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If customers do not come to the m 
A citywide cra,ckdown on street ven­
dors is forcing thousands of traders 
into formal markets. For many;the 
real fight i~just beginning. , 

way to work would stop to look at her 
goods. Where people bought things on 
a whim, in the few seconds between 
one task and the next. She has lived on -
both sides of this trade, the street and 

market, and she knows which one 
keeps her fumily going. 

"Going back to the market is not the 
BY SHABI~AH NAKIRIGYA problem,"~she says. "The problem is 

sales." 
· T' he last time Joanita Nalubega had It i$ aJesson that stays with everytrad-
: ' a proper stall in a . proper mar- er who has tried and failed to make a 
.J. ket, she sat for an entire day With- market stall work. Where you sell de-

- '.: " out a single Customer.·She remem- cides how much you earn. How easy it 
· bers the way.the hours ~tChed while is for customers to reach you decides 

other traders packed up arQund her. if you survive. And for vendors whose 
The gnawing feeling that she would go , profits are counted in small coins rath­
home empty-handed and still have to er than notes, a bad spot is not just dis-
pay for transport back. . appointing,it is dangerous. 

That was years ago. She left the market 
· and went back to the street. Differing perspectives 
• Now, on a Friday morning at Buse- Jackline Akudi works with Shs80,OOO 
• ga Market on the edge of Kampala, Na- to run her business selling mangoes 
:· lubegafindsherselfholdinganapplica- near the Old Taxi Park, where thou­
• tion form once again. Around her,doz- sands of people pass each day on their 
j ens of other vendors; men and women way to §Omewl)..ere else. Her whole busi­
: who until recentlY made their living on ness depends on lots of people walking 
: pavements and road reserves. wait pa- by and buying quickly. A customer does 
: ti~tlyforthemarketsupervisorto pro- not plan to buy a mango. They see one, 
, cess their papers. Every few minutes, they want one, they hand over some 
: someone checks their phone for news coins,and the deal is done in seconds. 
: of the enforcement teams that swept "I sell to people who are already wJlk-

~ : through the city centre at dawn. ing on the streets," she says. "They are 
, After. weeks of warnings and public not planning to enter a market. If I 

.~ notic€s,the eviction of Kampala's street move, I might spend the whole day 
• vendors is finally happening. At mid- waiting for someone to come." 

The walk from : night on Friday, KWllpala Capital City This is the heart of the problem in 
Wandegeya to _ : ,Authority officers, backed by police and Kampala's cleanup push. The city gov­
the taxi park is . , other security forces, moved through ernment sees order, cleanliness, and 
different now. . ~ the city's roads, clearing the iiiformal safety. Vendors see the difference be­

. No more josiling ~L~ stalls and carts that have long defined tween eating and not eating . . 
for space. No : how Kampala looks and feels. "You cannot tell someone with a bas-
more stepping j Bu,t for Nalubega and thousands like , k~ of mangoes to compete inside a big 
off the pavement t hel; tbe question has never been wheth- marke~ without help," ' Akudi argues. 
to. avoid a . ..' • er to follow the law. It 4as always been· . "Tbe goyernment shoutd think about 
vendor's spread j whether following the law can Still put organi~ed roadside spaces where we 
of second-hand ' food on the table. can·keep things cleari but still reach our 
shoes ora basin : Nalubega used to sen children's customers." . 
oftomatoes. j, clothes on the main road in Busega, Moses Ssewankambo, is a vendor !iv­

, a busy street where mothers on their ing with a disability. He has always 

worked on the streets because mov­
ing around is easier there than in the 
multi-storey markets that now wait for 
him. . 

"I have always worked on the streets 
becauSe movement is easier," he says. 
"Some markets do not have proper ac­
cess for people wi,th disabilities. It be­
comes·hard to move around every day." 

For S§ewankambo, the eviction or­
der carries a doub1e weight. He mUst 
find a new place to sell his goods but he 
must also find a place he can actually 
get into. Where there are ramps. Where 
the walkways are wide enough. Where 
the simple act of entering the building 
does not need help he may not have. 

He is not alone in this worry. Among 
the vendors now rushing to find stalls, 
those with disabilities, older traders, 
and women with small children face 
challenges that able-bodied vendors 
do not. The market may be open to 
everyone, but' access, real access, is not 
the same for all. 

ReloCations 
At Busega Market, Adam Waiswa's of­

fice, is now flooded with people apply­
ing for stalls. 

"We have. registered more than 200 
v~dors out,ofthe 500 available stalls, 
and the number is rising every day," 
the market supervisor says. "Many who 
were waiting are now rushing because 
they see the enforcement is real. " 

The process runs on a first-come, first­
served basis. A system meant to avoid 
fights, but one that also favours those 
who can move fastest. Waiswa says his 
job is to be open and fair. "We want 
every genuine vendor to have a chance 
to operate legally," he adds. 

Across the city at Usafi Market, signs 
of new life are also showing. Market 
HadijaNante, the market supervisorre­
ports that mor:e than 200 vendors have 
already registered. They hope to slow­
ly fill up to 3,000 spaces. Walkways that 
were once emjJtynow show signs.of ac-

. According 
to KCCAfi­
gures,2,520 
stallsare . 
available wit- , 
hinKampa­
la's mlJl'kets, . 
including Na­
kawa,Luzi­
ra, Wande­
geya,City 
Abattoir, 
New Ntin-
da, Usafi, 
Kamwokya, 
and Nateete. 
Another 
1,980 spaces' 
are available 
in nearby 
towns such 
asKira,Mu-

.. konoJEn­
tebbe, Nan­
sana, and 
Mp'igi. 
Onpape'r, 
thenum­
berssug­
gest~here 

_is room. On 
the ground, 
theyrepre­
sent choices 
thatven­
dorsmust 
now make, 
between fol­
lowing the 
law and fee­
dingthei~ 
families, 

· betw~en ha­
vingafixed 

- 'Spot and sur­
,.viving... 

tivity,fresh vegetables on tables, clothes . 
hanging from racks, household items 
set out for display; ' . 

