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A B S T R A C T   

Over the years, the Ugandan government had been promoting agricultural commercialization to become a 
middle-income economy by 2020. In 2012, the president remarked that if all the 40 million acres of arable land 
were put to full potential, everyone would be richer. Sugarcane commercialization, in the form of contract 
farming, has been praised as one of the preferred instruments to promote it, leading to the emergence of large 
and medium sugar corporations in Uganda’s countryside. The study aims to provide insights into the commer
cialization process of smallholder agriculture through sugarcane contract farming (CF) and the implications on 
land rights, labor relations, and rural livelihoods, taking Uganda’s Bunyoro sub-region as a case. To achieve this 
objective, the study used a qualitative approach and carried out in-depth interviews with a total of 75 partici
pants who were directly affected by the actions of the sugar production and or participated in the CF scheme (as 
outgrowers) as well as factory officials. The findings highlight that the wave of CF schemes around sugar, which 
was engineered by a convergence of power and interest between the Ugandan state and Indian capital in
vestments, adversely integrates rural farmers into sugar commodity production networks amidst unequal 
contractual relations, expanding agro-extractivist search for cheap land and labor rather than bringing inclusive 
rural development.   

1. Introduction 

Recent decades have witnessed a rise in land disposition in sub
–Saharan Africa in the form of smallholder commercialization and land 
commodification (Jayne et al., 2021) and contract farming (Vicol, 
2017). Contract farming (CF), which is considered an alternative form to 
large-scale land acquisition, has become an essential tool to promote 
state-sponsored commercialization endeavors in many African coun
tries. However, whether such transformation has achieved the intended 
development goals remains inconclusive and context dependent. One 
strand of the literature considers CF as an innovative approach to 
enhancing household incomes (Bellemare, 2012; Herrmann and Grote, 
2015; Otsuka et al., 2016), reducing market uncertainty (Bellemare 
et al., 2022; Masakure and Henson, 2005), and spearheading rural 
economic growth (Barrett 2008, Barrett et al., 2006). However, the 
other strand of the literature takes a political economy perspective to 

argue that CF is an indirect form of land dispossession that will ulti
mately lead to unequal power relations, give unfair advantages to 
agribusiness firms and leave smallholder farmers to indebtedness and 
lose autonomy over their land (Martiniello and Azambuja, 2019; Oli
veira et al., 2020; Väth et al., 2019; Vicol, 2017). Therefore, CF is viewed 
as a seemingly inclusive model but rather as another form of land 
dispossession and a mechanism to change land use and labor relations 
(Little and Watts, 1994; Oliveira et al., 2020; Oya, 2012; Porter and 
Phillips-Howard, 1997). Due to such mixed views, there are calls for 
more comprehensive data to gain insights into the role of CF in 
improving welfare and rural economies (Bellemare and Bloem, 2018; 
Meemken and Bellemare, 2019). Furthermore, CF has received renewed 
attention because of its implications for sustainability, land rights, labor 
relations, and rural livelihoods (Väth et al., 2019). Several studies have 
paid attention to the spread of CF schemes in sugarcane production 
controlled by corporate agribusinesses in sub–Saharan Africa (Dubb 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail addresses: idb01@mail.aub.edu, bahabris@gmail.com, IBahati@hsrc.ac.za (I. Bahati), giuliano.martiniello@uir.ac.ma, gm43@aub.edu.lb (G. Martiniello), 

gumataw.abebe@dal.ca (G.K. Abebe).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Land Use Policy 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/landusepol 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2022.106326 
Received 10 November 2021; Received in revised form 17 July 2022; Accepted 20 August 2022   

mailto:idb01@mail.aub.edu
mailto:bahabris@gmail.com
mailto:IBahati@hsrc.ac.za
mailto:giuliano.martiniello@uir.ac.ma
mailto:gm43@aub.edu.lb
mailto:gumataw.abebe@dal.ca
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02648377
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/landusepol
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2022.106326
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2022.106326
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2022.106326
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.landusepol.2022.106326&domain=pdf


Land Use Policy 122 (2022) 106326

2

et al., 2017; Smalley, 2013). For example, in southern Africa, cane 
production grew by 80% in 20 years (Dubb et al., 2017). Much of this 
growth is attributed to the policy and political support from donors and 
governments. In sub-Saharan Africa, sugarcane production at commer
cial level is primarily carried out by large companies through ‘plantation 
estates’ and a combined ‘plantation estate and CF’ model (Sulle and 
Dancer, 2019). 

This research focuses on sugarcane CF in Uganda. Sugarcane is one of 
the high-priority commodities that continues to attract large agricultural 
investments and is a policy instrument in Uganda to promote small
holder commercialization (Martiniello, 2021a, 2021b and, 2021c; 
Martiniello and Azambuja, 2019). Sugarcane production recorded a 
steady growth (20% per annum) for the last decade; currently, 50% of 
sugarcane supply is covered through CF schemes (Martiniello and 
Azambuja, 2019). Sugar commercialization is one of the pioneering 
successes of the current regime, where, in 2017, the president said that, 
since 1986, the country has increased from producing “500 metric 
tonnes” to “480,000 metric tonnes”, not only moving the country to an 
“island of modernity but has greatly expanded it.”(Museveni, 2018). The 
sugar boom in Uganda is also tied to the 1987 neoliberal adjustment 
programs enforced by World Bank to “eradicate state’s involvement in 
land and agricultural markets by devaluing currency, abolishing fixed 
prices, removing fertilizer subsidies, reducing export crops taxes, and 
disbanding cooperatives and parastatals to allow for private initiative 
and competitive trading in rural areas” (Martiniello, 2019, p. 560). 
Rural farmers in Uganda are often blamed for the low agricultural yields 
and lack of market integration (Martiniello, 2015). Therefore, the so
lution, according to the Ugandan president, is that “if the 40 million 
acres of land of Uganda are suitable for arable farming are put to their 
full potential, there will be a revolution in this country…everybody will 
be richer" (p. 3). Indeed, Uganda is not a single case where the gov
ernment is responsible for the sugar boom and its agro-extractivism. In 
most African countries, the state has been instrumental in securing large 
estate deals for its land accumulation (Chinsinga, 2017) and sugar re
mains one of the heavily protected commodities (Richardson, 2015). 
This partly explains why in the last two decades or so, more than $3bn 
was earmarked for investment in sugar production industries in south
ern Africa’s poorest countries in light of increased international demand 
to produce sugar and ethanol for export (Richardson, 2010a,b). Sugar 
production and its agro-industrial relations in Africa thus are now part of 
the global corporate food regime, legitimized by arguments about food 
self-sufficiency and international trade (McMichael, 2005). 

Against this background, the study aims to provide insights into the 
commercialization process of smallholder agriculture through sugar
cane CF and the implications on land rights, labor relations, and rural 
livelihoods in the Bunyoro sub-region of Uganda. More specifically, it 
analyzes the extent to which the establishment of a new agro-industrial 
complex and the maintenance of CF schemes altered land rights, labor 
provision, and other socioeconomic relations. The findings presented in 
this paper are drawn from case study fieldwork research in the villages 
of Kijayo, Kiswaza, and Kikuuba, in the Kiziranfumbi sub-county, in the 
district of Kikuube. In this research, we will use the political economy of 
agrarian change framework proposed by Bernstein (Bernstein, 2010) to 
explore the questions: (1) who owns what (about land and property 
rights that are transformed into a commodity for production), (2) who 
does what (social division of labor), and (3) who gets what (fruits of 
labor in terms of income and profits) (p.22–23) in the context of sug
arcane CF in Bunyoro subregion. Answering the above questions allows 
us to gain insights into how the commercialization process via CF is 
leading to a commodification of subsistence (farming, land), 
agriculture-industry relations, and depeasantization (Bernstein, 2010) 
in the study context. The study intends to shed more light on key 
questions: how have rural livelihoods shifted due to the existence of 
Hoima Sugar Limited, and how has that altered land and labor relations 
for both the dispossessed people of Kijayo and smallholder outgrowers 
involved in sugar production? What have been the socio-economic 

implications of establishing a sugar factory in those villages, and what 
does that tell us about contract sugar agribusiness as the advocated 
model of inclusive development? 

The remaining part of the paper is structured as follows. The next 
section presents an extensive literature review. It provides a historical 
construction of sugarcane production in sub-Saharan Africa, in general, 
and Uganda, in particular, across times and the implications it may have 
on the renewed interest and the mechanism in which states and corpo
rate agribusiness firms have implemented large-scale land acquisition 
and CF schemes to gain access to local resources (such as land, water, 
labor, and other inputs). Section three provides an overview of Hoima 
Sugar Limited, how commercial sugar production started in the study 
area, and the research approach. The findings will be presented and 
discussed in Section four and Section five concludes. 

