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Abstract

Purpose –While the literature hashighlighted the impacts ofCOVID-19, there is limited evidence on the gendered
determinants of the impact of COVID-19 among small-scale rural traders in developing and emerging economies.
Design/methodology/approach – Cross-border fish traders who had operated before and during the
COVID-19 pandemic were interviewed in a survey conducted in Zambia and Malawi. Logistic regressions
among male and female traders were employed to assess the gendered predictors.
Findings – Heterogeneous effects in geographical location, skills, and knowledge were reported among male
cross-border traders. Effects of household structure and composition significantly influenced the impact of
COVID-19 among female traders. Surprisingly, membership in trade associations was associated with the high
impact of COVID-19.
Research limitations/implications – Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the migratory nature of cross-
border fish traders, the population of cross-border fish traders at the time of the study was unknown and
difficult to establish, cross-border fish traders (CBFT) at the landing sites and market areas were targeted for
the survey without bias.
Originality/value –This paper addresses a gap in the literature on understanding gendered predictors of the
impacts of COVID-19 among small-scale cross-border traders.

Keywords Cross-border trade, Gender, COVID-19, Zambia, Malawi

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
COVID-19 and its associated containment measures have severely disrupted food supply
chains affecting nutrition, incomes, livelihoods and well-being of most people across the
globe. Small businesses and traders have faced negative impacts from the pandemic, further
aggravating existing vulnerabilities and inequalities in access to employment and economic
livelihoods (Hadjielias et al., 2022; Adams-Prassl et al., 2020; Alon et al., 2020). There have been
fears that COVID-19 will likely exacerbate existing gender inequalities in employment
opportunities, livelihoods, food security, and, well-being (Dang and Nguyen, 2021; Ragasa
et al., 2021; Alon et al., 2020). Therefore, applying a gender lens in examining the impacts of
COVID-19 and mitigation strategies will guide in designing appropriate and effective policy
measures to promote gender equity.
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Fisheries and aquatic food value chains play a critical role in food security, nutritional
well-being, employment and livelihoods provision (Byrd et al., 2021; FAO, 2020). The global
fisheries employ an estimated 120million people; developing countries account for 97%of the
global small-scale fisheries workforce, engaging an estimated 104.4 million people
(World Bank, 2012). Almost half of the workforce comprises women mainly involved in
post-harvest activities (World Bank, 2012). Fish provides an essential source of animal
proteins, micronutrients and omega-3 fatty acids (FAO, 2020). During a global health
pandemic, as in the case of COVID-19, vital nutrients are important for nutritional well-being.
Despite the important role played by fisheries and aquatic value chains, they have
experienced significant disruptions due to COVID-19. These disruptions have particularly
affected small-scale fish traders in developing economies (Belton et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2021).

Small-scale fish traders mainly trade in domestic markets and some through cross-border
fish trade (Kakwasha et al., 2020). Cross-border trade is characterized by crowding in fish
landing sites and in market areas. Physical distancing is, therefore, difficult to implement,
which further poses risks of COVID-19 infection (FAO, 2020; Okyere et al., 2020). During
COVID-19, the general public adhered to set sanitary measures like physical distancing to
mitigate the spread of COVID-19. COVID-19 mitigation strategies like border closures and
mandatory quarantine have been implemented in various countries. Cross-border fish traders
(CBFT) who derive their livelihoods by crossing neighboring countries for trade may face
vulnerability to such measures. Therefore, there is a need to assess the impact of such
measures on CBFT and their adaptive strategies.

Literature has highlighted the various impacts of COVID-19, for instance, on food security
(Kansiime et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2021), employment and jobs (Adams-Prassl et al., 2020;
Alon et al., 2020), agricultural productivity (Irawan et al., 2021; Ragasa et al., 2021), input and
output market access (Belton et al., 2021). Some strands of literature have also shed light on
the adaptive capacity and resilience of the populace to COVID-19 (Ouoba and Sawadogo,
2022; Love et al., 2021); with some literature focused on the impact of COVID-19 on fisheries
and aquaculture (Bassett et al., 2021; Belton et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2021; Love et al., 2021).
However, there is limited evidence on gendered predictors of the impact of COVID-19 among
small-scale rural traders in developing and emerging economies.

