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Summary
Women play a range of roles in the grey economy on the fringes of organised criminal activities 
in East Africa. Using studies of illegal coltan mining in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
sand trafficking in Kenya and wildlife crime in Uganda, this paper sets out the conundrum 
they face – the roles that give them agency and economic empowerment are those that law 
enforcement and social development interventions seek to dismantle. Can current responses 
be adapted to improve their lives?

Key points
 • Organised crime often provides the only available economic opportunities for poverty-

stricken women in East Africa.
 • It is a means both of survival and of agency and empowerment.
 • Most of the women convicted of organised crime are unemployed single mothers.
 • Women are both the victims of and active participants in many forms of organised crime.
 • While only about 10% of offenders arrested for organised-crime-related offences are women, 

the crimes they commit are similar to those of their male counterparts.
 • The changing nature of organised crime in a globalised world provides women with new 

criminal market opportunities, networks and clients.
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Definitions

Organised crime Illegal activities, conducted by individuals, groups or networks that cooperate with each other 
(within a country and/or transnationally) by engaging in violence, corruption or related activities 
in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or material benefit.1

Environmental 
crime

A range of activities ‘that breach environmental legislation and cause significant harm or risk to 
the environment, human health, or both.’2 

Grey economy Also known as the ‘informal economy’, this term encompasses a wide range of economic 
activities, enterprises and jobs that would have market value and add to a country’s tax 
revenue and gross domestic product if they were recorded, regulated and protected by the 
state.3 Characteristics of the grey or informal economy include: ‘small or undefined work 
places, unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, low levels of skills and productivity, low or 
irregular incomes, long working hours and lack of access to information, markets, finance, 
training and technology.’4 

Introduction
A wide range of goods – from drugs and arms to wildlife 
and extractives – is trafficked within East Africa and 
beyond, driven by a complex web of socio-economic 
and political factors across the region.

While commodity-based organised crime is a lucrative 
business for the organised groups that run these 
criminal value chains, it often provides the only available 
economic opportunities for women living in conditions 
of low development, high unemployment and poverty. 
Activities associated with organised crime create a 
range of informal jobs and local income for women in 
the grey economies that emerge on the peripheries of 
criminal enterprises.

Women are particularly 
vulnerable given their 
subordinate position in society

Globally, the involvement of women in organised 
crime has been more widely recognised in the past 10 
to 15 years. Moving beyond a focus on women as the 
victims of organised crime, studies have shown that 
they play a variety of roles within criminal networks that 
are often dependent on the socio-cultural contexts in 
which the networks operate. Their roles include those of 
low-level mules and recruiters as well as crime syndicate 
bosses and trafficking madams.

While marginalised men also often find themselves 
working and/or exploited in low-level positions within 
organised criminal networks, women are particularly 

vulnerable given their subordinate position in society, 

the lack of education and employment opportunities 

available to them, the disproportionate burden of 

poverty they bear and the prevalence of sex and sexual 

violence in their interactions with both organised crime 

groups and the criminal justice system. 

Research into women’s roles in organised crime in 

Africa is, however, scarce and largely undeveloped. This 

paper, which is based on primary research conducted by 

ENACT and complemented by desktop research, looks 

at the roles women play within and on the peripheries of 

particular organised crime types in East Africa. 

Resisting the stereotypes of ‘queenpin’ and/or ‘victim’, 

the paper explores how these roles enable women and 

empower them to provide for their families. This murkier 

reality has implications for how we perceive women’s 

involvement in organised crime as well as to what extent 

traditional responses to both the crime and the women 

involved in it are effective.

A more nuanced understanding of how organised 

crime may offer women in fragile or conflict situations 

a means not only of survival but of agency and 

empowerment paves the way for developing responses 

that meet the needs of these women more effectively 

and sustainably.

Ultimately, the paper asks what innovative responses 

can be developed to improve the lives of marginalised 

women whose economic survival, agency and relative 

empowerment is dependent on their involvement in 

organised crime.



Research Paper 33 / September 2022 3

Social 
development

Improving the well-being of individuals, communities and societies so they can reach their 
full potential. This can be done through a range of activities and interventions, including 
those that aim to eradicate poverty, reduce inequality, generate employment opportunities, 
support marginalised groups, promote the role of civil society and sustain the environment, 
among others.5 

Community 
resilience

In relation to organised crime, community resilience can be defined as ‘a community’s ability to 
respond to organised crime while retaining its functional capacities … the collective capacity of 
a community to absorb change, transform and seize opportunities to improve conditions.’6

Peripheral or 
periphery

In the context of this paper, ‘on the periphery’ or ‘peripheral’ refers to women or women’s 
activities being on the edges or outskirts of the main organised crime group or activity. They 
and their work are related to the key crime but are not of central importance – instead, they are 
subordinate in significance, supplementary or subsidiary to the main criminal activity.

Agency Women's agency refers to the capacity of women to identify goals, to make choices and 
decisions that matter to them, to take purposeful action towards achieving those goals and 
acting on those choices and decisions, free from violence and retribution or the threat of 
violence and retribution. Agency should be achievable in both private and public life.

Methodology
An extensive literature review of women’s involvement 
in organised crime in Africa and the rest of the world 
was conducted for the framework and contextualisation 
of this research paper. For the case studies the paper 
drew on desktop research into the illegal wildlife trade 
in Uganda and two primary research studies conducted 
by ENACT in East Africa: ‘Mining and illicit trading of 
coltan in the Democratic Republic of Congo’ by Oluwole 
Ojewale7 and ‘Kenya’s sand cartels: Ecosystems, lives and 
livelihoods lost’ by Mohamed Daghar.8

The case studies from ENACT’s research were selected 
because questions about women’s involvement in the 
criminal value chain had been deliberately included 
in the research questionnaires and primary data were 
available from the transcripts. The illegal wildlife trade 
in Uganda was chosen because it had been the subject 
of recent studies that included data and reflections on 
women’s roles. 

For the coltan-mining case study, the transcripts of 
12 respondents were analysed. They included men and 
women from civil society, the mining profession, an 
environmental agency and mining cooperatives. For the 
sand-mining study, data were accessed from 25 semi-
structured interviews and two focus groups with men 
and women from government departments, civil 
society, the affected local communities and reformed 
sand miners.