2. Review of relevant literature 

2.1. Global trends in sugar production 

Historically, the expansion of sugar commercialization has influ
enced massive demographic forces in world history. Mintz (1985) argues 
that “because of it, literary millions of enslaved Africans reached a New 
World…and sugar still moves people about the Caribbean” (p. 71). In 
contemporary times, despite sugar being blamed for causing diverse 
human-related diseases such as obesity (Paarlberg, 2010), tooth decay, 
and other major illnesses (Richardson, 2015; Taube, 2016), its produc
tion and demand continue to rise globally. 

In sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Africa leads in the production quan
tity of sugarcane (37,930,207 tonnes), followed by southern Africa 
(23,919,469 tonnes), compared to Northern Africa (20,898,485 tonnes) 
and Western Africa (7,206,449 tonnes) (see Fig. 1a). However, when it 
comes to country specifics in Southern and East Africa, South Africa 
leads in sugarcane production (18,220,000 tonnes), followed by Kenya 
(6,799,923 tonnes), Uganda (5,778,187 tonnes), Tanzania (3,619,570 
tonnes), Zimbabwe (3,589,936 tonnes), and Malawi (3,058,500 tonnes) 
(FAOSTAT, 2022, accessed 20-06-2022). South Africa’s domestic supply 
quantity of sugar cane is 19,482 tonnes while Uganda is leading in East 
Africa by 5500 tonnes when compared to Kenya (4606 tonnes) Tanzania 
(3589 tonnes) and Rwanda (115 tonnes) (see Fig. 1b). 

From Fig. 1, we can see that the exponential increase in sugarcane 
production and supply since the 1990’s (except for South Africa) is tied 
to the trade liberalization and large-scale agricultural commercializa
tion (in processing, packaging, agricultural finance, etc.) and the spread 
of the international food regime (Martiniello, 2016, p.2). It is also 
collated with the fact that countries in Eastern and Southern Africa are 
among the states with high per capita consumption of sugarcane and 
thus attracting foreign investors to localize investments in countries 
with abundant land, cheap labor, high prices, and consumption of sugar 
cane (Martiniello, 2016). In these two regions, sugarcane has been 
increasingly used as flexi-crop to produce ethanol and biofuels 
(Richardson, 2010a,b) In Uganda, sugarcane production has gained 
momentum due to the crop’s multiple end uses, rising sugar prices, 
global demand, and through national programs of poverty alleviation 
(Martiniello, 2020, p. 356) as well as the current regime’s strong 
advocation for biofuels (Zoomers et al., 2012). 

2.2. Sugarcane contract farming and the question of livelihoods in 
Southern and Eastern Africa 

Sugarcane CF initiatives, under the model of nucleus estate plus 
outgrower schemes, have permeated Eastern and Southern Africa rural 
settings in the last couple of decades (Hall, 2011), and are increasingly 
tied to the expansion of the global value chain paradigm of commercial 
agriculture in which sugar CF is seen to be “bringing developmental and 
societal benefits to countries that cultivate it” (Martiniello and Azam
buja, 2019). In places like Mazabuka district in Zambia, outgrowers are 
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not involved in sugar production but contract their land to sugar com
panies that partake in production on their behalf, supported by Euro
pean Union funds (Matenga, 2017) (p. 551). The rise of sugar production 
in sub-Saharan Africa is tied to favorable subtropical climates and the 
vast amount of land, with an estimated six million hectares for sugar
cane production in southern Africa alone (Martiniello and Azambuja, 
2019, 215). According to Adams et al. (2019), the new modalities of 
sugarcane cultivation contributed to new forms of dependencies on 
sugar mills in Malawi. In Tanzania, Martiniello (2016) interprets 
farmers’ integration within the circuits of sugarcane production as a 

process of adverse incorporation as weak rings (Martiniello, 2016). In 
Southern Africa, CF scheme is used as a livelihood strategy for the 
growing number of small-scale producers (Dubb et al., 2017). The forms 
of labor that exist in most outgrower schemes are often migrant, sea
sonal workers who are poorly paid, working under poor health and 
safety and employment conditions, leading to significant negative 
health impact (Dubb et al., 2017, p. 466). CF schemes are transformed 
into more “marketized, industrialized approaches, with intensified 
mechanization and labor specialization’ …(and) ‘domestic government’ 
arrangements in outsourced, outgrower areas, where resident labor, 

Fig. 1. Overview of total sugarcane production (a) and domestic supply (b) in selected sub-Saharan countries. 
Source: FAOSTAT (2022) (accessed 20/06/2022). 
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sometimes in old compounds, is employed” (Dubb et al., 2017, p. 
466–467). 

There are complexities on how livelihoods have been shaped due to 
social relations of sugar. From a developmental policy perspective, sugar 
CF in sub-Saharan Africa “is seen as part of the generation of an inclusive 
business model that combines the advantages of large-scale farming 
with opportunities of smallholder farmers, and are often promoted as an 
alternative to the more conventional business approach, which is often 
associated with ‘land grabbing’ in Africa” (Sulle, 2017) (p. 519). Sugar 
production is usually heavily subsidized in sugar-producing economies 
like Uganda, Kenya, South Africa, Malawi, and Tanzania. Sugarcane 
farming promotes a legacy of monocultural agriculture dependent on 
amassing huge chunks of land, which in a highly stratified society, lies in 
the hands of few individuals (DeWitt, 1989). Sugar farms are often 
turned into agricultural corridors or demonstration fields for state cap
italism through the implementation of agricultural projects with foreign 
funds (Gonçalves, 2020). Thus, ‘the state is virtually the only route [to 
sugar commercialization] through which successful and sustained 
accumulation is possible; therefore, having links to government con
tracts, investments and schemes are essential ” (Chinsinga, 2017) (p. 
502). The state cojoined with sugar firms and hence act as gatekeepers 
working within the mandate of a bureaucratic structure that is insured 
by regime alliances, creating other beneficial relationships such as easy 
access to land, water, local markets, cheap labor supply, inputs, and 
wider national markets (Dubb et al., 2017). 

Given that agricultural production is a highly gendered process 
(Agarwal, 1997), sugarcane cultivation through the estate model 
contributed to shifting the supply of rural labor, especially among men 
and women who do not have land or other assets (Sulle and Dancer, 
2019). Just like other cash crops such as tea and coffee, women who 
engage in sugar schemes do so under the direction of “female farming 
systems,” accessing land via customary land tenure systems (Whitehead 
and Tsikata, 2003), coupled with responsibility for food production for 
the household (Razavi and Miller, 1995, see also Hyder et al., 2005). 
Joining these contract schemes depends on access to land and credit, 
which most women in sub-Saharan countries do not have (Hyder et al., 
2005). Women who do so use land accessed through their familial re
lations (mainly from their husbands), often classified as customary land, 
which is also policed by patriarchy. These barriers in the African rural 
can be located back in the colonial times where the male gender was 
privileged in taking up ‘modern’ cash-cropping economy while the fe
male gender continued to be sectioned in the provision of ‘traditional’ 
subsistence agriculture” ( Razavi and Miller, 1995, p. 4). Malawi, for 
example, partly explains why feminization of labor in sugar plantations 
exists in many outgrower families where women’s productive work in 
sugar fields is seen as part of household production relations (Adams 
et al., 2019). However, in the case of Zambia, a study found that in 
married sugarcane-growing households, both men and women enjoyed 
increased economic stability and improvements in family diets 
(Richardson, 2010a,b); however, gender inequalities within the house
hold were unchanged by the institutional arrangements of the com
pany’s commercial outgrower model (Sulle and Dancer, 2019, p. 6). In 
Mozambique, the gendered division of labor provision results in women 
occupying the lowest-paid positions like irrigation and general field
work compared to men who fill top management jobs; men’s work such 
as cane-cutting are highly renumerated (Lazzarini, 2017, p. 614). But 
women were also preferred for being less troublesome (to cause strikes) 
and more accommodative than men (Lazzarini, 2017). Such are similar 
examples in Zambia and Tanzania, where hard labor on cane fields, such 
as cane cutting, is a masculine job while other field labor like weeding is 
associated with women or older men and is paid less (Sulle and Dancer, 
2019, p. 7). Therefore, gender dynamics within the sugar production 
may vary depending on labor-pay negotiations and the different roles 
women or men play, which are determined by socioeconomic, cultural, 
and political ideologies in the operationalization of the sugar mill and 
outgrower schemes. 