This study fills this gap by assessing gendered predictors of the impacts of COVID-19 on
cross-border fish traders. We apply logistic regression models for male and female CBFT to
assess the differential effects. The next section reviews literature on small-scale cross-border
trade and the gendered impacts of COVID-19. The subsequent section presents the data and
methods, results and discussion. Finally, the paper concludes with key recommendations to
guide COVID-19 mitigation strategies and recommendations for further studies.

2. Literature review
2.1 Small-scale cross-border trade
Cross-border trade provides amain source of income and livelihoods for households in border
areas of most African countries (World Bank, 2011). Small-scale cross-border trade involves
the physical movement of goods and traders across neighboring countries’ borders,
contributing to social and economic exchanges (Kahiya and Kadirov, 2020). In the Southern
African Development Community (SADC), of whichMalawi and Zambia are members, small-
scale cross-border trade is estimated at US$17.6 billion per year, representing 30–40% of the
total regional trade (World Bank, 2011). Agricultural goods form the majority of trade
exchanges in cross-border trade (UNCTAD, 2019; Njiwa et al., 2012). Studies have shown that
cross-border traders across Africa aremainly women, ranging from 65% to 85% (Kahiya and
Kadirov, 2020; Mbo’o-Tchouawou et al., 2016; Brenton et al., 2011; World Bank, 2011;
UN Women, 2012). Therefore, the gender dimension to the assessment of cross-border trade
cannot be over-emphasized.
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Though cross-border trade addresses important livelihood issues for small-scale traders,
its contribution to countries’ economies appears to be neglected by mainstream trade policies
and institutions (Kahiya and Kadirov, 2020; UNCTAD, 2019). Measuring the magnitude and
extent of cross-border trade remains a pressing challenge (UNCTAD, 2019). The trade
exchanges through cross-border trade are usually not recorded by customs offices, making it
difficult to track the traded volumes (Bensassi and Jarreau, 2019; Mbo’o-Tchouawou et al.,
2016). Although each consignment is typically small, thousands of traders cross borders daily
and at times, multiple times a day, to purchase and sell wares. Therefore, the aggregate
volumes traded are substantial (World Bank, 2011; Mbo’o-Tchouawou et al., 2016). The small
consignments are majorly transported by bicycles, hand carts, motorcycles, and physically
by foot across the borders.

Some strands of literature refer to this trade as informal cross-border trade (ICBT) (Kahiya
and Kadirov, 2020; World Bank, 2011). As highlighted by UNCTAD (2019) and World Bank
(2011), the informality of the cross-border trade does not imply illegality. In its purest form,
small-scale cross-border trade involves importing and exporting goods by non-formally
registered sole traders through legal channels (Kahiya and Kadirov, 2020). The traders go
through official border posts and pay border fees to the immigration office (World Bank, 2011).
However, some studies have reported pockets of illegal activities like smuggling goods across
the borders and corruption (Bensassi and Jarreau, 2019; Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018).

Access to credit is a key challenge in cross-border trade (Njiwa et al., 2012). Due to their
small-scale and informal nature of operations, access to credit from financial institutions is
limited (World Bank, 2011). The start-up capital in cross-border trade is usually small,
ranging from $30 to $50, primarily sourced from family, friends, and own savings (Kahiya
and Kadirov, 2020; Njiwa et al., 2012; Titeca and Kimanuka, 2012; World Bank, 2011).
Literature has also shown that most small-scale businesses control adversity and avoid risks
related to external debt by soliciting funds from family and friends (Gill et al., 2018). Despite
the perceived informality, trade associations are a common feature in cross-border trade. The
associations play an important role as liaison bodies with border authorities; in offering
savings and credit, marketing, trade information and training (Mbo’o-Tchouawou et al., 2016;
Njiwa et al., 2012; Titeca and Kimanuka, 2012).

