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Abstract. Informal modes of transportation have taken over the transportation
sector in most developing countries. In the borderlands, informal crossborder transportation is common, especially with the presence of porous
borders. In Uganda, the informal transport sector began as an informal crossborder mode of transportation, commonly known as the boda-boda at the
Uganda–Kenya border. Today, the boda-boda is the most popular form of
informal transportation used countrywide; however, the industry has been
dominated by men, and the position of women has not been portrayed vividly,
a case similar to most countries that use informal modes of transportation.
This paper, based on an ethnographic research, is aimed at revealing the
position of women in the boda-boda industry, more specifically how the
women have boosted the growth of the industry at the Uganda–Kenya border
in Busia District. The paper also portrays the culture in Busia and how it has
impacted women’s usage of the boda-boda, and it gives a reflection on how
the physical design of the boda-boda is limiting to the women.
Keywords: boda-boda, women, border, informal cross-border transportation

Background
Effective transportation supports daily interactions and exchanges of both
material and immaterial cultures, thus a necessity for human survival. At border
points, where movement is paramount, an effective mode of transportation is
a prerequisite; however, in the developing world, governments have left gaps
within the formal transportation sector, making way for an informal transportation
sector to emerge (Cervero, 2000). The boda-boda at the Uganda–Kenya border has
dominated the informal transport sector as the popular mode of transportation
used. The boda-boda refers to both bicycle and motorcycle used to transfer both
individuals and commodities for hire (Howe, 2002; Mutiso–Behrens, 2011). An
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informal transport sector, as described by Cervero (2000), is characterized by
little or no government regulations, the entry or exit of the operators not being
regulated, having no scheduled timetable, and fares being determined by the
market forces of demand and supply. In the developing world, the informal
transport sector is often gendered (Peters, 2013), and women are often attached
to it (Uteng, 2011).
The boda-boda industry in Uganda began in the early 1960s at the Uganda–
Kenya border, currently Busia District (Mutiso–Behrens, 2011), and was
popularized in the 1970s, when the border was temporarily closed by the then
Ugandan president, Idi Amin Dada. The industry acquired its name from the
corruption of the English word border-border (Ochieng–Egessa, 2003): men with
bicycles used to situate themselves on the Ugandan side of the border and called
out “border–border” for passengers willing to be transferred to the Kenyan side of
the border, and it was from this process that the term boda-boda was developed.
In 1994, motorcycles joined the industry as a new form of boda-boda (MalmbergCalvo, 1994), almost replacing the bicycle. Today, the industry has spread to
the different regions of Uganda, and the term boda-boda has spread across the
Ugandan borders to the nearby borderland communities. The industry employs
a vast number of male youths; however, the current number of the boda-boda
operators nationwide is yet to be specified.
The industry is considered to be male-dominated (Malmberg-Calvo, 1994;
Howe, 2002; Mutiso–Behrens, 2011), and the position of women in the industry
has very scanty representation in the current literature. In a study conducted
by Nyachieu (2013) in the Kenyan suburb of Kitengela, she revealed that only
4% of women were involved as boda-boda operators. She then attributed the
low number of women in the industry to the fact that the boda-boda riding
business is a dangerous and risky affair, and therefore most women shy away
from it (Nyachieu, 2013). Nonetheless, as emphasized by some scholars, the issue
of women in transportation has to be delved into in order to promote gender
equity (Duchene, 2011; Uteng, 2011; Peters, 2013). This paper, therefore, focuses
on the position of women in the boda-boda industry and their contribution to the
existence of an industry that is known to favour men.

Methodology
The study was based on an ethnographic research design and lasted a period
of three months: June, July, and August of 2015. Participant observation, life
histories, and ethnographic interviews were used as data collection methods.
The study area was Busia Municipality at the Uganda–Kenya border, and it was
informed by the boda-boda operators and the women within the borderland.
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Women and Culture of Busia
The Busia borderland gathered a vast number of ethnicities; however, the cultural
dynamics were primarily those of the Basamia ethnic group since they were the
natives of Busia (Nzita–Niwampa, 1997). The culture has evolved over time due to
the movement of individuals and interactions that occur as exchanges are made.