There are certainly limitations to this methodology. 
While specific questions about the involvement of 
women were included in the questionnaires of the 

ENACT research studies, data and insights from 

interviewees were not followed up with the women 

themselves because women’s involvement was not the 

primary objective of the study. 

This, together with the reliance on secondary sources for 

the wildlife case study, means the depth and nuance of 

the data are limited. In addition, the scope of the case 

studies in this paper was limited to the scope of the 

field research conducted by the original researchers 

(which can be accessed by reading the relevant research 

papers, referenced in the footnotes).

Overview
Early portrayals of women in organised crime focused 

either on their victimhood in relation to crimes 

committed by men (such as sex-trafficking rings run 

by networks of men) or on the roles they played as 

the submissive dependants of the men involved in 

organised crime (girlfriends, wives, mothers and sisters).9 

It was not until the 1990s that a more complex and 

nuanced picture of women’s involvement began to 

emerge through the research and literature.10 

Although men continue to be more involved in 

organised crime than women, the more gendered data 

collected by police agencies across the world since 

the late 1990s shows that while women remain the 

victims of some of the worst forms of crime, they are 

also represented as active participants at all levels of 

criminal networks and the number of female offenders 

is growing consistently.11 
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However, much of the research into women’s 
involvement in organised crime focuses on a few 
specific criminal activities, most commonly human, 
drugs and arms trafficking. Exploration of the 
roles women play within these criminal networks – 
especially in South America, Europe and Asia – tends 
to group them at contrasting ends of the spectrum, 
concentrating on either low-level, coerced and abused 
recruits, or on the glamorous, elusive queenpins and 
madams in charge of trafficking/smuggling rings.

It was not until the 1990s that 
a more complex and nuanced 
picture of women’s involvement 
began to emerge

Arsovska and Allum note how women have shifted from 
being ‘passive victims’ and ‘supporters’ within human 
trafficking networks to acting as ‘partners in crime’ and 
‘organizers’, with an active role in strategic planning, 
recruiting victims and controlling finances. To the 
authors this implies that ‘women’s roles are “evolving” in 
criminal networks and consequently they are becoming 
more active and visible in various criminal markets.’12

Van San and Hübschle have pointed out the developing 
roles of women in the drug trades of the Caribbean 
and Africa, where they have progressed from running 
minor errands and being exploited as drug mules to 
being ‘cooks’, dealers and coordinators, laundering 
money, making travel arrangements for other mules, 
providing accommodation for drug smugglers and even 
establishing their own operations.13

While some researchers see this evolution as an 
indication of women’s increased equality in the modern 
world, others argue that most women who have 
become involved in criminal activities have done so 
because of economic vulnerability.14

Siegel posits that the changing nature of organised 
crime in a globalised world provides women with new 
criminal market opportunities, networks and clients, 
noting that as long as there are ‘discrepancies in terms 
of supply/demand, criminalisation, unstable economic 
conditions, political and ethnic conflicts and wars, 

both women and men will try to take advantage of the 
situation and profit from criminal activities.’15

In their explorations of the role gender plays in serious 
and organised crime (SOC) both Hicks and Siegel 
challenge the often-stereotyped and one-dimensional 
portrayals of the role of women and insist on the 
importance of context in figuring out the nuances of 
their positions within and on the periphery of SOC. 
Hicks finds that one feature of the literature on women’s 
participation in SOC is that it resists generalisation – ‘for 
every claim, there is a counter-claim.’16

Her main finding is that ‘gender norms and women’s 
participation in SOC are varied and highly contextual’, 
with the number of lower-level women in any particular 
criminal enterprise versus women in positions of power 
depending on ‘socio-cultural context, how formally 
structured the organisation is, and type of market.’17

Siegel concurs, arguing that the position of women 
involved in organised crime should be analysed in 
‘the socio-economic context of their countries on 
the one hand and in the context of cross-border 
transnational activities on the other.’18 There is a strong 
link between the types of crimes committed by women 
and the social environment (including the physical 
surroundings, social relationships and cultural milieus) 
in which they live.

This is even more relevant given the myriad forms 
organised crime can take – from highly structured and 
hierarchical (and sometimes familial) mafia-style groups 
to less coherent networks of individuals who work 
together for financial gain within a specific criminal 
market, and from formal criminal organisations with 
longevity to more informal networks that may serve a 
particular short-term objective. 

For instance, research into women connected with 
the Italian Camorra criminal organisation shows that 
they do not gain access to leadership positions within 
the organisation because of their inherent abilities or 
an acceptance of gender equality, but because of the 
respect or position earned through ‘blood ties’.19 In these 
cases women often come to leadership roles through 
the death or incarceration of a male relative.20

On the other hand, in her study of internal child 
trafficking in China, Shen shows that the women 
participated on a largely opportunistic basis, with 
little planning and organisation, relying instead on 
collaboration between one or two personal contacts 
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(such as their husbands, relatives, colleagues and friends 
or acquaintances from the same village).21

Shen points out that ‘child trafficking [in China] is a 
form of organised crime despite the loosely-structured 
networks and unexperienced, amateur players.’22 Hicks 
maintains that the research suggests that women are 
more likely to play active roles within informal criminal 
networks than in strictly hierarchical ones.23

Despite the growing body of work on women’s 
involvement in organised crime elsewhere in 
the world (particularly in Europe, Asia and South 
America), and despite the proliferation of organised 
crime on the continent, research and literature on 
women’s involvement in organised crime in Africa 
remains limited. 

Existing data are often basic, and research tends to be 
either gender blind or assumes that criminal groups 
are comprised of and led by men. Exceptions include 
Hübschle, Niger-Thomas and Howson, who have 
conducted in-depth research into women involved 
in particular organised criminal activities in Africa, 
as well as a recent report by INTERPOL that outlines 
some of the common features of women involved in 
organised crime in Africa using data available from law 
enforcement agencies across the continent.24

Niger-Thomas explores the nuances of women 
smugglers in Cameroon and makes the important 
point that ‘many women, especially the uneducated, 
have responded to declining economic opportunities 
in the wage economy by moving into the grey areas of 
illegal trade.’25

She found that women see smuggling as a form of 
entrepreneurship and use the illicit proceeds as a way to 
bridge the gaps in their household budgets.26 Although 
their activities are mediated (and therefore restricted) 
by and through men (contacts, customs officials, border 
guards, drivers, and so on), smuggling affords them 
some form of control over their own lives, their ability to 
earn money and their family’s finances. Niger-Thomas 
concludes that the women in her study participated in 
smuggling both consciously and unconsciously.