The heterogeneity of cross-border trade has been linked to geographic factors,
skills, resource endowments and household structure (Kahiya and Kadirov, 2020;
Mbo’o-Tchouawou et al., 2016; Njiwa et al., 2012). Household dependents have been
associated with increased responsibilities and a low trade intensity by cross-border traders
(Njiwa et al., 2012). Similarly, family members’ roles in providing finance, advisory services and
social support to small-scale businesses have been highlighted (Chua et al., 2011; Gill et al., 2018).
The level of experience in the trademay positively impact business longevity due to established
networks and goodwill (Gill et al., 2018; Kahiya and Kadirov, 2020). Well-educated traders may
survivebusiness risks because of diversified incomes and theknowledgeofmaneuvering formal
and informal divide in trade exchanges (Kahiya andKadirov, 2020; Titeca andKimanuka, 2012).

2.2 Gendered impacts of COVID-19
COVID-19 has resulted in heightenedmitigationmeasures, including border closures, market
closures, lockdowns and mandatory quarantines, impacting both men and women. Rapid
price fluctuations for inputs and outputs have similarly been reported in the wake of the
pandemic (Belton et al., 2021; Irawan et al., 2021). Themeasures have disrupted transportation
(Belton et al., 2021; Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2021), which may have severe implications for
traders of fresh products like fresh fish. High business losses during COVID-19 have been
experienced among traders of perishable products (Ouoba and Sawadogo, 2022). Rebounding
from the losses occasioned by COVID-19 may be daunting especially among women traders
whom literature has shown to have low access to capital and credit (Chaudhuri et al., 2020).
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Prior to COVID-19, studies had shown that women fish traders faced a myriad of
challenges including gender-based violence, resource constraints, household care burdens
and socio-cultural exclusion (Manyungwa et al., 2019; Nagoli et al., 2019). There is a risk that
the COVID-19 pandemic could further aggravate these constraints. COVID-19 has caused
major disruptions in intra-household roles and schedules due to, for instance, school closures
and taking care of sick family members ailing from COVID-19. These roles hugely fall on
women (Manyungwa et al., 2019). Women have reported increased workload related to
household chores and child care during COVID-19 (Ragasa et al., 2021; Alon et al., 2020).
Despite the increased demand for time on care and household chores, cultural beliefs and
attitudes on the role of men and women shape intra-household harmony and participation in
productive activities, particularly during shocks and crises (Peterman et al., 2020; Nagoli
et al., 2019).

Strong social networks can help with resilience during crises by offering market
information, market connections and credit (Mwema et al., 2021; Mwema and Crewett, 2019;
Gill et al., 2018). Strong social networks are particularly important for female-managed
enterprises, which often have less access to resources, financial services, technical assistance,
and market connections; experiencing low productivity rates (Chaudhuri et al., 2020; Rijkers
and Costa, 2012). Social networks like associations have been used to easemarket disruptions
arising from COVID-19 (Love et al., 2021; Bennett et al., 2020). In South Africa, fish
associations have facilitated online marketing and home deliveries (Bennett et al., 2020).
Producer organizations have offered a ready market for their members, easing the effects of
low demand arising from the COVID-19 pandemic (Love et al., 2021).

In crises, social protection programs are policy tools that may avert adverse impacts
among vulnerable groups (FAO, 2021). In developing economies, these programs do not
always reach the most vulnerable groups (Hidrobo et al., 2020; Ragasa et al., 2021). The
amounts of money disbursed are, at times, minimal (Belton et al., 2021). The wide informality
of the small-scale cross-border traders, may further impede access to social protection
programs (FAO, 2021; Love et al., 2021).

Men and women have employed several coping mechanisms to remain in business and
sometimes to diversify and spread their risk. For example, due to limited mobility resulting
from COVID-19, the use of ICT and mobile money has been critical in facilitating marketing
andmaking payments (Belton et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2021;Manlosa et al., 2021). Use of personal
savings or selling personal items to cope with shocks from COVID-19 have been reported as
coping mechanisms (Kansiime et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2021; Ragasa et al., 2021). Bribery cases
have been reported as coping strategies to circumvent lockdown measures (Belton et al.,
2021). In other studies, small-scale traders have been found to adjust more quickly to market
demand by providing direct sales to consumers during the COVID-19 period (Love et al., 2021;
FAO, 2020).