However, the patriarchal trait of the culture was still dominant: women normally
handled affairs in the domestic sphere, and the men dominated the public sphere.
According to Peters (2013), existing gender inequalities in divisions of labour
have assigned societal roles for both men and women, defining the female as a
“home-maker” with the primary responsibility of “reproductive” caretaking tasks.
Law (1999) states that attention to the gender division of labour and activities is
chiefly useful in helping us to understand travel demand.
At the time of the study, it was common to find women at work with their
children, especially those who were employed in shops along the border
highway, because society still held them as the child-nurturing gender. This was
also common with women who vended food, who sometimes had their children
tied onto their backs or walking along with them. This strengthens an argument
forwarded by Law (1999) when he stated that gender divisions of labour in
particular places are shifting in response to social and economic restructuring.
Peters (2013) also states that today more women also act as breadwinners yet
still have the reproductive and caretaking tasks. Cross-border trade was the main
economic activity (Ochieng–Egessa, 2003) in the area, and it was mostly informal;
the trade fuelled cross-border transportation, while the reverse was also true, and
women were engaged in it.
Women were culturally assigned to buy foodstuffs from the markets, which
sometimes meant moving across the border since they were the gender responsible
for meal preparation. The process of mobility in search for household supplies
is perhaps the reason why the mobility rate of women was higher compared to
that of the men. As asserted by Mutiso and Behrens (2011), women are the main
users of the boda-boda mostly because the boda-boda gives them a reliable mode
of transportation and also provides a faster route in the congested traffic, but,
as is the case of Busia borderland, the boda-boda is the only available mode of
transport that allows easy movement within the municipality and across the
border. Women have been noted to take on shorter but rather indirect routes as
compared to men who take longer yet direct routes (Peters, 2013) – this is argued
because of the domestic tasks assigned to the female gender (Uteng, 2011). Law
(1999) argues that journeys made by women are made in gendered spaces, which
may include markets, hospitals, and children’s schools.
Although women were the main customers of the boda-boda industry
(Ochieng–Egessa, 2003), they were not represented, their interests and views
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were not considered when drafting policies that impacted the boda-boda industry
because the committee that made decisions or policies was comprised by male
participants who were responsible for constructing relationships between the
boda-boda operators and the society by protecting the interests of both the
operators and the members of society. Duchene (2011) states that women’s NGOs
presented “women’s agenda 21” at the 1992 world summit, which was then
followed by campaigns on all fronts for equal rights of women to participate in
decision-making processes. She further goes on to say that the issue of taking
account of gender in transport is a fairly recent one.
Women in Busia were culturally forbidden from operating the boda-boda
(Ochieng–Egessa, 2003) because they were traditionally tagged as soft-bodied
persons, and the boda-boda was attributed to masculinity since it required
physical energy to propel, especially the bicycle. The cultural stereotyping that
defined who operated the boda-boda positioned women in Busia in the rear seat
of the boda-boda and the men at the forefront as the operators. Because of this
cultural norm, women were left fully dependable on men for their transportation
needs; especially in cases were a bicycle/motorcycle was available in a
homestead, women were expected to wait for men to transport them. As a result,
the industry economically boosted more men than women. Men were the only
existing operators within the society, and this was the case for the rest of the
country (Howe, 2002; Mutiso–Behrens, 2011) save for the very rare notable cases
of female operators in Kampala (Okudi, 2013).
Women earned some income by getting involved in activities that contributed
directly to supporting the daily life of the male operators as they worked at the
border: for instance, they prepared meals which they sold to the boda-boda
operators. Duchene (2011) argues that in all countries women have limited
access to transport-related occupations because of the social norms, especially
in developing countries. Peters (2013) confirms the argument by asserting that
women are less likely to find employment in urban transport and that cultural
reservations are often cited as a major challenge preventing women from
accessing bicycles and learning how to ride, especially in Africa. He goes on and
asserts that these reservations are highly local and vary in accordance to ethnic
communities (Peters, 2013).