Most women interviewed did not consider their 
activity as breaking the law. Rather, smuggling was 
perceived as an economic activity that could fetch 
money, especially in times of crisis. Hence the need 
for risk-taking, just as with any other economic 

venture. Smuggling then is seen as an economic 
activity in itself.27

Howson also looks at women smugglers in the 
context of the men who help them through corrupt 
activities, this time in Senegal. Howson believes that 
‘gender mediates access to opportunities for corrupt 
accumulation’ with ‘deals that involve establishing 
contacts between different spheres of power (political, 
business, industrial or rural elite) [being] a particular site 
of women’s exclusion from potentially illicit networks.’28

In findings that reflect those of Niger-Thomas, Howson 
finds that female smugglers are dependent on their 
collaboration with men throughout the smuggling 
process – that smuggling is an economic necessity for 
those who have household budgetary responsibilities 
to fulfil and that ‘most respondents did not see a 
moral downside to smuggling.’29 Howson also makes 
specific connections between the accessibility 
to women of smuggling goods and routes, their 
positioning within different social/economic groups 
and their use of sexuality.

Whether [smugglers] exaggerate their femininity 
in order to curry favour or push the boundaries of 
gender norms, the social resources that lead to 
success … involve fulfilling the right identities at the 
right time, and investing in the right relationships 
with the most well-connected people. These 
strategies are rarely available to the poorest women.30

Hübschle offers a valuable and unique overview of the 
roles women perform in organised crime in Southern 
Africa, noting that there is ‘a lacuna in the literature on 
the role of African women in transnational organised 
crime’ with their prominent role in human trafficking 
networks being the notable exception.31 

She notes that while labour trafficking is much more 
prevalent in Southern Africa than sex trafficking, in the 
few notable cases women have played roles as diverse 
as facilitating recruitment, transporting the victims 
across borders, operating brothels, administering drugs 
to victims in brothels and, very occasionally, being the 
madam of a sex-trafficking operation.32 

Even more varied are the roles women play in the 
illegal drug trade in the region, including as ‘cannabis 
growers, “cooks” (who produce designer drugs in 
laboratories), dealers, traffickers and mules, coordinators 
and go-betweens (“middlemen”), money launderers, 
“queenpins” (as opposed to kingpins).’33 Hübschle 
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draws a distinction between female drug mules, who 
are motivated by their own drug addiction or romantic 
links to drug dealers, and the older women who grow 
cannabis in rural areas, who are doing so as a way to eke 
out a meagre living from the land. 

In the realm of the illegal procurement and trafficking of 
wildlife and flora, criminal operations include: 

Small opportunistic gangs of poachers, highly 
organised networks with extensive transnational 
links and high-tech equipment, individuals and 
associations who are professionally involved 
with endangered species such as game rangers, 
veterinarians, game farmers, law enforcement and 
security agents, government and embassy officials.34 

Women feature in many of these operations and 
participate in harvesting, smuggling and distributing 
illegal flora and fauna. 

Like Niger-Thomas and Howson, Hübschle concludes 
that there is a link between socio-economic status and 
women’s involvement in transnational organised crime 
networks. She notes that this is:

Particularly visible in illegal drug markets, where 

growers (the example of grandmothers in rural areas) 

and drug mules moved into illicit activities on the 

basis of needing to eke out a living with limited 

alternate income streams available.35

The recent INTERPOL report draws together multiple 

sources of data on women’s involvement in organised 

crime, including INTERPOL databases, national law 

enforcement in various countries, INTERPOL gender 

experts and open sources. The data show that while 

African women only represent about 10% of offenders 

arrested for organised-crime-related offences, the 

crimes they commit follow those of their male 

counterparts.36

The researchers report that the vast majority of women 
convicted for crimes that fall under the organised crime 
banner were unemployed or ‘not-working’, single and 
had children.38 It was found, unsurprisingly, that poverty, 
unemployment and the burden on women as the sole 
providers for their families were the main factors driving 
them into organised crime.39

Chart 1: Comparative participation of African men and women per type of organised crime

Source: INTERPOL37
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The authors make the point that, despite their 
subordinate socio-economic status and lack of decision-
making authority, women in Africa are often considered 
to be managers of their households and are responsible 
for providing food, water, health services and education 
for their families, often from very limited resources. This 
puts pressure on them to find irregular sources of income.

Despite the data the authors were able to collate for 
this report, they concede that gender-related data are 
very rarely collected by African member countries – 
this is explained by the fact that law enforcement fails 
to acknowledge women’s roles in organised crime 
beyond that of victims, largely due to outdated societal 
gender stereotypes. The authors conclude that a lack 
of gender-disaggregated data ‘can lead to misguided 
law enforcement measures’ and that an ‘enhanced data 
foundation will help in tackling and preventing TOC.’40

Context and complexities
Organised crime is an entrenched threat across East 
Africa. With the economies of this region more connected 
with the broader world economy through globalisation 
(increased cross-border trade in goods and services, 

technology and flows of investment, people and 
information), local criminal networks are increasingly 
plugging into an expanding array of regional and global 
organised criminal groups. 

This is exacerbated by an underlying weakness in the 
rule of law, whereby ‘state fragility, limited policing 
capacities, and corruption drive criminal elements.’41 
Notable across the region are environmental crimes, 
human trafficking and smuggling, drugs and arms 
trafficking, the counterfeiting and smuggling of a range 
of goods, maritime piracy, cybercrime, financial crime 
and the intersection of organised crime and terrorism, 
among others.

Environmental crime is on the rise in Africa and is 
increasingly organised and transnational. In 2009 the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 
declared environmental crime in East Africa to be ‘one 
of the most significant areas of trans-border criminal 
activity, threatening to disrupt societies in the region and 
hindering sustainable development’42 – the situation has 
deteriorated since then. 

Local communities often provide the labour and perform 
the lowest-level criminal activities – while at the same 

Chart 2: Map of East Africa, showing relevant sites within the DRC, Uganda and Kenya

DRC: North and South Kivu 
provinces (coltan mining)

Uganda: Murchison Falls 
Protected Area and Karuma 
Dam (wildlife trafficking)

Kenya: Machakos, Kajiado, 
Nairobi and Makueni 
counties (sand mining)
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time destroying the local environment and often, in 
the process, any hope of sustainable livelihoods – while 
organised criminal groups at the state, regional and 
international levels reap the prodigious rewards.