3. Data and methods
3.1 Study area
The study was conducted at the border sites of river Luangwa in Zambia and Lake Chilwa in
Malawi. In Zambia, River Luangwa is the third largest water basin bordering Malawi to the
east andMozambique and Zimbabwe to the south. The river covers 145,690.33 km2within the
Zambian territory and stretches over five provinces in Zambia. Lake Chilwa is Malawi’s
second-largest lake, covering an estimated 2,000 km2. The Lake Chilwa Basin covers three
administrative districts and borders Mozambique to the east. Zambia, Malawi and
Mozambique are members of the SADC, which has witnessed phases of regional
integration, including a customs union and a common market - facilitating cross-border
trade (UNCTAD, 2019).
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Cross-border fish traders at the Luangwa border in Zambia and Chunguma Center in
Malawi were interviewed. These sites were selected as they border Mozambique and have
large numbers of CBFT.

3.2 Data collection
A survey was conducted in November 2021, using a semi-structured questionnaire
administered in the KOBO toolbox. A total of 252 CBFT, 127 from Zambia and 125 from
Malawi were physically interviewed.

This study follows a reconnaissance survey conducted in the study areas to establish the
sampling procedure as well as other objectives beyond the scope of this paper. Before
COVID-19, 190 and 110 CBFT were estimated to trade across the borders of Luangwa and
Chunguma, respectively, every week. Most traders would travel across the border once a
week for trade. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the migratory nature of cross-border
traders, the population of cross-border fish traders at the time of the study was unknown and
difficult to establish. Given that the population was abstract, it was impossible to obtain a list
of all members of the focal population. The participants were therefore screened for inclusion
based on criteria associated with the target population. All the CBFT at the landing sites and
market areas were eligible and targeted without bias in the study. The following selection
criteria were used to screen the respondents for the interviews:

(1) Must be a cross-border fish trader

(2) The cross-border fish trader must have operated for a minimum of two years to
capture the period before and during COVID-19

(3) Must consent to be interviewed

For the scope of this paper, the questionnaire covered questions on trader’s characteristics,
COVID-19 impact on trade activities, coping strategies, trade and market characteristics,
social protection and social networks.

3.3 Data analysis
The data was analyzed using STATA 16.0. Descriptive statistics and logistic regression
models were used. The various factors that could influence the impact of COVID-19 were
assessed for both male and female CBFT. These factors included traders’ characteristics,
market characteristics, coping strategies for COVID-19, social networks and social protection.

This study predicted the occurrence of high impact of COVID-19 among CBFT, or
otherwise. The logit model was used as it predicts the likelihood of occurrence of a binary
categorical variable (Greene, 2000). The model predicts the logit of the response variable (y)
from the explanatory variables (x). The logit is the natural logarithm (ln) of odds of y. Odds are
ratios of probabilities of y occurring to probabilities of y not occurring.

The general logit model is expressed as follows:

Logit

�
yi

�
¼ ln

�
p yi ¼ 1ð Þ

1� p yi ¼ 1ð Þ
�

¼ αþ β1x1i þ β2x2i þ β3x3i . . . . . . :: βkxki þ εi (1)

Where, yi is the dependent binary variable, coded as 1 if the CBFT reports high impact of
COVID-19, and 0 if otherwise, α is the intercept. β1, β2, β3 . . . βk are the coefficients of the
explanatory variables. x1, x2, x3 . . . xk are the explanatory variables, and ε is the error term.

This study estimated two logit models; the first model was for female CBFT and the
second for male CBFT. The significance of the two logit models and howwell the data fits the
models were assessed by log-likelihood ratios (Greene, 2000). Variance inflation factor (VIF)
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was used to determine the level of multi-collinearity between the explanatory variables. All
the explanatory variables in the models reported VIF ranging from 1.05 to 3.32 indicating no
multi-collinearity.

4. Results
4.1 Descriptive statistics
This section presents the descriptive statistics, comparing the results of the male and female
CBFT. Pearson correlation tests were used for categorical variables and ANOVA tests for
continuous variables.

4.1.1 Impact of COVID-19 on cross-border fish trade.Weasked the respondents tomention
the severity of the impact of COVID-19 on their cross-border trade: 60.47 and 58.75% of the
females and males, respectively, reported a high impact of COVID-19. The remaining
proportions (39.53% of the females, 41.25% of the males) reported moderate to no impact.