Women are reported to have limited access to individual means of
transportation – for instance, motor vehicles (Peters, 2013) –, and in developing
countries the women in the outskirts of major towns or capital cities normally
walk long distances with heavy loads on their heads because they cannot afford
motorized transport (Peters, 2013). At the border, in Busia, women have access
to the cheapest form of non-motorized transportation, but the culture prohibits
them from riding the boda-boda yet allows them to drive expensive motorized
vehicles, which is a far-fetched reality to the majority. Evans (2013) argues that
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the boda-boda offers affordable transport to the poor and is more efficient than
cars in terms of fuel, space, and maintenance.

Women and the Physical Design of the Boda-Boda
The physical design of the boda-boda is limiting to women in Busia. Despite
women being the major customers of the industry, in all its evolution, the bodaboda is yet to evolve into a transportation mode designed with women’s interests
put into consideration. The design of the boda-boda favours the transport of male
passengers: it is designed in a way that a passenger is required to sit with both
legs apart and facing the operator, which makes the operator able to balance the
boda-boda better, and it is also a safer sitting position for the passenger. However,
it becomes limiting for the women who are culturally nurtured and socialized to
sit with both their legs locked together. The culture is evolving and now some
women can boldly sit on the boda-boda with their legs apart, which is especially
a result in the shifting cultural dynamics of dress code. Women who choose
to wear trousers can easily sit with their legs apart and are more comfortable
compared to those who wear skirts and dresses.

Some boda-boda
bicycles have been
transformed to
include a provision
for the passenger
to hold on to

Source: Birungi, B. 2015, fieldwork collection, Busia border town

Figure 1. A bicycle and motorcycle used for boda-boda at the border
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One of the female informants had this to say about her experience with using
the boda-boda:
I fear a boda-boda because I do not know where to hold on to while am
seated on it. It can also be embarrassing: when I sit on it, I have to be very
conscient of where and how I position my legs, otherwise everyone will
see; it’s best to wear trousers while using it; the risk with long skirts and
dresses is that they can get stuck inside the wheel, causing an accident.
(female informant at the border)
Preference was made to women who dressed in trousers and sat on the bodaboda with their legs apart as compared to women who wore skirts or dresses and
sat with their legs apart. The length of the skirt and dress was also examined in
determining which woman showed cultural disrespect towards herself on the
boda-boda: the skirts or dresses which were below the knee and did not expose
the woman’s thighs were preferred to those that were above the knees. So, the
women who wore skirts or dresses and were still culturally bound to the norm
that women ought to sit with their legs locked together preferred to sit on the
boda-boda with both their legs on one side, which was normally either to the
right if the boda-boda was on the right side of the road or to the left if it was on
the left side of the road. This sitting position was more risky because it became
difficult for the operator to balance and the passenger could easily fall off. It
should also be noted that whichever dress code and sitting position was adopted
women were still subjected to social criticism. For example, if a woman dressed
in trousers and sat with both legs apart, she was criticized for showing off her
underwear or no underwear, and if she chose to wear skirts or dresses she was
criticized for exposing her thighs.
Policy documents, such as Article 13 of the United Nations Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (1948 qtd in Uteng, 2011: 8), declare that everyone has the freedom
of movement within the borders of each state. Houseman (1979) suggests that there
is a connection between individual freedom and mobility, where a high level of
mobility implies a high level of freedom of choice to travel, which is a prerequisite
for the ability to decide on what activities to participate in. Kaufmann (2002) in his
argument about social fluidification argues that the question of analysis should be
who has access to which relevant technology and the degree of freedom afforded
by the usage of this technology. With reference to the case of women in Busia,
the main technology used for mobility, which is the boda-boda, does not afford
women an equal degree of freedom of mobility as it does to men because of the
cultural norms attached to it and the physical design of the boda-boda.
As representatives of the gender assigned to the domestic sphere together
with the nurturing of children, women in the borderland use the boda-boda
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especially to have themselves transported together with their children and their
commodities from markets across the border. This is risky because the boda-boda,
especially the bicycle, is designed to carry only one passenger at a time (Ochieng–
Egessa, 2003) and is yet to evolve into a design that can securely transport women
travelling with their children and commodities on one boda-boda. In such cases,
it is advisable to use more than one boda-boda, but women in the borderland risk
their lives together with the lives of their children by using one in order to cut
down on the expenses associated with hiring a second boda-boda.