Illegal coltan mining in the DRC
The illegal mining of coltan in the DRC has been an area 
of international concern for decades.43 Coltan is one of 
several extremely valuable minerals found in a country 
beset by high unemployment and poverty levels as well 
as protracted internal and inter-state conflict, political 
turmoil, poor governance and weak rule of law. High 
international market prices in the early 2000s resulted in 
what became known as ‘coltan fever’, with easy profits 
from the illegal exploitation of the mineral attracting 
militia groups, rebel factions and organised criminal 
groups. Local populations are used (and misused) for 
labour in these illegal mining operations.

The hard physical labour of mining coltan is primarily 
undertaken by men; men also control the criminal 
value chain in the illegal coltan trade, as sellers, brokers, 
transporters and buyers. Compounding traditional 
gendered notions of who is entitled to or should do 
certain types of work is the widespread cultural belief that 
women bring bad luck to mining sites. 

This has been variously attributed to the mine spirit, 
which controls the mineral, not liking the smell of blood 
when a woman is menstruating; the mine spirit being 
female and jealous of other women in the pit and the 
presence of women contributing to the disappearance 
of minerals.44

Women who live in the communities around illegal 
mining sites, however, play multiple roles on the 
periphery of the mining activity. Research recently 
conducted by ENACT in Kivu Province in the DRC found 
that women are usually only ‘allowed’ to perform lower-
paying support roles – some women carry coltan on 
their backs from the extraction sites to designated areas 
where they also wash the minerals for an average of 
US$2.50 per day; other women pay for bags of dirt to 
wash and sell on.45

Those not working directly with the coltan operate small 
businesses around the mining sites, such as selling food, 
beer, clothes and other goods, which they have often 
transported on their backs from other locations. 

Many respondents reported that sex work was common 
around the mining sites. One noted that ‘there is 
also prostitution in mining areas where sick people 
spread HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases’, 
while another commented: ‘There is a system in which 

once diggers have got money, the [local brothels and 
restaurants] push men to waste money with prostitutes 
and taking beer.’46

This finding is supported by recent quantitative 
research, which found that 21% of women in the 
mining areas under investigation reported sex work as 
their primary profession.47

Research has shown that women migrate to mining sites 
– whether regulated or illegal – to escape violence and 
conflict in agricultural areas, and/or to find a way out of 
poverty by seeking opportunities to make a living.48

21% of women in the mining 
areas under investigation 
reported sex work as their 
primary profession

These motivations are summed up neatly by Bashwira, 
who writes that, for many women, ‘migration to the 
mining areas is about making the best of a life impacted 
by violence, poverty and gender inequality and a narrow 
economic basis from which to start.’49

However, even then, research shows that 90% of informal 
entrepreneurs in South Kivu in the DRC, the vast majority 
of whom are women, live below the poverty line. Women 
are also almost seven times more likely than men to be 
‘survivalist entrepreneurs’, starting and operating low-
growth businesses that generate only enough income to 
cover the basic survival needs of their families.50

Some women may be driven to illegal mining sites 
because of a government regulation that bans pregnant 
women from regulated sites.51 This regulation was 
ostensibly introduced to protect women and children 
from the risks associated with mining. However, Buss 
contends that it is based on myths and easy assumptions 
that prop up the strong moral and cultural conviction 
that women should not mine.52

For instance, there is an assumption that artisanal 
mine sites use mercury for gold mining, which has 
adverse effects on pregnant women. However, ‘while 
mercury may be used by all kinds of gold miners, it’s not 
necessarily used in all forms of gold mining, nor in all 
mining roles. So, there isn’t necessarily a risk to women or 
to their children.’53
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Evidence from researchers and women miners 
themselves shows that mining work provides them 
with much better livelihoods than the other available 
options.54 Women in the DRC have reported that ‘some 
of the physical challenges of the mining work are actually 
less than the physical challenges they face in agriculture. 
So, while they are pregnant, mining may actually be 
easier for them.’55 Excluded from mines that have more 
government oversight, women end up on or around 
illegal mining sites where they are more vulnerable. 

The mining sites might provide women with an income 
but they are also fraught with challenges. Because 
discriminatory traditional and cultural beliefs confine 
women to certain types of work, they invariably take on 
work that traps them in poverty or places them at risk 
of violence and disease. Perks et al point out the cycle of 
poverty and prostitution into which many women on the 
fringes of mining sites fall, explaining that:

… running a restaurant, engaging in sex work and 
transporting materials are by no means mutually 
exclusive roles. Instead, one leads to, or requires, 
doing another. Many women spoke about having to 
transact sex simply to survive … trading sexual favours 
was a prerequisite for gaining access to small jobs in 
mining towns.56

Sand trafficking in Kenya
Worldwide economic development and urbanisation have 
driven an unprecedented increase in construction, which, 
in turn, has created an insatiable demand for sand.57 

While illegal sand mining across Africa tends to be 
controlled by men, there are some examples of women 
becoming more involved in several ways. Recent research 
in West Africa shows that young women are gradually 
becoming involved in both sand digging and sand 
bagging,58 while in South Africa there are reports of 
women becoming involved in the more administrative 
side of the illegal activity, performing the role of ‘site 
manager’, recording sales and collecting payments.59

In Kenya, regulated sand harvesting (the sustainable 
extraction of sand) is legal, while sand mining (the 
complete removal of sand from a source) is illegal 
and leads to environmental degradation, leaving local 
communities to deal with multiple negative effects. 
Organised criminal cartels that have taken control of the 
sand-mining trade in Kenya are making enormous profits 
from this criminal enterprise.60 

Research conducted by ENACT shows that, in most 
cases, the entire criminal value chain of the illegal sand 
trade in Kenya is controlled by men.61 Women are, 
however, drawn to the peripheral but lucrative grey 
economy that develops around illegal sand mining in 
Kenya, especially where poverty and unemployment 
are high while basic government services (such as 
the provision of water, healthcare and education) and 
infrastructure, as well as opportunities for economic 
income, are lacking. As a result, illegal ‘sand mining 
creates a range of informal jobs and local income with 
resultant socio-economic opportunities.’62