As presented in Table 1, border closures posed the greatest impact on the cross-border
trade activities. 68.75 and 70% of males and females, respectively, reported being affected by
border closures. Due to border closures, rampant corruption and harassment by police
officers was experienced by the traders. Physical distancing was mentioned by 41.25% of
male and 40.12% of female CBFT. The CBFT mentioned that it was almost difficult to
maintain physical distancing resulting in harassment by the authority enforcing the
measures. A higher proportion of males were affected by restrictions in in-country movement
than females (Table 1).

4.1.2 Trader’s characteristics.As presented in Table 2, 53.49% of the female traders were
from Zambia and 56.25% of the male traders were from Malawi. The average years of
education across the male and female CBFT was six years, corresponding to grade six of
primary education. Male traders reported significantly (p-value<0.05) more years of
experience in cross-border trade compared to the female traders. On household type, half of
the males (50%) reported that their households were managed by both a male and a female
head, while only 38.37% of the females were managed as so. The male traders reported a
slightly higher family size (6.3) than females (6.04).

4.1.3 Social networks and source of capital. The respondents were asked if they were
members of a trade association, a trade group or a cooperative; 40% of the males and 44.18%
of the females were members of a trade group or association. Regarding the source of capital
(Table 3), most traders used their savings to start-up cross-border trade. A higher proportion
of males (85%) than females (56.4%) used their personal savings. Almost 20% of the females
accessed capital from their spouses; none of the males reported accessing capital from their
spouses. A higher proportion of female CBFT accessed capital from associations as compared
to male traders.

4.1.4 Trade and market characteristics. On the type of fish traded (Table 4), all the
respondents traded in processed fish (smoked, dried, salted). Additionally, some of the CBFT
also traded in fresh fish. A slightly higher proportion of female (54.07%) than males (42.5%)
traded in fresh fish.

Female (n 5 172) Male (n 5 80) p-value

Mandatory quarantine 16.25 18.6 0.726
Border closures 68.75 70.35 0.883
In-country travel restrictions 16.25 11.63 0.321
Physical distancing 41.25 40.12 0.891
School closure 12.5 16.28 0.571

Table 1.
Effects of COVID-19

containment measures
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A majority of both male and female CBFT reported increased purchase prices of fish
during COVID-19 (>75%). To assess the competition levels, we asked if male and female
CBFT have increased during the COVID-19 period. At least 40% of both female and males
reported an increased number of female CBFT. More than half of the females (54.07%) and
42.5% of the males reported an increased number of male CBFT. We asked the study
participants about their cross-border trips before COVID-19 pandemic. The results show that
females and males took almost a similar number of trips in a year to source fish, 34.64 and
33.58 trips, respectively.

4.1.5 COVID-19 coping strategies and social protection. Respondents were asked to
mention the coping strategies they used to avert the impact of COVID-19 on their trade
activities (Figure 1). The majority of the traders bribed border officials to cross the border
during border closures and to cross without a COVID-19 certificate. A larger proportion of
females (49.42%) than males (35%) engaged in bribery. Some traders reported to use
undesignated border points to avoid the border officials; a larger proportion of males
(12.50%) than females (6.98%) used undesignated border crossing. Similarly, a higher
proportion of female traders used middlemen to cross the borders whilst a higher proportion
of male traders diversified into other businesses. On average, both themale and female CBFT
applied one coping strategy to avert the impact of COVID-19 on their businesses.

The proportion of those who accessed social protection was below 5%; more females (6%)
than males (2.5%) accessed social protection programs. The social protection programs
comprised of cash transfers, food aid, and funds disbursement for SMEs. Due to the low
numbers, the social protection variable was omitted from the logistic regression models.

