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1.0
Introduction

In April 2020, the Ministry of Women and Human Rights Development of the 
Federal Government of Somalia undertook a rapid assessment of the impact 
of COVID-19 on women engaged in small-scale business in Mogadishu. The 
assessment was conducted in the context of a food relief drive. The 42 women 
who were targeted included street khat sellers, second-hand clothes hawkers 
(“Huudheey”), women tea and milk vendors and women petty traders peddling 
nuts, candy, and chewing gum on the streets of Mogadishu.

Somali women are engaged in the informal sector and micro-enterprises, but also 
play a role in agricultural production and livestock activities.1 Women in Somalia 
are estimated to make up over 60% of business owners, the majority of which are 
micro-enterprises.2

Women serve as the main breadwinners for families, providing 70% of 
household income on average. This percentage is higher among female-headed 
households.3 Due to Somalia’s history of conflict, the majority of households are 
currently headed by women - a percentage that continues to increase. 

The unfolding COVID-19 crisis - and consequent confinement measures - pose 
a serious threat to women’s engagement in economic activities in Somalia. The 
majority of women work in informal sectors, which exposes them to particular 
risks. The economic effects of the crisis are further increasing gender gaps in 
livelihoods in Somali communities and undermining women’s empowerment. 
Negative effects on women’s economic participation will also erode the health 
and welfare of Somali households and communities, especially as women 
currently serve as main breadwinners and head most households.

1

1 The World Bank (2017) ‘Somali Poverty Profile: Findings from Wave 1 of the Somali High Frequency Survey’, Washington, DC.

2 UNDP (2012) ‘The Role of Somali Women in the Private Sector’, UNON Publishing Services, Nairobi.

3 Ibid.
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2.0
Assessment demographics

1 The World Bank (2017) ‘Somali Poverty Profile: Findings from Wave 1 of the Somali High Frequency Survey’, Washington, DC.

The interviews with the 42 women 
included in this assessment 
revealed that most of them have 
no or very little education. Most of 
the women were largely illiterate, 
with 40.5% of them revealing that 
they are only literate in the Somali 
language. Only some of these 
women had learnt how to read 
from their children who attended 
school. 
Several responded that they had 
taught themselves some literacy 
skills because these were needed 
to send text messages as part of 
their business.

With regard to age, 42.8% of the 
women were aged between 35-44 
years, 31% were aged between 25 
and 34 years, while 26.2% were 
aged between 45 and 48 years, as 
shown in Chart 1.

During conflict women became 
breadwinners for most families. 
Women now head about half 
of all households in Somalia. 
This percentage continues to 
increase.1 In this context in 
particular, women’s economic 
participation is not only critical 
for women’s empowerment, but 
also for the health and welfare of 
households and communities. The 
Ministry’s relief support prioritized 
female-headed households as 
beneficiaries. Indeed, half of the 
targeted women (50%) were 
divorced, 28.6% were widows, 
while 21.4% were married but from 
very poor households, as shown in 
Chart 2, below. The women have 
an avarage of six children.
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All of the 42 women interviewed 
were self-employed. The products 
that they deal with include: Khat 
(26.2%), imported second-hand 
clothes (Huudheey) (28.6%), 
tea (19%), tea/peanuts (9.5%), 
milk kiosks (14.3%) and peddling 
candies (2.4%) along the 
main streets and the street 
corners of the city, as shown in 
Chart 3, below.

All of them operated along the 
street of Mogadishu where they 
hawked the goods. They pointed 
out that they largely depended 
on major importers for their 
wares. They mostly acquired these 
goods on credit from the business 
merchants to sell at a small profit 
for their livelihoods.

50%

21.4%

28.6%

42.8%

35-44 Sano

25-34 Years

45-48 Years

Carmal

Haween Seygoodu
dhintay

Haween la qabo
oo sabool ah

Shaxda 1aad. Da’da ka qeyb galayaasha

26.2%

31%

28.6%19%

9.5%

14.3%

2.4%

26.2%

Shaxda 2aad. Xaalada guurka ee haweenka la waraystay

Shaxda 3aad. Waxyaabaha ay ka ganacsadaan haweenka la waraystay

Khaad

Huudheey

Shaah

Shaah/Looska

Caano

Nacnac shumacyo

50%

21.4%

28.6%

42.8%

Divorced

Widows

Married in poor
households

Chart 1. Respondents’ age groups

26.2%

31%

Chart 2. Respondents’ marital status

Chart 3. Businesses run by the respondents

Khat

2nd hand clothes

Tea

Tea/peanuts

Milk

Candies

35-44 Years

25-34 Years

45-48 Years

28.6%19%

9.5%

14.3%

2.4%

26.2%

3.0
The nature of businesses led by the women
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PICTURE

Women selling handcrafted products during the Somali Women’s Convention.