While some boda-bodas, especially the bicycle, incorporated handles into
their design, where a passenger could hold on to, most boda-bodas lacked these
handles. Passengers normally try to balance themselves by holding onto the
operator or holding onto the seat. This design of the boda-boda puts both female
and male passengers at a risk, but the greatest risk falls on the women who at
most times need to balance themselves since they normally carry their children
and handbags on the boda-boda. Women who hold on to the operator while being
transported are also socially criticized, and some operators reported that this
made them feel uncomfortable. Men who also hold on to the operator are also
socially criticized to a certain extent.
Borrowing an example from Asia, bicycles used for transporting people have
been transformed and designed to cater to the needs of the passengers. An extra
wheel and a carrier have been attached to the bicycle design, expanding it in
size and making it more spacious for passengers in general and more favourable
for female passengers. Perhaps the narrow roads within the Ugandan borderland
would be a hindrance to this transformation to the boda-boda design, which
was strategically kept narrow and light to grant easy passage through the narrow
pathways in the porous border.

Women’s Involvement within the Industry
The impact of women in daily transportation should not only be restricted to the
“journey-to-work” or the mode of transportation used, but a consideration to the
contribution of women to the existence of daily transportation is also of importance.
Apart from being the main customers of the industry, women in the borderland are
involved in the industry in other ways, for instance, their daily contribution to the
life of the transporters. Take, for instance, the women who prepare meals for the
transporters or the women who vend around the stages of operation or those who
hire their bicycles to be used as boda-boda. On a daily basis, these women pull the
strings that make it possible for the transporters to do their job.
Dwelling on the case of women who prepare meals for the transporters in the
borderland, some women have set up mini-kitchens to sell food to boda-boda
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operators; these mini-kitchens mostly offer some shade from an umbrella or a
plastic structure under which there are two or more cooking stoves fuelled by
either charcoal or wood, plus a bench where customers can sit. These women
sell their food at a very low price and their target customers are the boda-boda
operators. Some women, however, rent rooms that they have transformed into
cooking and eating spaces, but these rooms lack proper ventilation required
for a kitchen. The women who rent rooms charge their customers a bit higher
compared to those that set up umbrellas or plastic along the road side. In the
evenings and throughout the night, a number of women set up mini-kitchens
along the border highway, which only have charcoal cooking stoves and a metal
grill or a large wok, and these women sell food and tea to the transporters who
work during the night and also to the people in transit.
In some countries, for example, Mexico, and in some parts of Asia, governments
reserved spaces for women along the transit routes and at bus stops to set up minikitchens and eating places in a way to promote and empower women (Uteng,
2011). In Uganda, the government has not yet implemented a strategy to support
such women, and at the border the highway on the Ugandan side is further
congested, especially in the evenings by the mini-kitchens set along the road.
The following is a tale of a woman who vends food at the border:
I am a single mother with two children, and I have made a living by selling
cooked groundnuts and yellow bananas to the boda-boda operators. I
came to do my business at the border because of the vast number of bodaboda operators in Busia. I find the operators at their respective stages
of operation, and that’s where I sell to them; others stop me when am
walking as they are riding and they buy from me. Surely, if the operators
in Busia were removed, my business would collapse because they are my
main customers; my other customers are in Kenya across the border, and I
walk freely across the border to sell especially my ripe bananas. I sell the
groundnuts ranging from 300 ugshs to 500 ugshs, and at 1000 ugshs the
customer gets a full cup. I sell groundnuts with my big sister, and we sell
them according to the season; currently, it is the groundnut season, but
when it is over, we vend ripe bananas or sugarcanes. The sugarcanes and
groundnuts have seasons, but the ripe bananas are always available, they
have no season. But we do not carry the sugar canes because the sugar
canes are heavy, we sell them in our compound at home. This business has
enabled me to become independent and provide for my children; I can also
afford to rent a house. (research informant in Busia)
The above passage is a tale of a woman who vends groundnuts, ripe bananas,
and sugarcanes to the boda-boda operators. She claims that her business is largely
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dependent on the presence of the operators in the borderland, and, just like her,
many other women have been attracted to do business at the border and target
mainly the boda-boda operators.