Female (n 5 172) Male (n 5 80) p-value

Country (1 5 Zambia) 53.49% 43.75% 0.150
Experience (Years) 8.76 11.06 0.017
Household type (1 5 Male and female-headed) 38.37% 50% 0.082
Household size 6.04 6.3 0.466
Education (Years) 6.05 6.34 0.542

Female (n 5 172) Male (n 5 80) (%)

Own savings 85.0% 56.4
Spouse – 19.2
Relatives and friends 10.0% 11.6
Associations 2.5% 8.1
Microfinance and banks 2.5% 4.7

Female (n 5 172) Male (n 5 80) p-value

Fish type (1 5 Fresh) 54.07% 42.5% 0.486
Price increase 76.16% 75% 0.841
Increase in female competitors (1 5 yes) 42.44% 40% 0.087
Increase in male competitors (1 5 yes) 54.07% 42.5% 0.714
Trips to source 34.64 33.58 0.817

Table 2.
Trader’s
characteristics

Table 3.
Sources of capital

Table 4.
Market and trade
characteristics
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4.2 Logistic regression estimates
Logistic regression models for male and female cross-border fish traders were used to assess
predictors of high impacts of COVID-19. Table 5 presents the odds ratios and p-values of the
explanatory variables in predicting the likelihood of high impact of COVID-19.

4.2.1 Traders’ characteristics. Heterogeneous effects in geographical location, experience
and education level were reported among male CBFT. Among female CBFT, effects of
household structure and composition were reported. Coded as 1 for Zambia and 2 for Malawi,
the odds of male CBFT in Zambia facing high impact of COVID-19 were significantly lower
than in Malawi (p-value5 0.081). Male CBFT in Malawi were more likely to face high impact
of COVID-19 compared to Zambia. An increase in a year of experience significantly decreased
the odds of facing high impact of COVID-19 at 90% confidence level (p-value5 0.074), among
males. Therefore, more experienced male CBFTwere less likely to be impacted by COVID-19.

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00%

Undesignated crossing points

Using middlemen/brokers

Sale of personal assets

Bribery

Diversifying into other businesses

Use of personal savings

Use of ICT

Female Male

Female (n 5 172) Male (n 5 80)
Odds ratio Z p>jzj Odds ratio Z p>jzj

Country 0.424 �1.13 0.260 4.706* 1.74 0.081
Experience 1.022 1.02 0.307 0.875* �1.78 0.074
Household size 1.204** 2.13 0.033 0.860 �1.31 0.191
Education 0.968 �0.52 0.604 0.852* �1.81 0.070
Household type 0.349** �2.43 0.015 0.543 �1.08 0.281
Membership to associations 8.366*** 3.98 0.000 1.118 0.16 0.876
Fish type 0.522 �1.29 0.196 0.807 �0.34 0.735
Price 5.736*** 3.69 0.000 1.117 0.17 0.866
Trips to source 0.998 �0.37 0.709 1.000 0.02 0.986
Coping strategy 0.586** �1.93 0.050 0.917 �0.24 0.812
Constant 0.204 �1.47 0.143 87.417 2.71 0.007

Prob > χ2 5 0.000 Prob > χ2 5 0.011
log likelihood 5 �90.070 log likelihood 5 �46.430

Note(s): Significance levels: *** 0.001 **0.05 *0.10

Figure 1.
COVID-19 coping

strategies among male
and female cross-

border fish traders

Table 5.
Logit estimates on the

likelihood of high
impact of COVID-19
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Among female CBFT, an additional family member increased the odds of being adversely
impacted by COVID-19 (p-value 5 0.033). Female CBFT with larger family sizes were more
likely to face higher impacts of COVID-19 than those with smaller family sizes, at 95%
confidence level. Female CBFT in households managed by both male and female heads were
less likely to face high impact of COVID-19 as compared to those in single-headed households
(p-value 5 0.015). This implies that female CBFT in households with shared household
management were less likely to face high impact of COVID-19, at 95% confidence level.

4.2.2 Social networks. Membership in trade associations as a proxy for social networks
significantly influenced the impact of COVID-19 among female CBFT at 90% confidence
level. Beyond apriori expectations, the odds of facing high impact of COVID-19 were higher
for female association members than for non-members.

4.2.3 Trade and market characteristics. On market effects, increases in purchase prices of
fish significantly increased the odds of high impact of COVID-19 among female CBFT
(p-value 5 0.000). Female traders who reported increased fish purchase prices were more
likely to face high impacts of COVID-19 than those who did not.