2.3. Conceptual framework 

Fig. 2 conceptualizes the present study. It shows how external factors 
(such as globalization, international trade, and policies related to 
foreign direct investment and economic liberalization) and internal 
factors, such as the desire to transform farming from subsistence to 
commercial and investment in infrastructure, trigger agricultural 
commercialization directly, such as through large-scale land acquisi
tions, and indirectly, such as through CF schemes, and how this may 
impact land rights, labor relations, and rural livelihoods. 

In engaging in the policy and academic debate over the socio- 
economic effects of sugarcane commercialization, and its alleged ca
pacities to bring inclusive rural development, the study draws from in
sights from Marxist and Feminist agrarian political economy. In line 
with Watts (1994), this paper frames agricultural commercialization in 
general and contract farming in particular as modes of agro-industrial 
outsourcing, agricultural restructuring, and capital penetration in the 
countryside. In doing so, it understands these contract farming schemes 
as embedded within classical agrarian questions of property systems, 
labor regimes, profit (Bernstein, 2010), and social reproduction (Razavi, 
2013; Ossome, 2014). It investigates how large-scale sugarcane culti
vation, under the model of nucleus estates and outgrowers scheme, af
fects the pre-existing modes of land control, access, and use in the 
affected communities, re-affirming the necessity of grappling with 
shifting land-based social relations in which CF schemes are embedded 
and the relevance of land questions (see Mafeje, 2003; Moyo, 2009) in 
understanding the class (Bernstein, 2010) and gendered (Kerr, 2017) 
dynamics of agrarian change. Moreover, dealing with how workers and 
farmers are drawn into contractual relations with sugar agribusiness 
companies, the paper points to a significant imbalance in power re
lations which paves the way to relations of exploitation and domination 
against the mainstream vulgata of contracts as binding agreements be
tween equal parts. It further delves into the effects on patterns of labor 
mobilization, showing a mix of formal and informal, wage and 
non-wage, salaried and family labor forms which co-exist within these 
schemes. It also highlights the segmented and gendered character of the 
workforce social hierarchy while simultaneously pointing out the key 
role played by unpaid women labor in the social reproduction of the 
smallholders and workers households. Last but not least, the paper 
provides a glimpse into the socio-reproductive crises of rural households 
bridled within the circuits of sugarcane contracts through the qualitative 
prism of perceived food insecurity (Moyo, 2009; Kerr, 2017). 

2.4. Sugar politics in Uganda 

The history of sugar in Uganda dates to the early 1920s, when the 
boost for sugar production was tied to the colonial enterprise’s attempts 
to establish “white settlers’ large-scale plantations and estates, and/or 
impose the cultivation of tropical cash-crops that suited European 
markets along African (prevalently) subsistence-oriented smallholders” 
(Martiniello, 2016, p. 1). This imposed (among other things) a process of 
extracting cheap labor for cheap material production (Mamdani, 1987, 
p. 192) as part of colonial ‘economic empire building’ (Mwanika et al., 
2021, p. 10-16). Kasozi (1994, p. 34) denote that “Uganda was devel
oped to produce primary products, especially cash crops like cotton, 
coffee, sugar, rubber and tea, and, in turn, to import manufactured 
products. Any attempt at Ugandan industrialization, which would lead 
to competition with the mother country (England) was discouraged.” In 
eastern Uganda for example, sugarcane plantation projects as intro
duced in the 1920s by the colonial administrators, “were flawed, with 
structural deficiencies and suboptimal outcomes” that were largely 
ideological “in the sense that it perpetuated the capitalist agenda of 
exploiting native labor and land resources for large-scale farming” 
(Mwanika et al., 2021, p. 10-16). 

Today, sugar CF schemes around the country, which government 
sees as part of a broader agricultural modernization strategy capable of 
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providing avenues to inclusive development, are used to “foster links 
between agribusiness and farmers and integrate them into the global 
commodity chains” (Martiniello, 2017, p.2). Since gaining indepen
dence in 1964, the management of sugar production relations was 
transferred from the colonial to the newly crafted Ugandan state in a 
new power alliance with Indian private capital. The Indian capital has its 
origins in colonialism, with Lord Salisbury in 1875 serving as the Sec
retary of Indian State “making arrangements with the government of 
Ugandan Protectorate where emigration of Indians was encouraged to 
serve the imperial designs of Britain’ (Kumar, 2006, p. 936). The above 
relationship has matriculated into the Ugandan state and Indian private 
investors, where the largest sugar mills, such as Kakira Sugar Works, 
uses other Indian companies such Praj Industries for ethanol-producing 
projects (Martiniello et al., 2021) and encourages the immigration of 
Indian labor in the management of sugar companies and CF schemes. 
Among the list of sugar manufacturers in Uganda are the “Large scale 
manufactures” Kakira and Kinyara Sugar Works, which operate na
tionally and regionally, and “Small sugar manufactures” such as Amuru 
Sugar Works Limited, in Amuru District, and Hoima Sugar Limited, in 
Kikuube district (www.nyongesasande.com). In Eastern Uganda, espe
cially in the Busoga region, sugar CF “has been successful in ensuring 
large quantities of sugar produced in the longstanding historical plan
tations” (Martiniello, 2021a, 2021b and, 2021c, p. 5), but the same 
cannot be said in Northern and Southwestern part of the country where 
this replicative model is met with resistance, especially by those affected 
in these schemes). The case of Hoima Sugar Limited, for instance, is seen 
as another Ugandan sugarcane expansive frontier ‘with implications 
including land grabbing, internal displacement, and unequal economic 
relations with outgrowers’ (Martiniello, 2021a, 2021b and, 2021c, p. 
15). Similar experiences can be related to outgrowers within the Busoga 
region, where the majority of the outgrowers struggle to remain in the 
sector, marginalized through uneven competition that is destroying 
traditional livelihood strategies and local natural ecosystems (Marti
niello, 2021a, 2021b and, 2021c), leaving it to be one of the poorest 
regions in Uganda. It retells what Adams et al. (2019) see as turning 
smallholder farmers into quasi-employees on their lands while handouts 
in the form of loans hide a new form of land grabbing (p.1437). In 
Tanzania, such forms of slow land grabbing pass through an unconscious 
process where sugar companies prey on farmers who need quick cash to 
sell their land bit by bit (Adams et al., 2019). In Atiak’s Amuru district, 
in Northern Uganda, the failure to produce any sugar by Amuru Sugar 
works since 2008 due to community resistance portrays the expansionist 
failure policy of the Kakira model by the Madhvani Group of Companies 
with the support of the Ugandan government (Martiniello et al., 2021, 
p.11). Underneath such resistance lies the undermining and exploitation 
of customary land tenure systems by the government and sugar com
panies, sometimes leading to the use of military enforcement to oversee 
the start of sugar projects in the communities of Kololo, Lakanga, and 
Kiziranfumbi (Martiniello, 2021a, 2021b and, 2021c, p. 12). 

The Ugandan government is heavily invested in expanding sugar 
firms around the country as part of its inclusive model of (rural) 
development. The Ministry of Tourism, Trade and Industry outlines in its 
National Sugar Policy that sugar production “provides over 20,000 and 
50,000 direct employments’ to Ugandans (Ministry of Tourism, Trade 
and Industry, 2010, p. 1). This is part of an interventionist program on 
‘poverty eradication and prosperity for all Ugandans,’ anticipating to 
increase the total cane supply by more than 50% from existing out
growers to major sugar factories (Martiniello, 2021a, 2021b and, 
2021c). But the Ugandan government does not have complete control 
over sugar prices. In 2017, for instance, sugar prices surged from 
“Ushs3500 ($0.9) to Ush8500 ($2) in May 2017’ leading ‘the Uganda 
Sugar Manufacturers association to blame the government’s failure to 
organize the sugar factories to meet the overall sugar supply and de
mand, which made sugar too expensive for many households; by then, 
Kenya had already imported 130,000 tonnes, leading to oversupply in 
the market (Asiimwe, 2018). Due to the East African Community (EAC) 
agreements, countries with shortages may seek a waiver to import sugar 
duty-free from any neighboring country. As it appeals, ‘Uganda is the 
only EAC country with a domestic surplus, just over 100,000 tonnes, 
while Kenya [in 2017] produced 327,000 tonnes of sugar versus demand 
of 870,000 tonnes. On the other hand, Tanzania and Rwanda had 
shortages of 200,000 tonnes and 70,000 tonnes, respectively (Asiimwe, 
2018). Also, due to the conflict in DRC and South Sudan, most East 
African countries rely on the Ugandan market, which can sometimes 
cause a glut. Such regulatory failures may breed monopolistic ten
dencies where sugar mills/factories end up dictating the terms of cane 
production and sugar price-fixing at their own will. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. The study context 

