Africans them­
selves cameto understand their history. To­
day,historians increasingly agree that this de­
scription tells usmore about coloniallan­
guagethan aboutAfrican realities. 

This series does not begin by arguingtruit 
point~ detail.It simply pauses to notethat 
"how history has been toldmatters"l::iecause 
the stories we inherit shape how we imagine 
unity, difference, and belonging long before 
politics enters the conversation. 

Colonial rule rearranged these peoples into 
a single political unit that later became mod­
ern Uganda Independence delivered ana­
tion-state recognised by the world and gov­
erned under one conStitution.But political 
unity arrived fuster than social and cultural . 
understanding. The gap between being gov- . 
erned together and truly knowing one anoth­
er has neverfully closed, and it often becomes 
visible during moments of political tension . 

That gap also shows up in everyday life.Mod-
I 

ern Uganda lives with a quiet paradox. We 
are one COillltry by law and citizenship, yet 
beyond worlcplaces and public inStitutions, 
many ofus retreat,comfortably and uncon­
sciously,into familiar culturalspaces.Wed­
dings,funerals,clan gatherings, thanksgiving 
ceremonies, and religious events are often oro. 
ganised among people who already know one 
anotheI:ThisisnOthostility;itishabit.But 
.habitlimits learning.And where learning is 
limited,misunderstanding grows. 

OVer the coming weeks,this column will ex: 
plore how Uganda's diversity came to be,how 
ithas been shaped by history, and why under­
stanilingitmatters for national development 
today.Thefocus is not ranking,blame,or reo-
pening old wounds.Itis learning. , 

If Europeans are described as peoples and = 
nations,Africans deserve no less.Language . 
matters because it shapes bow we see our­
selves and one a,notheI:Speaking ofUganda's 
peoples is not about elevating difference, but · 
about recognising historically organised soci-. 
eties whose stories were folded, often imper­
fectly,into a single modern state. Understand­
ingthat history is a necessary step towardliv­
ingtogethermore honestly today. 

Understanding one another does not re- . 
solve all political disagreements, but it replac­
es assumption withknowledge,and that is 
where any serious conversation must begin. 

A country that can learn calmly is a country 
capable of healing. Development begins with 
understanding ourselves. 

Next Monday: Before Uganda Was Ugan-
da - how different PeoPles governed, trad­
ed, allied, and disagreed before colonial rule, : 
andwhatwas misunderstood whenEurope­
ansarrived 

I Gertrude Kamya Othieno 
Political Sociologist 
Alumna, London School of Economics (LSE) 
gokbookS@gmail.com . 
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U
ganda is a nation shaped by water. Our 

. lakes, rivers, wetlands, and seasonal 
floods support livelihoods, transport, and 
recreation. Yet this same water is quietly 

claiming lives at an alarming rate. 
Drowning has become oneofUganda's 

most serious but least discussed public 
health emergencies. Even moreworryingis 
the growingnumber of drowning incidents 
involving school-going children, both within 
and outside.school settings. 
Drowning is often dismissed as an accident. 

Froma public health persiJective,it is noLIt 
is p~ctable,preventable,and increasingly 
linked to sYstemic fuilureS in safety planning, 
supervision, and education. 

Current estimates suggest that Uganda re­
cords between 3,000 and 3,500 drowning 
deaths each year~an average of eight to nine 

. deaths every day. Children are among the 
most affected. Studies indicate that nearly 
one in four drowning victims is under the age 
of14.Inlakesid~ and riverine communities, 
drowning rates are several times higher than 
global averages. -

Despite these alarming figures, drowning 
remains underreported and poorly docu­
mentedItis largely absent from national in­
juryprevention priorities. This lack ofvisibil­
ity has resulted in fragmented responses and 
repeated loss of young lives-many of them 
students. . 

Why are drowning cases risingin schools? 
First, most schools do not offer swimming 
or water safety education.Children interact 
with waterthrough play,floods,school trips, 
and daily commilllity life, yet many cannot 
float, tread water,orperform basic self-res­
cue skillS. 

Inadequate adult-to-childratios during 
swimminglessons,recreational activities,or 

Drowning in Uganda: Silent 
crisis escalating in schools~ 

Preventing drowning 
requ.ires coordinated 
action at multiple le­
vels. 

school outings significantly increase risk. 
Third,poorlyregulated school trips involv­

ing boats or water crossings expose learners 
to dangeI:Many such trips take place without 
lifejackets, trained escorts, or emergencypre­
paredness plans. 

Finally,some schools operate in high-risk 
environments, including open wells,ponds, 
drainage channels, or flood-prone grounds, 
often witho~ barriers,signage,orwarning 
systems. 

· Staffing is equally critical. Lifeguards and 
pool attendants must be properly trained, 
certified, and regularly refreshed byrecog­
nised institutions in lifesaving, water res­
cue, and aquatic CPRLifesaving skills decline 
without practice; refresher training should 
therefore be mandatory. 

Across both school and community set-

tings,drowning is commonly linked to lack of· 
swimming ability; panic and low water con-

. fidence; floods and heavy rainfull; illlSafe or 
overcrowded boats; absence of life jackets; 
and delayed rescue and emergency response. 

Preventing drowningrequires coordinated 
action at multiple levels. Schools should in­
tegrate survival swimming and water safety 
education into their programmes, using low­
cost and hon-pool-based methods wherenec­
essary. 

Parents and communities need targeted 
awareness on supervision and early risk rec­
ognition.At the national level, Uganda ur­
gently requires a drowning surveillance sys- : 
tem to generate reliable data and guide effec­
tive interventions. 

Formeaningful change to occur, school 
proprietors and the Ministry ofEducation 
and Sports must act decisively. The Ministry 

·shouldestablish mandatory national stand­
ards for school swimming pools,coveringli­
censing,safetymanuals,staffingqualifica­
tions,and inspection schedules. 

Drowning in Uganda,particularly among 
school children, is a preventable tragedy. 
Every death points to gaps in poli~prepar­
edness,and protection. Waterwill always be 
part ofUganda's identity. The challenge be­
fore us is ensuring that safety becomes part 
of that identity as well. 

I Allan Kiiza is a drowning prevention expert 
&. public health scholar. kizaallan@gmail.com 
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