4.2.4 COVID-19 coping strategies. The number of coping strategies employed by female
CBFT significantly influenced the impact of COVID-19 at 99% confidence level. Female
CBFT adopting more coping strategies were less likely to face high impact of COVID-19.

5. Discussion
This paper presented a gendered analysis of the predictors of high impact of COVID-19, using
a case of cross-border fish traders in Zambia and Malawi. We found out that both male and
female CBFT were vulnerable to COVID-19. However, a higher proportion of female CBFT
reported facing high impact of COVID-19 thanmales. Border closures were largely associated
with the high impact of COVID-19 faced by cross-border traders. Border closures and bans
have had far-reaching effects on cross-border trade. InWest Africa, trade barriers and import
bans contributed to bribery cases and limited trade opportunities for cross-border traders
(Bensassi and Jarreau, 2019). The impact has been found severe for CBFT solely depending
on cross-border trade for their livelihoods, most of whom arewomen (Manyungwa et al., 2019;
Njiwa et al., 2012; Titeca and Kimanuka, 2012; Brenton et al., 2011; World Bank, 2011).

The logit model depicted a negative association between the number of coping strategies
employed and the high impact of COVID-19 among female traders. To continue with the
trade, female CBFT predominantly engaged in costly coping strategies such as paying bribes
and using middlemen – further eroding the profits. Male CBFT paid bribes, used
undesignated border crossing points and diversified into other businesses. Diversifying
income sources has been highlighted as a coping strategy which men, in particular, have
applied to cope with the effects of COVID-19 (Kansiime et al., 2021). Bribery has been reported
as a coping strategy to facilitate the transportation of goods during COVID-19 lockdowns
(Belton et al., 2021; Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2021). Households with diversified income, personal
savings and food sources have been found to cope better during COVID-19 (Manlosa et al.,
2021; Kansiime et al., 2021; Ragasa et al., 2021).

Contrary, other studies have found escalated use of ICT during COVID-19, for instance,
onlinemarketing andmobile money (Belton et al., 2021;Manlosa et al., 2021). In this study, use
of ICT was not a widespread coping strategy. Low ICT usage could be associated with a not-
well-developed ICT infrastructure in the study areas, for instance, the poor network
connectivity.

Contrary to apriori expectations, membership in trade associations increased the odds of
high impact of COVID-19 among female CBFT. In the study areas, trade associations have
played a key role in facilitating cross-border fish trade in the pre-COVID period, including
offering support in fishmarketing and credit.Women form themajority of themembers of the
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associations. During COVID-19, the operations of the trade associations were adversely
affected, resulting in limited or no operations. At the time of the interviews, operations of the
main trade association at Luangwa were halted. Suspended trade associations’ operations
could explain why the members of the associations were more likely to be impacted by
COVID-19. Contrary findings have been reported in other studies where members of trade
associations and network groups have benefited in exploring new markets via the
associations during COVID-19 (Bassett et al., 2021; Bennett et al., 2020). Savings and credit
groups have also been found important in household access to loans for consumption
smoothing during COVID-19 (Kansiime et al., 2021).

Purchase price sensitivities among female CBFTwere reported. Female traders weremore
likely to be adversely impacted by COVID-19 with increases in the purchase price of fish.
COVID-19 has been associated with temporal fluctuation in retail fish prices (Belton et al.,
2021), affecting traders’ profit margins. Studies show female traders to exhibit low price
negotiation power (Rijkers and Costa, 2012), which could explain the findings. Similarly, the
increased cost of operations due to bribery and the use ofmiddlemen reported bymost female
traders in this study renders them increasingly sensitive to price increases.

This study predicted a negative association between years of experience in cross-border
trade and the high impact of COVID-19 among male traders. This negative association could
be attributed to accumulated skills, assets and resources over time among the more
experienced traders, providing a buffer from adverse impact of COVID-19. Similarly,
educated male traders were negatively associated with high impact of COVID-19. Studies
focusing on the impacts of COVID-19 have reported similar results. Adams-Prassl et al. (2020)
found that more educated workers faced a higher likelihood of job loss due to COVID-19.