Daghar reports that women and girls play menial roles 
onsite, sharpening shovels and washing lorries. On the 
fringes of the sites, they occupy ancillary or supplementary 
positions such as cooking food to sell to the loaders and 
doing their laundry for a small fee, in order to generate 
some income to provide for their families.63

Women are drawn to the 
lucrative grey economies 
developing around illegal sand 
mining in Kenya

Women also become involved in sex work in the 
communities surrounding the mining sites, attracted by 
the money offered by the many young sand loaders who 
receive a daily cash payment.64 ENACT reports that: 

[e]very day, sand workers from Makueni, Machakos 
and Kajiado county can be seen congregating after 
work in Mlolongo – a border meeting point of the 
three counties and an area popular for commercial 
sex work. Sand is also sold in Mlolongo along the 
roadside, and sex workers, including girls, find 
clients with ease.65

This finding is confirmed by Kisipan, who notes that the 
availability of money among the sand loaders lures young 
girls from poverty-stricken families into sex work – this 
results in girls dropping out of school, falling pregnant 
and contracting sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).66 

While the domination of men in the illegal sand trade in 
Kenya has been ascribed to preconceived notions of what 
is considered appropriate male and female work (hard 
physical labour versus domestic chores), the exclusion of
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women is also attributable to gendered hierarchies that 
dictate who is entitled to what sources of income. 

Daghar notes: ‘Already facing limited access to other 
economic opportunities, women are particularly 
vulnerable to being affected by the sand trade in 
exploitative ways.’67 Women have been effectively side-
lined from accessing the sought-after cash generated by 
illegal sand mining and relegated to the low-return (but 
high-risk, in the case of sex work) practices that support 
the main illicit activity.

Wildlife crime in Uganda
Wildlife crime entails the harvesting, processing, 
possession, trading and consumption of wild flora and 
fauna, in contravention of national or international 
laws.68 Uganda is considered a ‘source, consolidation and 
transit country’ for wildlife crime, which, while highly 
lucrative for the criminal networks involved, poses both an 
environmental and security threat to local communities.69

Research into the involvement of women in wildlife crime 
in Africa has documented that while both poaching/
hunting and transnational trafficking is generally 
considered to be the preserve of men, women play active 
roles in encouraging their menfolk to hunt, as well as 
in harvesting (in functional roles, such as trap setting), 
transporting, mediating, smuggling (at the local level) 
and distributing wildlife contraband.70

This reflects the reality in Uganda, where a recent study 
by Anagnostou et al found that women play a variety 
of supportive roles in the poaching performed by their 
husbands. They check the snares set in protected areas 
(PAs), hide the poached bushmeat in plant material and 
smuggle it out of the PAs, prepare the meat for personal 
consumption or sale to middlemen and, if the family 
keeps the bushmeat, they cook it.71

Kassa et al presented a group of women living near a 
PA with the hypothetical scenario of being offered a 
peripheral role in wildlife crime (eg, packaging goods or 
organising the packages and loading them onto trucks) in 
return for, in their terms, a ‘decent’ amount of money. 

Reflecting on their own financial circumstances, which 
included the experience of being a single mother, four out 
of five of the women indicated that most women in their 
local community would accept the offer, explaining that it 
constituted a ‘lucrative deal’.72

Although these discussions were not intended to 
generate any representative data or general conclusions, 
they do offer insights into the perception and 
understanding of wildlife trafficking of people in the local 
communities on whom these crimes have an impact.

Women’s involvement in wildlife crime in Uganda is 
primarily economically motivated and, as with the case 
studies above, is framed locally more as taking part in the 
informal economy than playing a role in organised crime. 
Although those involved in the lower levels of the crime 
‘may know it is against the law, this crime is not viewed as 
a “real” or “serious” crime.’73

Kassa et al explain that poverty levels in areas near 
the PAs are higher than the national average and that 
people in the local communities struggle to meet basic 
household needs.74 In these circumstances, there are 
few opportunities either to make money or to access 
public services. 

This leaves women especially vulnerable to recruitment 
into the more menial or peripheral elements of illegal 
activity as a means of economic survival. For female heads 
of households or single mothers, involvement in wildlife 
crime can mean there will be food on the table.75

Women are vulnerable to 
recruitment into the menial 
elements of illegal activity for 
economic survival

Recent research into gender and the illegal wildlife trade 
in Uganda draws links between male Chinese migrant 
labourers working on major construction projects in the 
country, a rise in demand for – and therefore trade in – 
illegal wildlife products and an increase in sex work or 
prostitution in the affected areas.76

Both men and women sell illegal wildlife products to 
the young Chinese labourers in exchange for food or 
traditional Chinese medicine. According to Seager, the 
‘involvement of women in this illegal [traditional Chinese 
medicine] trade then becomes synergistically linked 
with a parallel trade in sex – which may or may not be 
consensual for them.’77

While one of the research respondents referred to the 
illegal wildlife trade and its associated (sometimes 
coercive) sexual activity as ‘affordable law breaking’,78 
many of the women involved are left to deal with sexually 
transmitted diseases, unwanted pregnancies and raising 
children on their own, psychological trauma and being 
ostracised by their families or communities. These 
consequences can lead them to become even more 
deeply involved as a means of survival. 
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Unpacking the complexities
In 2020 United Nations Secretary-General António 
Guterres declared that ‘poverty in Africa … still has a 
woman’s face.’79 This is especially the case in the vast rural 
areas of East Africa. 

Structural gender inequalities, largely borne out of 
patriarchal cultural and social norms, have limited 
women’s access to land, assets, education, labour markets, 
formal employment, financing and opportunities for 
skills development while at the same time making them 
more vulnerable to domestic and other forms of gender-
based violence, constraining their mobility and socially 
acceptable activities. 

As a result, women in these areas are very rarely 
economically self-sufficient and most frequently 
perform unpaid family or household work. If they do 
participate in economic activities, these are usually 
limited to the ‘agricultural and informal sectors, with 
low and seasonal earnings that barely cover subsistence 
needs.’80 Women’s precarious economic position is 
compounded in remote rural areas by a decline in 
agriculture, the lack of basic government services, poor 
infrastructure and, in many cases, proximity to militias 
and to extremist or factional violence. 

It is often in these very situations that organised 
environmental crime flourishes. These spaces are 
more likely to be under or ungoverned, with weak law 
enforcement, porous borders and underpaid state officers 
who are susceptible to corruption. 