"Each day we receive new applica­
tions," Nante says. "Some are return­
ing vendors, others are first-timers. We 
arrange them by what they sell to keep 
order." . 

The renewed activity bring~ life to 
parts of the market that once stood 
empty. It offers a glimpse of what for­
mal trade might look like if enough 
vendors come and enough custom~rs 
follow. 

But numbers on paper do not guar­
antee success in real life. And for every 
vendor who registers, there remains the 
question that Nalubega put so simply: 
What happens if the customers do not 
come? 

Kenneth Kazibwe, who leads a group 
representing~treet vendors, notes that .... 
getting a stall is not the same as mak-
ing a living .. 

"Some vendorS have returned to mar­
kets, but the bigger issue is whether 
they can keep going;" he says. "If some­
one spends months without sales, they 
will go baCk to the streets." -

He argues that markets must ~ made 
places where people actually want to 
shop, not just places that exist. "Mrotets 
need good drainage,lights, security and 
clear signs. Without customers walking 
in,a stall isjust aD.·emptyroom" 
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kets, we shall return to the streets 

"We want structQred trade," Ka· 
zibwe insists. "But structure must 
come with a chance to earn. A trad· 
er lives on ·d~y sales, not promis· 
es." 

The city government, for its part, 
says the exercise !s about bringing 
order while also protecting how 
people earn a living. State Minis· 
ter for Kampala and Metropolitan 
Affairs Kabuye Kyofatogabye urges 
vendors to take the available spac· 
es. 

"We are not taking away liveli: 
hoods; we are organising them," 
he says. "Vendors should register 
in designated markets. Vulnerable 
groups such as women, youth and 
persons with disabilities will be 
given priority." 

He stresses that clearing pave· 
ments makes the·city cleaner, saf· 
er,and easier to move through, ben· 
efits that go beyond looks to pub· 
lic health and how the city works. 
"The streets are meant for move· 
ment, not trading. By moving ven· 
dors, we are protecting both trad· 
ers and customers. " 

Re;lctions 
In the central business district,re­

actions to the evictions are split in 
predictable ways. Shop owners say 
it ).s ea.sier for customers to move 

around now that sidewalks are 
clear of vendor stalls and crowds. 
Some describe sales going up as 
cleaner streets attract more shop· 
pers and cut down on theft. Videos 
on social media show businesspeo­
ple praising what they call a "mas· 
sive facelift, " making Kampala look 

, -

like a modem capital 
.Resty Mugumya, a shop owner, 

argues that clearing vendors from 
walkways is important for public 
safety. "When paths are blocked, 
people are forced onto the roads, 
and that exposes them to qanger. 
We must imt safety first." 

.-
Kampala without vendors is almost unrecogniSable. The streets 
stretch ""ide ar:'d-empty, cleared of the chaos. . 

Sarah Namuli, who distributes 
bread,points to how the city works. 
"An organised city allows smooth· 
er movement of people and goods. 
It benefits everyone, including 
traders." 

Others worry about the knock·on 
effects of moving people out. Some 
formal businesses have long relied 
on infonnal vendors as customers, 
selling goods in bulk that the ven· 
dors then sell on the streets. If evict· 
ed vendors move too far away, that 
income disappears. 

Others, like Lilian Nakazibwe, 
mourn the loss of convenient 
street·side shopping."For as long as 
I have lived in Kampala,"I have pre­
ferred buying from vendors rather 
than going to the markets,"she says. 
"It is convenient. I find their goods 
fresh' and more affordable than 
what you get in shops or fonnal 
markets. For me, this is a great loss. 
The city just is not the same with· 
out them." 

But overall, support for the clean· 
up is stronger than criticism 
among fonnal business owners. 
The benefits of order, they argue, 
are clear and real. 

But calm does not automatical· 
ly bring money. And for vendors 
whose whole business model de· 
pends on busy locations, the move 

to market life requires more than a 
stall,itrequires rethinking how they 
work from the ground up. 

At Busega Market, the practical 
details of market life are still being 
worked out. According to Waiswa, 
stalls themselves are free, but those 
who use them must pay for utilities 
based on what they use. Suppliers 
who do not have stalls pay a fee that 
goes toward cleaning and upkeep. 
For security, traders work with their 
leaders to decide fees based on the 
goods they sell 

These are the small, everyday 
parts of fonnal trading, the costs 
and talks that add up to a different 
way of doing business. For vendors 
usedtotheeasyflowoftheinformal 
economy,theymean both order and 
extra weight . 

As Kampala goes througQ this 
change, the city·finds itself at a fa· 
miliar crossroads. The ·urge to or· 
. ganise, toclean,to look modern runs 
strong in city govemmen~ every· 
where. Clean streets signal progress. 
Order suggests control. But cities 
are not blank pages, and the people 
who live in them are not pieces to be 
moved around without thought. 

"If customers come, we will stay,if 
they do not, we will come 'back to 
the streets, " is the only promise Na· 
lubega can give right now. 

The city has 
returned to its 
original palette; 
brown pave· 
ment,brown 
buildings, grey 
sky. PHOTOS! 
MICHEALKAKU· 
MIRIZI. 
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