This study took place in Kiswaza, Kikuuba and Kijayo villages in the 
Kiziranfumbi sub-county in a newly created district of Kikuube that was 
cut off from Hoima district through the government district decentral
ization plans in early July 2018. It takes around 30–45 min to drive from 
Hoima town to reach Kiziranfumbi and approximately 20 min on a 
motorcycle (boda-boda) to reach Kiswaza, which is the helm seat of 
Hoima Sugar Limited plant and its Outgrowers department office. Kis
waza and Kijayo are key sites of observation for this research because of 
their continuous appearance in the Ugandan media, often attracting 
nationwide legal and political attention to the activities of the sugar 
industry in the Bunyoro sub-region. In Kijayo village, for example, it was 
reported in The Observer that “In 2013, Hoima Sugar Limited evicted 
about 4000 locals from 1300 acres…to pave way for the sugar planta
tion” thus triggering ‘at least 398 households’ to file a case at the High 
Court in Hoima ‘seeking compensation and payment for malicious 
damages to property during eviction” (Twaha, 2017). Kijayo’s history of 

Fig. 2. Conceptual framework.  
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eviction and land dispossession, acute poverty and life in internally 
displaced camps goes hand in hand with Kiswaza’s portray of village 
urbanization, infrastructure development, and increased social services 
like schools, hospitals, and private clinics with increasing workers 
flourishing in the region, filled with loads of tracks of sugar and rising 
dust over the area, local shops, bars and food joints (Jjingo, 2020). These 
seemingly disjointed socio-economic dynamics represent two sides of 
the same coin, two inter-related faces of a unique process of uneven 
spatial and economic development: a process of simultaneous produc
tion of poverty and wealth, rural development and underdevelopment. 

This research focuses on Hoima Sugar Limited, known as ‘Hoima 
Sugar,’ which produces ‘light brown sugar’ with a production capacity 
of 1500 metric tonnes daily. The sugar company was launched by the 
Ugandan president (Y.K. Museveni) in May 2016, using it as a platform 
to promote his government for making avenues of ‘job creation’ (Kiva
bulaya, 2016). He used this chance to remind local dwellers that ‘his 
government has created an enabling environment to attract such in
vestors who have not only boosted the economy but also provided 
employment to Ugandans,’ a palatable switch from ‘domestic farming’ 
to the ‘time for modern farming.’1 The factory had signed up 450 out
growers in May 2016 and by 2020, that number was confirmed by 
Hoima Sugar Ltd to exponentially grow to “about 3500 outgrowers 
covering 163 villages in Kikuube and Hoima districts” (Jjingo, 2020). 
Hoima Sugar Ltd is a medium-sized sugar company owned by Rai 
Holdings, which is a ‘family-owned group with 70% shareholding in 
Kinyara Sugar Works in neighboring Masindi District and owns West 
Kenya Sugar Limited, and Sukari industries, both in Kenya’ (Sande, 
2022). Their initial start was in tea and coffee farming on farmlands 
acquired from the colonial Belgians leaving DRC in 1963 (see PEAa
frinisights). By the time it had opened in 2016, the company had a 
minimum of 4000 acres of land, with speculations that it has increased 
today (The Independent, 2022). Besides, the sugar company also ac
cesses around 8000 ha from contracted outgrowers who produce 65% of 
the sugarcane processed by the company, as reported in 2020 (Jjingo, 
2020). It is also the only sugar company and miller in the region, giving 
it an added advantage to exercise for monopsony (Fig. 3). 

3.2. Research approach and selection of participants 

This research applied a qualitative approach and was conducted in 
the Kikuube district from August to September 2019. A case study 
method was adopted since it helps investigate a contemporary phe
nomenon within its real-life context when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not evident and multiple sources of evi
dence are used (Yin, 1994). Case studies allow the researcher(s) to use 
multiple sources of evidence that include theorizing, pattern-marching, 
replication of logic, and thematic analysis when dealing with multiple 
cases or data (Yin, 1994, p. 285). The study used key informant in
terviews and focus group discussions with affected people of Kijayo, the 
factory workers, and outgrowers in Kiswaza and Kikuuba villages. In 
selecting the participants of the study, a purposive sampling strategy 
was followed whereby respondents were either directly affected by the 
actions of the sugar production (Kijayo village) or were outgrowers or 
factory officials. The study involved 75 participants, which was a large 
sample size despite being a qualitative study due to the complexity of 
this topic. In addition, we conducted four focus group discussions, two 
being with outgrowers. The key informant interviews included com
munity elders and leader, outgrowers (women and men), factory em
ployees (including top outgrowers manager who is an Indian, other local 

staff in production, human resources, and field staff) and external con
tracted laborer’s (such as cane cutters, cleaners and truck drivers).  
Table 1 provides a summary of the study participants. 

Of the 75 participants, 35 were from Kijayo village (14 were 
women). The factory employees interviewed for this study were 13, and 
only one participant was female. These included managers, supervisors, 
office workers, contractors (only two males), and other youths involved 
in manual labor within the sugar estate. The rest of the participants (27) 
were sugar outgrowers who have direct contracts with Hoima Sugar 
Limited to produce sugarcane for the company, and of these 27 partic
ipants, only four were women. The low participation of women is 
because sugar is a highly gendered crop (see Adams et al., 2019 on 
gendered dynamics of sugar in Malawi), and women’s access to re
sources such as land is limited through patriarchal lineage (all four fe
male outgrowers were widows). The median age range of the 
outgrowers was 40–46 years, while those who worked for the sugar 
company were 28–30 years old. The participants in Kijayo included a 
mixture of youth in their late twenties, women and men in their forties, 
and a few older people in their sixties. Also, except for a few factory 
workers in management positions with post-secondary education 
(diploma or degree), most participants did not complete primary edu
cation, especially the outgrowers and the manual laborers in the sugar 
estate. In fact, only two male outgrowers, aged 46 and 27, had a bach
elor’s degree in commerce and a diploma in education, respectively. 
Among the people of Kijayo, few participants were educated and had 
post-secondary education. 

4. Research findings 

4.1. Land dispossession and contested land rights in Kijayo village 

The case of Kijayo provides a controversial background story of how 
Hoima Sugar Limited came into existence, filled with violations of 
existing customary land rights and state violence. From 2011 to 2014, 
the sugar company, with the help of the military police, dispossessed 
around 398 households and more than 4000 locals in Kijayo village who 
were known to have been evited from 1300 acres of land (Key In
terviews, Kijayo camp, 08/09/2019, S (Albertine Watchdog, 2019; 
Twaha, 2017). According to responses from key interviews, land access 
was through communal and customary land relations, which Prince 
Herbert Rwakisaza Kimera (of Bunyoro kingdom) exploited to sell off 
the land to Hoima Sugar Limited, leaving the local people without any 
form of safety net. In 2017, these conflicts and a process of land 
dispossession led to national intervention through the Uganda Com
mission for Inquiry into land matters which was broadcasted live on 
local media channels (NTVUganda 06/09/2017). Locals were supposed 
to be compensated by the sugar factory, but they were not (Key in
terviews, Kijayo camp, 09/08/2019). The process of land dispossession 
gradually started in 2011–2014 “when 30th of March 2014 when Prince 
Kimera would finally sell the land (on a leasehold for 99 years) to Hoima 
Sugar Limited for a sum of around $299576,48” (Court Files, attained 
from Kijayo leaders, 09/08/2019). Kijayo camp leaders showed us court 
files laying claim to around $21 million in compensation for 394 dam
ages forcefully evicted out of 1300 ha of land (Key interviews, Kijayo 
camp, 09/08/2019). At the time of the study, the sugar company’s only 
comment was that such matters were being resolved through legal 
means (Key interviews, Kiswaza, 05/08/2019). 