While men may make an active decision to join an 
organised criminal network, women may have little 
choice but to become complicit in illegal activities as their 
primary, and often only, means of livelihood. 

Agu points out that ‘[f]ood scarcity, especially animal 
protein to balance family nutrition or the financial 
need for same, have in most cases become a powerful 
motivation for subsistence poaching by women.’80 
Similarly, Locke notes:

Turning down illicit or compromising offers 
of immediate financial reward may not only 
be economically challenging, it could also be 
cognitively irrational. This has very real implications 
for small-scale players in the [transnational 
organised crime] network.81

Having a way to earn money also gives women an 
agency they might not otherwise have had. It is 
generally accepted that, traditionally, the space for 

poor, less-educated women in East Africa has been well 
defined within the private, domestic sphere,82 where 
they have little to no control over economic outcomes 
for their families. 

Playing roles on the periphery of or in the grey economy 
that supports organised criminal enterprises gives 
women a degree, albeit limited, of ownership over or 
control of resources. This can help to prevent them from 
sinking further into poverty and may even enable them to 
escape the poverty cycle. 

Bashwira notes that in mining sites in the DRC some 
women ‘manage to build a better life … and some become 
economically very successful … We encountered several 
women who were able to develop profitable businesses.’83 
These positives are, of course, counterbalanced by the 
illegality of the activities as well as the very real gendered 
harm of the impact of organised crime on women, their 
families and their communities.

Organised crime can help to 
prevent women from sinking 
further into poverty

Illegal coltan mining, sand mining and wildlife crime are 
all detrimental to the environment, with harmful long-
term consequences for sustainable development in rural 
areas. The destruction of ecosystems has a multiplier 
effect on land arability, water supply and biodiversity, 
which has an impact on the ability of local communities 
to develop sustainable livelihoods. 

This has particular implications for women. Although they 
are denied land ownership rights, the loss of the arable 
land they cultivate on a subsistence basis means food 
insecurity , hunger and entrapment in the poverty cycle. 
When local water supplies dry up, women must walk 
further to access clean water for their families, making 
them more vulnerable to sexual violence.

There is also gendered physical and sexual harm 
associated with these forms of organised crime. The 
Harvard Humanitarian Initiative and the World Bank 
Group note that women who transport minerals from the 
mines for washing may ‘suffer [internal organ] prolapses 
and severe physical problems as a result of the strain on 
their bodies.’84

The sex work and transactional sex associated with 
illegal extraction sites makes women vulnerable to STDs, 
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unwanted pregnancy, sexual assault and rape. Recent 
research by the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature into the links between gender-based violence and 
the environment details the harm in stark terms:

… across environmental crimes, the weakened rule of 
law contributes to the sexual exploitation of women 
and men towards enabling criminal activities – as 
seen throughout illegal logging, mining and fishing 
operations as a means to fill labour forces … Armed 
military and security forces involved in large-scale 
infrastructure developments and extractive work, as 
well as protected area rangers, have also deployed 
[gender-based violence] as a means to pressure local 
communities or exploit them. In the wake of social, 
financial and infrastructure stresses due to climate 
change and weather-related disasters, child marriage 
has been used as a coping strategy, while [intimate 
partner violence] rates rise as men use violence 
as a means to exert control over scarce natural 
resources.85

The health problems caused by physical harm or sexual 
violence are compounded by limited access to healthcare 
facilities and services in the remote areas where these 
environmental crimes take place.

Yet another form of harm, specifically in relation to wildlife 
crime, is the law enforcement response to organised 
crime. Massé et al have pointed out how a militarised 
approach to conservation – the so-called ‘war on 
poaching’ – has led to the deaths of many poachers who 
leave behind widows as the emergency and single heads 
of household.86

Left in a precarious situation, with few economic 
opportunities and often facing the loss of land or other 
assets because of patriarchal inheritance systems, many of 
these widows will turn back to illicit activities to provide 
for their fatherless children.

Environmental crimes are also associated and intersect 
with other forms of organised crime, such as corruption, 
money laundering and trafficking, all of which contribute 
to further undermining the rule of law and security in the 
affected areas. 

Women in these circumstances are positioned in the 
uneasy space between legality (informal trading) and 
illegality (active criminal behaviour) in the grey economies 
that flourish around organised crime sites and are caught 
between economic necessity, the agency that comes with 
earning a livelihood and the harm that is an inevitable 
consequence of organised criminal activities. 

While men who occupy the same spaces may face many 
of the same dilemmas, women are particularly vulnerable 
for a number of reasons. In rural East Africa they are 
already over-represented in the informal economy, usually 
due to financial difficulties or the need for flexibility to 
juggle childcare and other family demands. 

The International Development Research Centre (IDRC) 
reports that the ‘relegation of women to informal work 
and the lower rungs of select formal industries limits 
their pay potential, income stability, and opportunity to 
improve their welfare.’87 Despite legislative improvements 
protecting women’s rights in many East African 
countries, customary and social norms still discriminate 
against them. 

Persistent patriarchal customs prevent women from 
equal land rights and equal decision-making powers 
within the family and while men usually have authority 
over the use of resources and the distribution of income 
and benefits it is the women who actually manage often 
complex household structures and issues while pursuing 
multiple strategies for earning a living.88 Driven by these 
factors, women may be forced to – or even willingly – turn 
to illicit activities. 

Much of what determines women’s position within the 
criminal value chain also often renders them, and the 
spaces they occupy, invisible to those responding to 
organised crime in East Africa. 

Current responses
Organised criminal groups pose considerable threats, 
not only to the security of states (and regions) but also 
to the economy, political stability and well-being of the 
general population. Organised crime is, furthermore, ‘an 
increasingly dynamic and complex phenomenon, with 
new criminal markets and modi operandi emerging under 
the influence of globalisation and – in particular – new 
technologies.’89 For these reasons, the ways in which states 
respond to organised crime are particularly important as 
each approach has wide-ranging implications for security, 
social and economic development, and human rights.