All of the women interviewed had in one way or another taken a loan, in 
cash or products, from the importers (Khat from traders at the airport and 
second-hand clothes from the seaport). The women would then sell the 
goods and pay the importers back when returning for new stock. Some 
women also borrowed money from friends to start business.

4.0
Sources of funding for women’s small-scale businesses
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PICTURE PICTURE

Women celebrating March 8 at Mogadishu city hall.

H.E. Deqa Yasin, Minister of Women and Human Rights Development, meeting Somali 
women small business owners during March 8 celebration.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has 
drastically affected women in 
small-scale business. The women 
revealed that the curfew in the 
city has significantly reduced the 
time they have to hawk their tea 
and milk. In particular they cannot 
sell tea at night, which is their 
peak business period. Reduced 
human mobility in Mogadishu has 
also seriously shrunk their volume 
of trade. The tea women pointed 
out that people now fear drinking 
tea on the street as many of them 
believe they may contract the 
coronavirus and have resorted to 
drinking tea in their homes for the 
sake of their safety. In fact, most 
women have stopped selling tea 
all together. Those retailing Khat 
and candies, who largely depend 
on the airport and seaport for 
their supplies, revealed that the 
halt on flights (both international 
and regional) has dealt a blow 
to their businesses because 
all imports have thereby been 

curtailed. 
Most of the women also reported 
that the businessmen who 
normally lend them goods and 
money for trade have suspended 
their businesses for the period of 
the coronavirus lockdown. 

When asked to quantify the 
financial implications of COVID-19 
for their businesses, the 42 
women pointed out that before 
the outbreak of the pandemic and 
introduction of restrictions,most 
of them earned between 25 
to 105 dollars per week. They 
revealed that all of this has 
evaporated – they stressed that 
due to COVID-19 they now have 
no income at all. At the moment 
most, if not all of them, live from 
hand to mouth and handouts from 
friends and relatives who work in 
the telecommunications sector, are 
government employees or send 
remittances.

5.0
The impacts of COVID-19 on women’s businesses



The 42 Women identified their sources of information on 
COVID-19 to include the radio, TV, SMS alerts on their phones 
from Hormud Telecom and from community-based outreach 
campaigns. However, most of them doubted that COVID-19 
existed and pointed out that since the onset of the pandemic, 
they were yet to witness a victim of the virus, let alone a death 
resulting from COVID-19.  They had only learnt of deaths and 
cases in the country from the government through radio and TV 
broadcasts.

6

6.0
Businesswomen’s access to information on COVID-19
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 � Ensure the full participation 
of women and disadvantaged 
groups in decision-making on 
all responses to COVID-19, 
including economic relief and 
recovery. 

 � Target women and girls in all 
efforts to address the socio-
economic impact of COVID-19. 
There is thus an urgent need to 
apply an intentional gender lens 
to the design of fiscal stimulus 
packages and social assistance 
programmes to achieve greater 
equality, opportunities, and 
social protection. In particular, 
support measures in response 
to COVID-19 must go beyond 
workers in the formal sector 
and include informal, part-
time and seasonal workers, the 
majority of whom are women.

 � Collect detailed sex- and age-
disaggregated data on the 
direct and indirect impacts 
of COVID-19 on small-scale 
businesses in Somalia. 

 � Support inclusive, two-
way, community-based risk 
communication on COVID-19 
that is localized, evidence-

based, dispels myths and 
misinformation, and meets the 
unique needs of marginalized 
sub-groups. 

 � Provide gender-sensitive 
support to informal women 
businesses at community 
level. This may include one-
off payments to workers in 
urgent need/cash transfers and 
food aid; supporting women 
in adapting their businesses 
to respond to the current 
situation, e.g. by engaging in 
the production of face masks 
or soap, food delivery, or other 
businesses that may flourish 
during the pandemic, and/or 
introducing safety measures 
into their businesses; and 
a commitment to source 
protective equipment (e.g. face 
masks), soap, food delivery and 
supplies etc. from these women 
businesses. 

 � Development partners already 
engaging in/developing work to 
provide cash transfers to poor 
and vulnerable households and 
support the development of 
shock-responsive safety nets, 

7.0
Recommendations for assisting women in small-scale
businesses affected by COVID-19

Based on these findings and discussions, national actors and 
development partners can take the following steps to assist Somali 
women in small-scale businesses affected by COVID-19:
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such as the World Bank, to 
effectively target this support at 
women as the most vulnerable 
and the backbone of Somali 
households and communities. 

 � Engage with existing formal 
and informal social networks 
such as women’s groups, 
community groups, civil society 
organizations, and women’s 
right organizations to support 
their efforts as first responders 
and their efforts to prevent 
social isolation. 

 � Remove barriers that prevent 
women’s full participation in 
economic activities and the 
formal sector, equal pay and 
equal opportunities, including 
by closing gender-based 
education gaps.

 � Develop gender-responsive 
social protection schemes 
and financing for women 
businesses.