Male traders from Malawi were more likely to be impacted by COVID-19 than those from
Zambia. In Malawi, lockdowns and restricted movement were more severe than in Zambia.
The government of Malawi similarly imposed restrictions on movements across districts.
Other studies have reported country heterogeneity due to differences in severity of
containment measures and COVID-19 infection rates across the countries (Dang and Nguyen,
2021; Adams-Prassl et al., 2020). At the time of the interviews, some male CBFT reported
having sent their female spouses to source and sell fish across the border due to increased
physical harassment and violence against men. Some male CBFT had been reported to be
killed by police enforcing COVID-19 mitigation measures. The increased physical
harassment by the police and increased violence against men during the COVID-19 period
could have plausible effects on the findings.

The logit model predicted a positive association between family sizes and high impact of
COVID-19 among female CBFT. This is plausible as larger family sizes reflect an increased
burden with regard to both managing household chores and livelihood provision. School
closures have resulted in an increased need for taking care of the children, which has further
increased the time allocated for household chores and care needs (Ragasa et al., 2021; Alon
et al., 2020). This may have huge implications for CBFT who must be away from home for a
period of time engaging in the trade. In Myanmar, female farmers were more likely to report
increased workload related to household chores and care during COVID-19 (Ragasa et al.,
2021). Larger family sizes similarly imply the need for higher income for livelihood provision,
which can be constraining in the wake of income erosion due to COVID-19. A study in
Ethiopia showed that larger family sizes were associated with low participation in non-farm
enterprises among women (Rijkers and Costa, 2012).

Female CBFT in households managed by both male and female heads were less likely to
face high impacts of COVID-19, owing to possibly two income streams. Similarly, our data
shows that a proportion of female CBFT sourced capital from the male spouses to finance the
cross-border trade. Therefore, the important role of family members in financing businesses
could explain the results (Chua et al., 2011; Gill et al., 2018). In cases where the female trader is
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from a household solely managed by a male head, low stakes in decision-making and agency
could hinder business continuity in the wake of COVID-19 impacts (Banerjee et al., 2020;
Garc�ıa et al., 2021).

6. Conclusion and recommendations
Using logistic regressions, this paper analyses predictors of high impact of COVID-19 among
female and male cross-border fish traders in Zambia and Malawi. The findings show
heterogeneous effects of geographical, skills, knowledge and household factors in influencing
high impact of COVID-19 on cross-border trade. Educated and experiencedmale traderswere less
likely to face high impact of COVID-19. Male traders from Malawi were more likely to face high
impact of COVID-19 than those from Zambia. In contrast, female traders with larger family sizes
and fromhouseholdsmanagedbysingle-headsweremore likely to face high impact of COVID-19.
Increased purchase prices were associated with high impact of COVID-19 among female traders.
Surprisingly, members of trade associations were more likely to face high impact of COVID-19.

Male and female cross-border fish traders faced trade disruptions from COVID-19
containment measures, especially border closures. The traders engaged in costly and risky
coping strategies like bribery, using middlemen and undesignated crossing points to
continue with their business. Therefore, there is a need for favorable policy interventions in
facilitating border crossing among cross-border traders, for instance, categorizing them as
’essential services’. This will greatly minimize women’s vulnerability as they form the
majority of cross-border fish traders and have less diversified income opportunities.

The need for empowering small-scale trade associations to cope with shocks like
COVID-19 has been highlighted in this study. Due to disruptions in the operations of trade
groups and associations, members received less support than usual andwere, therefore, more
likely to face high impact of COVID-19. Capacity building and financial empowerment of the
associations could provide a pathway to offering a buffer to their members during a crisis.

This study similarly identifies the effects of household composition and structure on the
impact of COVID-19. We recommend further in-depth qualitative studies to unpack the
gender norms relating to cross-border trade and the impacts of COVID-19. This study’s
findings can inform policy discourse in similar regional contexts, including cross-border
trade in other perishable items besides fish. Further research could delve into the actual
income losses of small-scale trade due to COVID-19. In conclusion, this study offers an
understanding of the gendered influences on the impact of COVID-19 among cross-border
fish traders in Zambia and Malawi.
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