Law enforcement approach
For obvious reasons the dominant response to organised 
crime has always been the law-and-order approach – 
law enforcement, investigation, arrest, prosecution and 
sanctions. While this approach is undoubtedly necessary, 
it is inadequate and must be complemented by other 
responses – especially where there is poor governance, 
political instability and under-capacitated justice systems. 
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This is particularly pertinent when it comes to women 
who operate in the informal economy on the fringes 
of organised criminal activity. Legislative or policy 
interventions that focus on militarised policing or 
harsh penalties often have a range of unintended 
consequences, ‘especially in cases where illicit activities 
are sometimes enmeshed in the livelihoods of people 
who are [not] transnational criminals.’90

Several researchers have noted that state-led law 
enforcement interventions tend to be overly harsh and 
have a negative impact on local communities.91 Ruthless 
policing often targets the poor and vulnerable, including 
women trying to make a living within the grey economy 
surrounding organised criminal activities. This results in 
danger to and loss of livelihoods of the groups (such as 
women) at the lower ends of the criminal value chain, 
who have few, if any, options available to them.

At the local level, police often have the reputation of 
being predatory and abusive and not always only towards 
the criminals themselves.92 This is borne out by recent 
research, which noted that government officials stationed 
in Uganda’s Kasokwa Central Forest Reserve to pursue 
wildlife crime ‘have been reported to harass women when 
they enter the forest to collect water or firewood, both 
of which are permitted.’93 Studies have shown that on 
illegal mining sites ‘agents of the state are perpetrators of 
human-rights abuses themselves’, with women vulnerable 
to physical and sexual abuse by police.94

Ruthless policing often targets 
the poor and vulnerable, 
including women trying to 
make a living 

Apart from these violations, arresting women who play 
minor roles on the periphery of illegal activities will have 
little to no impact on the criminal value chain – instead, 
it will mean incarcerating women who have no means 
with which to access justice, who may be the sole 
breadwinners in their families, and who will be subject 
to further violations within the criminal justice and 
prison systems. 

More generally, harsh policing strains the relationship 
between communities and local law enforcement. The 
resultant erosion of public trust – which often extends 
from law enforcement to local authorities to the 
government itself – not only undermines the legitimacy 

of the state, it also exacerbates the vulnerability of 
communities to social harm, including violence and 
organised crime.

Social development approach
There has been growing recognition in the past decade 
or so that complementing law enforcement with a social 
development approach is the more sustainable, long-
term response to organised crime. 

A social development approach acknowledges that 
organised crime is part of the political economy of 
fragile states and tends to permeate almost all areas of 
life.95 For this reason it attempts to tackle the underlying 
causes of involvement and offer people or communities 
other options. 

Many social development interventions promote 
economic transformation at the local level to reduce 
the role of organised crime as a viable source of 
income. Economic transformation is often envisaged 
to include providing skills development programmes, 
giving local communities access to micro financing 
for legitimate small businesses and creating legal 
employment opportunities. 

It can also include more long-term strategies such as 
increasing or improving public health and education 
services, providing outreach programmes for young 
people considered to be at risk, building recreational 
facilities and campaigns to raise awareness of the harms 
of organised crime. Such interventions must respond to 
the actual needs of the communities involved to ensure 
that they are relevant, useful and effective. 

Importantly, Vorrath explains that an ‘understanding of 
[organised crime] as a basis for livelihood is important 
primarily in anticipating unintended consequences of 
initiatives which focus on strengthening state capacity, 
authority and/or legitimacy.’96

She emphasises that where organised crime is an 
important source of income for marginalised groups (such 
as women) economic transformation must be prioritised. 
Vorrath comments that it is ‘important to strike a balance 
between the stabilizing effects of TOC and the associated 
harm to the community and the destructive potential of 
the other threat categories under discussion.’97

The current challenge with the social development 
approach is that women involved on the periphery 
of organised crime largely fall through the cracks. 
Interventions aimed at protecting communities from 
such crime are usually gender blind or regard women as 
victims; at the same time, programmes aimed specifically 
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at women do not address those who play active – albeit 
fringe – roles. 

Treating communities as gender-neutral entities renders 
any gendered issues, harm and solutions invisible in 
situations infused with gender inequality when it comes 
to power and socio-cultural norms/attitudes, as well as 
access to and control over resources and services. 

Community resilience
Community resilience is emerging as an alternative 
response to organised crime that holds great 
potential.98 As a concept, it entails both the process 
of and the capacity for adapting successfully to, 
addressing and ultimately overcoming challenging or 
threatening circumstances.99

In the case of organised crime, community resilience 
depends on fostering two forms of social capital: 
bridging capital and linking capital. Bridging capital 
entails social connections and active engagement 
with other people in the community and includes ‘the 
community’s capacity for concerted actions as well as its 
ability to solve problems and build consensus towards 
coordinated responses.’100

Linking capital, on the other hand, is the respect, trust 
and communication between communities and those in 
authority (such as law enforcement bodies, government 
officials, policy makers, and so on). Linking capital 
necessitates: 

a multifaceted state-building effort that seeks 
to strengthen the bonds between the state and 
the marginalized communities dependent on 
or vulnerable to participation in the illicit activity 
for reasons of economic survival and physical 
insecurity.101

Conversely, as mentioned above, any trust gap between 
communities and those in authority (including the 
police and local and national government) can magnify 
existing fault lines that may cause communities to turn to 
organised crime for income, security and even services.

The relationships and partnerships that result from 
this social capital are used to develop and implement 
initiatives from within the community to build and 
encourage resilience in eschewing involvement in 
organised crime. These initiatives could include 
dialogue, promoting improved relationships between 

Chart 3: Forms of social capital

Linking
(across vertical gradients)

Bonding
(within networks)

Bridging
(between networks)

Religion, ethnicity, race, 
socio-economic status, 

gender, age, etc.

Bonding capital: ties 
between individuals of the 
same social group.

Bridging capital: ties 
between individuals/groups 
that cross social divides.

Linking capital: networks 
of respectful and trusting 
relationships between 
people/groups interacting 
across vertical lines of power 
or authority, e.g. communities 
with government.

Source: Adapted from Aldrich102
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law enforcement bodies and the community, the 
inclusion of marginalised voices in community meetings, 
conflict resolution, advocacy, prevention and awareness 
campaigns, education workshops, capacity building and 
reclaiming public spaces.

Bird’s recent research into the role of women in 
community responses to organised crime outlines the 
complex interplay of benefits and challenges for women 
in the community resilience approach.103 Women across 
the world have demonstrated time and again that they 
are at the forefront of community resilience against 
organised crime. Their social capital as a result of their 
cultural position within families means that they are 
‘uniquely placed’ to be agents of change. 