Furthermore, in 2020, Hoima Sugar Limited appeared in local and 
international news for claiming to “further annex 900 ha of Bugoma 
Forest Reserve of Bunyoro Kingdom, under National Forestry Authority, 
home to major chimpanzee populations and a growing tourism desti
nation” (Martiniello et al., 2021, p. 15). This has resulted in “a struggle 
among Hoima Sugar, Bunyoro traditional leadership, conservationists, 
and the National Forestry Authority, each promoting different versions 
of development and staking contradictory claims to the land based upon 
law and history” (Martiniello et al., 2021). The court case ended up in 

1 State of Nation Address by H.E. Yoweri Kaguta Museveni President of the 
Republic of Uganda. Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Retrieved from: https://www. 
mofa.go.ug/data/dnews/271/Stat%20of%20the%20Nation%20Address%20by 
%20H.E.%20Yoweri%20Kaguta%20Museveni%20President%20of%20the%20 
Republic%20of%20Uganda.html. 
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favor of Hoima Sugar Ltd in 2021 being allowed by National Environ
mental Management Authority (NEMA) “to cultivate on the remaining 
9.24 square miles covering grassland, establish an urban center on 1.26 
square miles, an eco-tourism on 1.97 square miles and restore 3.13 
square miles of the forest reserve” (The Independent, 2022). Therefore, 
the rise of commercial sugarcane farming in Uganda stems from the 
country’s “neoliberal discourse of food security [being] based on the 
imperative of progressively increasing the quantities of food produced 
through large-scale production systems and agribusiness technologies” 
(Martiniello, 2015, p. 510). As such, sugar schemes like Hoima Sugar 
exploit the benefits of informality and fragile customary land arrange
ments, which can also be easily manipulated through the power and 
corruption of traditional authorities. 

Like in other sub-Saharan countries, customary land systems have 
shifted enormously due to land reforms through structural adjustment 

programs in the 1980s and later re-invented through the market-based 
reform principle of “willing seller, willing buyer” in the 1990s, with 
the hope to usher in a decentralized, market-friendly and durable 
property rights generated through market transactions (Bernstein, 2010, 
p. 99). However, with such shifts, most African communities still 
“consider themselves the traditional owners of their house plots and 
farms and the forests, pastures, and other naturally collective resources 
which fall within their respective domains. Customary domains or 
community land areas are often extensive, whether structured around 
tribal, clan or, most usually, village entities” (Willy, 2011, p. 734). Such 
is still the case in rural Kikuube district, where customary land ar
rangements through cultural kingdom/, chiefs and personal land title 
tends to be still within community collective and family lineage, 
sometimes marginalizing the poor and uneducated in land use. More
over, the act of land dispossession within the enclosure of the sugar 
estate plantations’ periphery has led to the creation of internal 
displacement camps, leading to unresolved conflict between the sugar 
company and the people of Kijayo villages where a court case is still 
ongoing to present (under case File 0038/12). The above puts under 
question the sanitized and depoliticized narratives of “bringing markets 
to people” (Martiniello, 2019), showing how the direct deployment of 
violence precedes and creates the preconditions for agricultural 
commercialization schemes like in the case of Kijayo in the Bunyoro 
subregion and Atiak in Amuru district in Northern Uganda (Martiniello 
et al., 2021). 

Enclaves within the sugar estate without agricultural land for food 
are seen as “having no development at all” (Focus group interview, 
Kijayo, 07/08/2019). Respondents showed disagreement with the 
government-sponsored projects of agricultural commercialization since 
“one cannot practice agriculture without land for food” (Martiniello 
et al., 2021). Land enclosure with pockets of internally displaced camps 
pushed women to walk long distances across extensive, deserted sugar 
plantations in search of food, risking being raped by sugar fields plowing 

Fig. 3. The Ariel view of Hoima Sugar Limited (Estate) covered by Sugar green field.  

Table 1 
Socio economic demographics of participants (n = 75).  

Variable Description Frequency 

Gender Number of male participants 
Number of female participants 

56 
19 

Age Average age of respondents (all outgrowers) 
Median age range of laborers in the factory 

40–46 
28–30 

Educational 
attainment/level 

Number of respondents with post-secondary 
higher education. 
Number of participants with secondary 
education 
Number of participants with primary 
education 

15 
0 
60 

Nature of participants Internally displaced by the sugar factory 
Company employees (directly employed or 
contracted) 
Outgrowers and local farmers 

35 
13 
27 

Household size Respondents’ average household size 5  
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male workers (Community meeting, Kijayo camp, 09/08/2019). 

4.2. Segmented and gendered labor regimes 

The introduction of sugarcane CF in the Bunyoro subregion has 
become what Harris calls a commoditization process and capitalism 
development in the rural countryside (Harriss, 1982). Harris argues that 
linking rural household producers with capitalist production in various 
production chains is perhaps the most dominant process of change in 
contemporary agrarian societies (p.22). Here we look at the contractual 
relations between the sugar company and outgrowers, forms of labor 
mobilization within the estate, and the role of outgrowers in sugar 
agribusiness decision-making processes in the Kiziranfumbi 
sub-country, Kikuube district. This section hopes to answer some of the 
questions such as: what the modality of labor relations within the sugar 
schemes is and how do women negotiate labor provision with the sugar 
company, how are outgrowers involved in sugar schemes decision 
making processes and what does that mean in terms of co-created power 
relationships? Has the existence of sugar schemes brought any benefits 
to the region and/or what challenges have been accrued from having a 
sugar company in the region? But before we answer the above, we need 
to first go back to examine how do outgrowers enter into contractual 
relations with the sugar company and what is that process like? 

4.2.1. Signing the yellow book: how outgrowers enter contractual relations 
with sugar company 

Rural producers who wish to enter into any contractual agreement 
must sign a yellow-covered book which includes the outgrowers iden
tification number, name, village, plot, surveyed area for cane plantation 
(in hectares), and the season. Farmers must have at least two to three 
acres of land to enter into such a contractual agreement and a formal 
land title. The yellow cover paged contractual book contains the obli
gations and rights of a miller and the outgrowers. One of the problems 
that the contract manifests is the use of English, which is not widely 
spoken by most outgrowers whose local language is Runyoro-Rutoro. It 
also uses symbolical masculine representation where words such as ‘his 
land’ and ‘his sole discretion’ (the miller) are used. 

The signed contract obligates the farmers to engage in commercial 
enterprise with the miller, and often, there is a lack of flexibility for 
outgrowers to make individual decisions without the miller ever getting 
involved. For instance, in Article #4: termination of the contract, it is 
written that: “should either party wish to terminate the contract in 
respect of the land or a particular field, they may do so after the sug
arcane is harvested, provided that a minimum of three months’ notice 
has been given and that within such period of notice, the farmer shall 
repay in full any loans or advances received by him from the miller or for 
which the miller may have stood as guarantor” (Article 4, 4:1 of the 
contract). Other sections of the contract about the ‘termination’ exon
erate Hoima Sugar Limited from any loss to be incurred at minimal cost 
by shifting the greater blame unto the outgrowers for likable circum
stances. Although this study found out that there were no outgrowers 
trapped in debt (this may be related to the fact that few outgrowers 
joined in 2016), sugarcane price per ton in the previous years had been 
among the highest (around $400-$430) due to droughts in the Eastern 
parts of the country (especially Busoga) where the bulk of sugarcane 
cultivation is located (Martiniello, 2020). 

Finally, the contractual agreement is levelled on an uneven playfield 
where both the miller and rural sugar outgrowers have unequal power 
relations. For instance, if the contract is terminated for whatever reason, 
the miller may eradicate the crop to prevent the spread of cane pests and 
diseases using cultivation or herbicide or any other method and deducts 
the cost of the eradication operation from the balance of any money 
owed to the farmer by the miller’ (Article 4, subsection 4:7). Also, in case 
outgrowers cane being damaged by fire, pests or disease, the contract 
gives a choice to the miller ‘not to be bound’ to buy such cane (Article 5, 
subsection 5:7) and ‘at the farmer’s expense’, remove any unwanted 

cane at the buying station (clause 5.9 of Article 5). In addition, the miller 
has absolute right per the contract to enter the contracted outgrowers 
land and ‘carry out all and any such agricultural operations on the land 
to ensure the production of sufficient sugarcane’ but with costs borne by 
the miller deferred to the outgrower (see article 5, clause 5:10). It also 
inhibits selling any cane to a third party other than the miller (see Article 
6, subsections 6:3 and 6:4). Such restrictions in sugarcane contract 
farming mirror similar studies in Malawi and Tanzania where a case of 
‘unequal power relations among contractual actors was reported and 
often disadvantageous for the smallholders’ (Martiniello, 2016; Adams 
et al., 2019, p. 1436), therefore putting into question its allegedly 
participatory nature. 