Saving SACCO’s, as an initiative to economically boost the boda-boda operators,
has also benefited some women in Busia. Women participated in these saving
schemes, especially in the top most saving scheme that was by then held by the
NRM boda-boda association. During the time of the research, very few women
were participating in the SACCO, but many more women were being encouraged
to participate. A saving SACCO works in a merry-go-round system: normally, the
participants agree on an amount of money to deposit in the SACCO either on a
daily, weekly, or monthly basis. The participants then randomly choose numbers
that position them in turns to receive the whole sum of money that has been
pulled from all the participants either on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis. The
women who participate in SACCO’s are able to get an economic boost to set up
small businesses, which are mainly small stalls where they would sell vegetables.
As mentioned in the previous section, women in Busia are forbidden to ride
a bicycle, let alone operating a boda-boda; therefore, women who own bicycles
have invested in the industry by hiring them out to men to be used as bodaboda. Nyachieu (2013) noted that women hired out up to 30% of the bicycles
used as boda-boda in Busia. Women came to own bicycles by either inheritance
or by purchasing them, the latter being practised by financially stable women,
especially those involved in cross-border trade. Many operators joined the
industry with no boda-boda of their own and had to hire one at least until they
could afford their own boda-boda (Malmberg-Calvo, 1994). The price of hiring out
a boda-boda ranged from stage to stage; the operators at the border stage rented
the bicycle at a higher price compared to the operators who were far from the
border because it is believed that the operators at the border make more money
compared to those far from the border. It is also difficult to hire out a motorcycle
to be used as boda-boda; the operators claim it is expensive since there are not
many customers within the municipality for the motorcycle.
From this industry, women have built up their livelihoods; however, the
space occupied by the operators is threatened by state policies, negative social
perceptions and interpretations regarding the operators (Etukuri, 2015), unfriendly
traffic regulations, and poorly designed roads (Ochieng–Egessa, 2003), which
all coincide to threaten the existence of the industry. Scholars presented the
experiences of the operators from a male perspective, as the beneficiaries from the
existence of the industry and victims of the threats that befall the industry (Howe,
2002; Kisaalita–Sentongo-Kibalama, 2007; Goodfellow–Titeca, 2012). However,
the direct and indirect participation of women in the industry, especially in
Busia, is scantly represented, yet their livelihood is also equally threatened by the
existing threats the operators are facing. For instance, the unsafe, poorly designed
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roads that lack lightings affect the operators, especially those who ride at night,
but this has put women at an even greater risk because they can easily fall victims
to sexual harassment, especially in the unsafe pathways locally known as panya
routes, which are used by most boda-boda operators while crossing the border in
fear of passing through the formal customs border point.
The developed world is resorting to non-motorized transport as a way of
conserving energy and the environment – in countries like the Netherlands
(Peters, 2013) bicycles have become part of the urban cultures, and by creating
a safe riding environment people are encouraged to ride (Peters, 2013). In South
Africa, there are campaigns to encourage non-motorized transport. Meanwhile, in
Busia, non-motorized transport already exists, and the government policies and
poor road designs accompanied by a non-safe ridding environment (Ochieng–
Egessa, 2003) are slowly destroying the cheapest, environmentally friendly mode
of transport. The effect will leave a great number of male youths unemployed,
and the women in the borderland will suffer the most because they will have
then to walk long distances through the porous borders with heavy loads on their
heads on a daily basis.

Conclusions
To conclude, the position of women as customers in the informal cross-border
transportation network was majorly visible for they were culturally forbidden
to ride the boda-boda as operators. Women were also positioned as indirect
contributors to the daily life of the operators by selling them food. Some women
also hired out their bicycles to be used by the operators as boda-bodas. Although
women were involved in the industry, their needs were not catered for or
represented by the boda-boda industry, especially in the design of the boda-boda.
The government has not yet implemented any strategies to help these women
at the border, although it has assisted the operators with financial incentives,
especially the NRM boda-boda association.
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