4.2.2. Unequal power relations in outgrower schemes 
Since the sugar company’s aim is to maximize profit, the incorpo

ration of outgrowers through commercial relations, and their mainte
nance over time, are crucial to the mechanics of the nucleus estate plus 
outgrower scheme. Like other sugar companies, Hoima Sugar Limited is 
concerned with meeting its daily production capacity of 1500 tons per 
day; hence, they are always looking for more outgrowers to join the 
scheme and more land to expand the company’s estate (Key Interview, 
Outgrower offices, Kiswaza, 14/08/2019). This process is supported by 
the constant use, supply, and flow of capital from the Kenyan Central 
Bank (KCB), which the sugar company uses for its outgrower loan 
lending schemes and payment purposes. This often leaves outgrowers 
susceptible to its bureaucratic tendencies and high-interest rates sur
charged from KCB as the only chosen (otherwise obligatory) micro
finance bank for all outgrowers business transactions. Moreover, “most 
people are not educated and are still weak financially and in mobiliza
tion” (Key Interviews, Kiswaza, 06/08/2019). As one female participant 
puts it, “signing the contract is free- it only involves getting the chair
man’s stamp as a verification-, but the company often tells us what we 
are signing although some of us may not fully understand it” (Focus 
group interviews, Kiswaza, 13/08/2019). 

In addition, many outgrowers raised concern that the weighing of 
their cane lacked transparency and included cheating practices. Most 
commented, "they do not tell us the actual money out of what has been 
weighed until you check your bank account. For many of us who do not 
know how to read, it is hard to understand how that money came to be 
summed up” (Key Interviews, Kiswaza, 13/08/2019). Others saw this as 
a lack of supplementary documentation from the sugar company upon 
delivering services. For instance, weighing can happen at any time 
without outgrowers prior notice, making accountability full of irregu
larities (Key interviews, Kiswaza, 06/08/2019). Also, it can be hard to 
track if one did not take the personal initiative to get a photocopy of 
their weighing receipt or ask for the identification number of tonnage 
counts for payment claims after harvest (Key interviews, Kikuuba, 13/ 
08/2019). This also accounts for further late payment, which is an 
existential problem majority accounted to be facing. Some saw late 
payment being attributed to the presence of one sugar factory for every 
outgrower, conditioned as the only buyers of their cane (monopsony), 
leaving a lesser room to negotiate terms of price, services needed and 
self-autonomy in sugar agribusiness (Key interviews, Kiswaza, 05/08/ 
2019). 

Finally, with the increasing number of outgrowers amidst weighing 
and late payment irregularities, some outgrowers saw bribery as their 
only way out to even quicker company services. According to one 46- 
aged-male participant, “farmers who do not have money lose out on 
the service. Also, given that the factory is the only buyer, outgrowers 
have realized that the competition is not from the factory but among 
themselves. This lack of a two-way relationship has made the situation 
worse” (Key interviews, Kiswaza, 06/08/2019). These unequal power 
dynamics explain why the outcomes of the commercial sugar project in 
Uganda are benignly not working to benefit the poorest. As such, most 
people in regions like Busoga who engage in sugarcane farming continue 
to be disproportionately among the poorest nationally, who at the same 
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time face acute and persistent food insecurity (Mwanika et al., 2020, 
p.2). 

4.2.3. Labor relations within the sugar mill 
The sugarcane farming business in Uganda usually engages with 

some of the poorest groups, and youth especially form a large bulk of its 
cheap labor force (Mwanika, 2020). We identified two different kinds of 
labor relations within the sugar factory. One is directly employment by 
the factory, while the other, which affects the great majority of the 
workers, is contracted. According to the Human Resource office, the 
contracted labor goes beyond 1000 workers, while the direct employees 
are close to 400 workers (Key Interview, Hoima Sugar Ltd, 
14/08/2019). Familial relations or personal connections are among the 
top ways people get employment within the sugar company and less 
meritocracy. As one company worker put it, “they do not base on your 
academic papers here but one’s experience. For example, we have a 
foreman with 10 years’ experience and a certificate’ (30-year-old male 
worker, Key Interview, Kiswaza, 14/08/2019). In some other instances, 
when “people come looking for a job, all you need is a national ID. There 
are no such background checks except one’s physical strength” or 
“connections from your contractor, it is an internal advert” (Key Inter
view, Kiswaza, 15/08/2019). 

The differences between contracted labor and factory labor lie within 
differentials in payment, the exercise of work hours, and job security at a 
workplace. Whereas factory workers interviewed reported that their pay 
is timely, it is not the same case with contracted workers. The factory 
workers, for example, get a salary range of ‘$95 to $110 and can go up to 
$210 depending on the salary grade. For the contracted labor, the pay is 
$2 per day, totaling up to $50 per month, also depending on how they 
negotiate with their contractors (Key Interviews, Hoima Sugar Ltd of
fice, Kiswaza, 14/08/2019). Also, although company employees attes
ted that their working conditions are said to be improving for the better, 
the extraction of surplus labor is seen to be maintained under the arm of 
contract farming, where too much labor exploitation occurs within the 
overall sugar production works. This can be summed up in one partici
pant’s comment: 

‘By the time we started, we were not given transport, but now it is being 
provided. We used to work in such muddy places, but now it has 
improved, they have built new structures. The pay is also moderate when 
compared to my previous job. My monthly gross pay is $120, but with 
allowances, I get around $146. This includes medication and others.”- 
(Key Interview IV, 14/08/2019). 

Despite such improvements, company workers’ basic rights and 
workplace security are still lacking. One electrician, for example, re
ported that there is a lack of safety protective wear where he is given 
only an oval and a helmet, yet he is to touch electricity poles without 
gloves (Interview, 14/08/2019). Other participants attested that the 
factory does not offer accommodation (except top staff) or medical in
surance. Due to sugar activity in Kiswaza, rent charges were reported to 
have become too expensive for factory workers who live on peanut 
wages. A simple single room with electricity was reported to be around 
$10-$15 per month, from a monthly salary of $48. Workers are expected 
to work continuously without falling sick, and medical coverage is only 
provided in cases where one is involved in some accident/physical 
injury within company boundaries where it is obliged to treat them.” 
(Male workers, Interviews, 14/08/2019). In some other instances, their 
payment is not regular, and those contracted can earn as little as $40 per 
month, leaving them trapped in social debts (of around $40–45) per 
month (Key interview, Kiswaza, 14/08/2019). 

Finally, there is less labor retention in the sugar estate since workers 
come and go regularly. It is why the company contracts labor to oversee 
such occurrences. To secure direct employment with the sugar company, 
one must first work for two years on probation as a loyal unofficial 
registered worker. For contracted labor, their working hours are often 
irregular, and they are paid no overtime for extra hours they are trapped 

in company work. For instance, “for those who are offloading, they may 
be caught there and have to wait till offloading is done,” but “there is no 
overtime salary” (Key Interview V, Kiswaza town Centre, 14/08/2019). 
Also, people in the contracted labor force are overworked for more than 
12 h a day, for seven days a week. One participant who works in the 
factory gave an account that his peers “go from 7:00 am and return at 
8:00 pm and do not have a specific time for work, and work from 
Monday to Monday. They do not even have time to wash their clothes. If 
you miss, you miss on your salary” (Key Interview IV, Kiswaza town 
Centre, 14/08/2019). This is categorical to those who provide manual 
labor because “most of them are illiterates and have not gone to school. 
The men do hard work, and the ladies go sweeping” (Mwanika, 2020). 
Overall, sugar production is labor-intensive, and its survival depends on 
how well the company can exploit such labor relations to maintain its 
daily production. 

4.2.4. How women outgrowers negotiate labor provision with the sugar 
company 

Women, as witnessed and interviewed in this study, were shown to 
negotiate for labor provision differently from the sugar company when 
compared to male outgrowers. First, it is worthy to note that there are 
few women outgrowers as generally is the case since sugar agribusiness 
is high a masculine enclave with conditions that favor the male out
growers (Adams et al., 2019; Rocca, 2016). For instance, men are 
generally the landowners following the heteronormative patriarchal 
society Uganda follows (Focus Group Discussion, 05.08.2019 and Key 
Interviews with women outgrowers, 13/08/2019). According to one 
employee, the sugar company does not ‘does not discriminate against 
any gender’ (Key Interview 05/08/2019 and 14/08/2019) yet issues of 
late payment and how to bargain for funds to provide for labor in their 
outgrower farms is harder for women due their lack of bargaining skills 
(Adams et al., 2019). However, it is also true that the sugar company 
does not necessarily discriminate based on gender in joining the out
grower schemes (if one provides proof of a land title) and can help meet 
the daily tonnage capacity at the end of the harvesting season. The 
women participating in outgrower schemes are mainly widowed (In
terviews 13/08/2019) or reported to access land from their husbands 
(Interviews 05/08/2019–06/08/2019). 

Upon encountering challenges in late payment and not getting loan 
services as quickly as possible, some women were thinking of new forms 
of protest as their negotiating tactics. Women did not get quicker ser
vices, as analyzed in this study, because they are among the poor out
growers and were most likely to be taken advantage of by corrupt field 
supervisors. Also, in a space of over 200 outgrowers, most women were 
unfamiliar with the tactics of securing loans provided by the company 
due to stiff competition from an increasing number of outgrowers. 
Women outgrowers would mostly come and queue at the outgrower 
offices while their fellow male counterparts would jump the queues, 
making it crowded. By the time women got the service, it was late 
evening when provisional money loaned for weeding their cane was 
almost over. Women were also likely to take a negative answer as a ‘yes’ 
in their loan-seeking behavior by either being told to wait or come back 
the next Tuesday (Interviews, Outgrower office, Kiswaza, 06/08/2019). 
Some of the female outgrower were also starting to stage a protest at the 
outgrowers office, coming nearly a week when field supervisors kept 
demanding bribery from them to weed her cane (Key interviews, Kis
waza, 06/08/2019). In one random interview at around 5:00 p.m., one 
new female outgrower in her late 40’s, sat on a tree trunk outside the 
outgrowers office and had this to say: 

“I came here to get money to weed my cane, but my supervisor tells me I 
must wait. Wait till when? I got same issues planting and now the cane 
needs weeding, for how long will I wait? 

Researcher: Do you know when the decision will be made? 
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Female outgrower: he told me my things [paperwork] are not ready. I 
can’t go back now and ask him again. I am going to wait until he comes to 
my garden, and I will abuse him. I will tell him that had I known this was 
the situation I would not have planted the cane; I would have left my land 
for being my other agricultural needs or rent it to those who plant beans. 
And the worst thing is that they don’t accept beans, if this is how it is, how 
can we survive? I am even wasting my transport coming every week. (Key 
Interview, Outgrowers office, 06/08/2019). 

The women interviewed in this study showed that the lack of (saved) 
income means that they have to depend on the sugar company loans to 
service the plowing, weeding, and harvesting process. For instance: “for 
us women, we put in workers. You go and they loan you money on in
terest. If you are needy, you don’t go there. With loans, you don’t get any 
problem, the service is quick because it’s a loan”- (Female Outgrower 
key Interview, Interview 13/08/2019). The problem with securing such 
loans is that they are not timely, and a few women ably get when they 
need them (Adams et al., 2019). 

4.2.5. Outgrowers involvement in the sugar agribusiness decision-making 
process 

There is a presumption that CF leads to more autonomy, allows 
smallholders to participate in agricultural decision-making processes, 
and bridges the gap of gender anomalies in agriculture (see Rocca 2016). 
This study tried to delve deeper into how and to what extent local 
outgrowers were involved by the sugar company in its decision-making 
processes at the sub-units of its production level. What collectively 
emerges from all the outgrowers is that there have never been any col
lective communal sensitization meetings which have been ever held by 
the sugar company to discuss their grievances as it usually happens in 
traditional community meetings. One community leader reported that 
“what happens is that an outgrower talks with the supervisor and where 
the chairman is needed to sign, he signs. The cane is usually on a loan, 
and after the harvest, the farmer pays back by deducting it from their 
harvest returns” (Key Interview, Kiswaza, 15/08/2019). Sugar company 
employees see communal meetings as bureaucratic, while the out
growers visualize this as sidelining, a way for the factory to uncon
sciously limit them from mobilizing and asking pertinent questions as a 
collective that end up being funneled through their individual supervi
sors (Adams et al., 2019). Most outgrowers expressed concerns that 
there is a lack of care and ease of communication between the factory’s 
higher authorities and the outgrowers. With an increasing number of 
outgrowers, the services are also becoming hard to access, especially for 
the poor ones. One female outgrower puts it: 

“We are many outgrowers now which creates lot of queuing and yet the 
service is very limited. If they could do per village service days, …to come 
on such and such a day, it would ease the situation. But all of us are going 
there on the same day and usually end up without money, and yet we 
spend more money to going there” (Key Interview, Kikuuba, 13/08/ 
2019). 

According to sugar company employees, outgrower services are not 
timely because the staff is insufficient compared to the number of out
growers present (Interviews, 05/08/2019). It similar to outgrowers ac
counts that ‘company does not give them enough service and care. This 
is because the supervisors don’t have enough time to manage the big 
estates of sugar fields and then prioritize outgrowers concerns’ (Key 
Interview, 05/08/2019). At most, the company is concerned with 
meeting its targets of producing 1500 tonnes per day. However, at the 
time of the study it was falling between 700 and 800 tonnes per day 
(according to one factory manager); hence they are either looking for 
more outgrowers to join and/or purchasing more land to add to the 
sugar estate (Key Informant Interview, Kiswaza, 14/08/2019). 

In terms of signing the contract, which is the initial process for 
outgrowers to get engaged in cane production, the manager reported 
that “we offer monitoring and in case of signing a contract to make sure 

that outgrowers understand everything’ (Key Interview, Outgrowers 
office, 14/08/2019). This is quite contrary to what most outgrowers 
were saying mostly when it came to the interest charged on loans which 
many argue that there is a lack of general understanding about the 
concept of loans. Hoima Sugar Limited’s original contract does not 
explain how the accrued interests are overall surcharged by Kenyan 
Commercial Bank (KCB). In another case, Hoima Sugar Limited acts as 
the actual lender of loans (on behalf of KCB), withholding the fact that 
interest rates rotate in the commercial loan banking system, making 
outgrowers susceptible to high-interest rates charges. Here, the factory 
engages in commercial monetization whereby it masks the absence of 
KCB as a corporate commercial entity, yet in cases of outgrowers failure 
to pay, it is the bank that would normally assume the right to property 
(land), the only medium used to enter into a contractual agreement. 
Therefore, the whole problem with sugar contract farming, according to 
one 46 aged male participants, ‘is unto whom it is done and who is 
involved.’ That is, ‘most people are not educated, the terms favor the 
sugar company and people are still weak [in mobilization and finan
cially] to challenge the company’ (Key Interview, 06/08/2019). Other 
participants for this study like women, were open to admitting that 
although signing a contract is for free (no money is asked) and only 
involves getting the chairman’s stamp as verification, the company does 
not often tell them what it is they are signing (Interviews 13/08/2019). 

4.3. Who gets what? 

Sugar CF through outgrower schemes has been argued to be ‘the most 
inclusive institutional, organizational arrangement with fewer implica
tions on local institutions’ and conclusively, ‘leads to mutual gains, such 
as risk-sharing, increased income, and reduced transaction costs to 
parties’ (Adams et al., 2019, p. 1437). Out of such arguments, therefore, 
it is becoming increasingly popular as both a development and business 
model approach, one that has been, over time, advanced by new 
neoliberal institutions such as the World Bank and others. This section 
tackles the benefits (opportunities) presented with having a sugar 
company in Kikuube and the challenges it brings and other impacts on 
socioeconomic relations, such as the issue of food security. 

4.3.1. Opportunities and benefits from sugarcane 
Some participants asserted that the very existence of the sugar in

dustry has provided opportunities for the local people and has improved 
their standards of living but not necessarily community development. 
For example, all outgrowers saw the existence of the sugar company as 
leading to an improvement in their individual and household incomes 
rather than selective accumulation of capital, as often presented when 
capitalist transformations happen in agrarian societies (see Bernstein, 
2010). Asking one community leader of Kiziranfumbi ‘what rural people 
consider development?’ he saw it as considering: “building a better 
house with iron sheets, buying a boda-boda [motorcycle] that can be 
used for transport purposes, buying more land, goats or having livestock, 
and having a small-scale business like a shop due to the presence of the 
factory’ (Interview, 15/08/2019). All the examples given reflect rural 
people’s desire to carve livelihoods beyond the sugar CF. But in general, 
outgrowers also attest that “sugarcane growing as a cash crop still ranks 
as the best source of income, which has improved their income level and 
provided direct and assured markets for their cane (Interview, 
06/08/2019). 

In addition, sugar company employees (both in higher management 
and field supervisors) attested that the existence of the sugar factory had 
transformed rural life for the better. The establishment of the sugar 
factory is seen to have brought infrastructure development through the 
construction of feeder roads, establishing new classrooms and a toilet for 
Kiswaza Primary school, provision of loans and outgrower extension 
services (like bush clearing, planting, providing seeds, weeding, har
vesting, among others) (Key Interviews, 05–06/08/2019. The factory is 
also prized for convincing KCB to open banking services in the Kiswaza 
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village -which is the only bank in the whole of Kiziranfumbi subcounty 
(Interview, 05/08/2019, also see figure below). These banking services 
and an ATM machine are at the factory’s outgrowers offices (called 
Home cite). This is a place where rural cane outgrowers congregate 
every Tuesday and Friday from 2:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. to update their 
payment status information and seek loans and other cash-related ser
vices. Factory employees argue that this has led to ‘rural urbanization,’ a 
comparison to mean that the rural is now similarly emulating the 
characteristics of the urban. 

4.3.2. Food security 
This study is very focused on also understanding if the emergence of 

outgrower schemes has posed any food security risks in the affected 
villages where sugarcane production exists. From the interviews, all 
respondents unanimously answered that food insecurity in terms of 
hunger has not been experienced yet but was speculated as an emergent 
phenomenon that might happen soon (Interviews, 05/08/2019–17/08/ 
2019). Although outgrowers expressed concern on how it might emerge, 
there was relativity on how it is slowly taking phase. One male out
grower in his mid-forties expressed that “sugar agribusiness has led to 
sugar substitution for food crop. And even though we have not experi
enced hunger yet, it will be coming in two years or so because other 
farmers are also busy planting other cash crops like pineapples and 
ground nuts. People see this as a better source of income coming at the 
expense of food crops (Key Interview 08/06/2019). Also, food insecurity 
speculations come from the fact that commercial sugarcane farming 
naturally encourages monocropping on vast lands leading to outgrowers 
substituting few plots of land for food crops for their households. Amidst 
speculations of hunger and lack of better loan services by the sugar 
company, some outgrowers were starting to contemplate whether they 
should perhaps start illegally intercropping in the cane fields. Poorer 
outgrowers pointed out that “rich participants engage in such arbitrary 
nature get good food crop yields, but they cannot be penalized because 
they are influential people and are respected by ‘the Indians’ bosses” 
(Focus group interviews, 06/08/2019). This unmasks the differential 
treatment between the rich, influential outgrowers and the poor. 

Speculations of outgrowers households becoming food insecure were 
tied to the scarcity of labor where outgrowers reported that it was 
becoming hard to divide their labor provision between cane production 
and food crops equally. As one female outgrower put it, ‘we don’t have 
enough power to divide enough labor between the cane and for food. I 
had to plant like 20 yards where I put beans” (Key Interview I, 13/08/ 
2019). One observed male participant expressed that: “If we are not 
careful, this cane will bring us problems. Hunger will strike us…if one 
had planted maize or millet, it would have yielded this season.” (Key 
Interview, 06/08/2019). Basically, with the mushrooming sugarcane 
fields lies a presentable outcome where food scarcity is slightly 
increasing and some outgrowers have reported that the habit of stealing 
food crops is beginning to develop. One youth participant aged 27 who 
participates in sugarcane growing with his mother reported, "People 
have started stealing food around. You cannot be sure that you will 
depend on your cassava garden alone. The local government tried to 
look to investigate this, but it seemed to have failed, to where I don’t 
know.” (Key Interview II, Kikuuba 13/08/2019). 

Finally, there was agreement among all respondents who are out
growers for engaging in the money rush because of cane agribusiness, 
giving their stake in allowing the ‘bad side’ sugar, such as food insecu
rity, to take place in the nearest future. For instance, outgrowers 
accounted that “hunger will affect more rural farmers with less income 
because they substitute 2–3 months of beans with sugarcane for almost 
two years” (Interview 15/08/2019). Food insecurity was also related 
outgrowers poor saving habits whereby ‘money from the cane can easily 
be spent. You will easily get hungry if you don’t leave some land for 
food. I must plant cane but leave some for-food production’ (Key 
Interview, Kikuuba, 13/08/2019). The subject of food security (in 
Kikuube district) is not only limited to the production of food crops but 

rather tied to the wider “the social, economic and political ideals of food 
sovereignty in Uganda [which] are the combined mechanisms of sov
ereign access to land, control over labor capacity mobilization, and 
indigenous seed selection and reproduction” (Martiniello, 2015, 511). 

5. Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to show how the introduction of com
mercial sugar has had implications on land rights, labor, food security 
and other socioeconomic relations within Kiziranfumbi subcounty in 
Kikuube district. Promoted by the Ugandan state as a pathway to bring 
rural development to Bunyoro subregion, the social relations created by 
the establishment of sugar company in Kiziranfumbi sub-county show a 
mixed number of realities that are far from such statements. On the one 
hand, the introduction of sugar company has led to infrastructure 
development (roads) and improved the business life of the village 
(clinics, shops, simple lodgings, bars, and food stalls), but on the other, it 
has aggravated the livelihood situations of the village where the sugar 
company is a profit entity that feeds on unequal power relations and 
exploitation of local labor. Also, sugar relations, for the most part, have 
created land dispossession within Kijayo village and continue to 
encroach on national forest reserves within the Bunyoro sub-region, 
such as the Bugoma forest reserve. Through its contractual relations, 
rural outgrowers in this study are slowly being replicated into quasi- 
employees on their farmlands as sugar companies increasingly get 
more access to rural land (Watts, 1994) , in the newly created dynamics 
of the market-oriented system (Bernstein, 2013). From the case studies 
conducted within the villages of Kijayo, Kiswaza and Kikuuba, we un
derstand how “the agrarian origins of capitalism” (Martiniello, 2019) 
are taking phase in such regions. Deriving from Bernstein’s (2010) 
questions on the political economy of agrarian change (who owns what, 
who does what and who gets what?), we learn that sugar actors (more 
than outgrowers) “often have specific interests and act to secure contract 
farming models that increase their agency and enable them to exert 
political and economic leverage’ (Adams et al., 2019, p. 1436). Agri
cultural modernization through sugar contract farming resulted in 
“deepening of commodity relations” because it “involves greater inte
gration of farmers into markets, in which they specialize in producing 
particular commodities for sale, as well as buying and using greater 
quantities of means of production (“modern” inputs) and means of 
consumption which might include food” (Bernstein, 2010, p.75). This 
includes “credit schemes for seasonal production expenses and fixed 
capital investments, through state agricultural banks and other public 
bodies, subsidies on fertilizers, …facilitating marketing by upgrading 
infrastructure…” or “administered’ prices, especially minimum or 
‘floor’ prices, set by the government for key crops” (Bernstein, 2010, 
p.75). The paper is reflective that “outgrowing needs to be studied on a 
case-by-case basis” as it relates to “the impacts of class dynamics and 
social differentiation on outgrowers. This is because the terms of in
clusion of outgrowers in large-scale agriculture such as sugar-growing 
schemes are uneven and are affected by a range of factors” (Sulle, 
2017, p.519). 

Finally, if commercial sugar is to yield better results, then there 
needs to be full community participation and clear regulations detailing 
how commercial sugar projects should operate in observance of existing 
land rights, labor laws, fixing of market prices, and protecting of out
growers from monopsonistic tendencies of sugar company. Government 
should also try to ensure that agribusiness projects, such as in the case 
Bunyoro subregion, protect rural people from sugar extractivism in 
terms of strengthening laws on land use while making it a law that local 
farmers who end up being contracted in outgrower schemes receive first 
receive induction sessions about the terms of contracts delivered in their 
local language with their signatories (who is usually the village coun
cilor). Also, there need to be other strict laws against child labor in sugar 
plantations, laws on a minimum wage, workplace security and penalties 
against the sugar company and its contractors for failing to meet such. In 
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the end, we should be reminded that for rural development to happen, 
rural smallholders must also have a stake in what development path they 
should partake in their rural transformation process (Ellis and Biggs, 
2001). The government, sugar companies, and local communities need 
to have community sensitization programs on how they can collectively 
reap benefits from commercial sugar agriculture that sustainably en
sures food security and environmental protection. From a practical and 
moral concept, we start to acknowledge that it “in the end the farmers, 
peasants, citizens and/or social movements that trigger rural develop
ment processes and drive them forward” (van der Ploeg et al., 2012: 
136), something that goes beyond agro-economics (Ellis and Biggs, 
2001). 

Data availability 

No data was used for the research described in the article. 
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