They are in a position to sensitise families to possible 
harm, insulate children from criminal networks, interrupt 
or break chains of violence, and claim or reclaim physical 
space that allows them to demand to be seen and 

heard. They are also able to shape the attitude/behaviour 
of other women, forcing them to create and tap into 
structures that are independent of state support (and 
therefore influence).

However, there are multiple challenges for women who 
engage in these responses. Especially in more traditional 
contexts there is an innate tension between their role in 
the domestic setting and their inevitably more public 
voice for change. 

Engagement with the state (as part of building bridging 
capital) may be difficult, if not dangerous, particularly in 
situations in which they are culturally, traditionally and 
historically discriminated against and excluded. 

The intention to empower women to be change agents 
may inadvertently add to the burden on women, 
‘ascribing more responsibilities without rights or other 
protections, in part as a way of replacing failed state 
institutions that cannot provide services.’104

Chart 4: Programming approaches to counter organised crime (√ indicates where programming could 
be applied) 

Wildlife 
Crime

Other 
Conservation 
Crimes

Trafficking 
in Persons

Counterfeit 
Pharmaceuticals

Drug 
Trafficking

Group-
based 
Crime

Prevention Approach to Reduce Incentives

Alternative Livelihoods: jobs, 
start-ups, agriculture √ √ √ √ √

Public Services: education, 
health √ √ √ √ √ √

Recreational Activities √

Psychosocial Support √ √

Civil Rights Protection √ √ √ √ √

Social and Gender Norm 
Change √ √ √ √ √ √

Professionalism of Public 
Service √ √ √ √ √ √

Community Co-Management 
of Resources: permitting, 
monitoring

√ √

Formalization of Rights √ √ √ √ √

Demand Reducation: laws, 
social and behaviour change 
efforts

√ √ √ √ √ √

Clean Supply Chains: laws, 
corporate policies, certification, 
customs

√ √ √ √

Source: USAID107
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Empowering women and giving them a voice can also 
make them more visible and therefore more vulnerable 
to intimidation, threats and attacks by organised criminal 
groups or even the state, if it has been captured (that is, 
significantly influenced by corrupt private interests). 

Resilience can be severely weakened by such violence, 
with fear silencing protest. Barriers to accessing finance 
can be a challenge for women’s groups, undermining 
their capacity and efficacy. Bird explains that there is a 
significant risk that ‘gendered programming can work to 
reinforce gendered stereotypes that themselves reflect 
social inequities and can act as obstacles to equality’.105 
By imposing new rights, opportunities or resources on 
women, development partners may add to their burden 
and heighten existing inequality. 

Finding a solution
There are myriad challenges for women in each of the 
current responses to organised crime. Is it possible, 
therefore, to craft an approach that is responsive to their 
needs and, beyond basic obligations, might uplift and 
empower them? What would need to change about the 
current approaches for them to respond adequately to 
the specific needs of women in these contexts?

No piece of research or analysis of organised crime can 
afford to be gender blind. Men may dominate many forms 
but, as can be determined from the case studies above, 
women are often involved in a variety of roles both within 
the criminal value chains and in the grey economies that 
emerge around criminal enterprises. 

No piece of research or analysis 
of organised crime can afford to 
be gender blind

Gender-blind research/analysis leads to huge gaps in 
our understanding of how organised crime operates, 
the roles and activities involved and its wider impact on 
local communities. It can also lead to gender-neutral 
interventions, which are based on skewed assumptions, 
ignore or dismiss the roles women play and may ‘result 
in a bias in favour of existing gender relations and 
may even reinforce rigid gender roles and stereotypes 
and marginalize women further, for example, where 
associated with increasingly militarized responses.’106

In their recent technical guide to the development 
response to organised crime, USAID demonstrated how 

widely a development response that takes gender into 
account could and should be applied (see Chart 4 above).

Theis et al emphasise the importance of examining 
gender-specific constraints and opportunities in the 
development of community resilience interventions. They 
show that men and women experience challenges and 
threats in different ways and have different capacities and 
constraints in responding to such challenges/threats. 

These differences are emphasised by the intersection 
of other identities such as age, socio-economic status, 
ethnicity, marital status, sexual identity, and so on.108 
Each response to a threat (even if that response is to do 
nothing) is the result of a decision-making process that 
reflects the options available to individuals, families 
and communities – and these are often restricted 
when it comes to women. Theis et al make the 
important point that: 

[o]nly a subset of all possible response options is 
available to individuals or communities, depending 
on their capacities and their ability to exercise 
these capacities. Individuals with greater resilience 
capacities have more choices of strategies to protect 
and improve their livelihoods and well-being over the 
long term.109

For example, women’s marital status affects their 
resilience in nuanced ways. Single females, or female 
heads of households, are significantly limited in their 
access to land, financing, employment opportunities and 
even social networks, all of which has an impact on their 
resilience as individuals and households. 

Although women who live with male partners may have 
greater access to resources, they have less authority 
over a range of important decisions (from negotiating 
contraception to starting a small business), which 
undermines their resilience and that of the household 
as a whole.110 For all women, the threat of gender-based 
violence in the home or the community in response 
to their becoming empowered or gaining a voice may 
dissuade or even prevent them from building their own 
resilience.111

A gendered lens is not the silver bullet for solving the 
problem of responding to organised crime but it is an 
indispensable tool. Each possible response should start 
but not end with assessment of the gendered dimensions 
of the problem. As Seager comments, while this will 
not solve the problem it will ‘contribute to solutions by 
engaging a wider-angle understanding of problems, 
approaches and policies not offered elsewhere.’112
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Bird, however, warns of programming that is too fixed on 
gender, observing that the:

current narrative among development partners 
commonly views women as ‘change-makers’. 
Although a positive concept, if not applied through 
a demand-driven approach, this heightens the risk 
of ‘supporting’ women in a way that creates more 
burdens.113 

She posits that the way to mitigate this risk is to ensure 
that programming is gender aware rather than gender 
focused114 and that interventions are grassroots and 
demand led. Programmes should more broadly apply the 
principles of inclusion in planning and implementation 
and ‘form teams that serve as a model for gender and 
social parity.’115

The dynamics of gender, power, agency and resilience are 
highly complex and context specific and any intervention 
programming must be approached thoughtfully and 
sensitively and include direct input from all groups within 
the relevant community. 

Investigating the gender and social dynamics of resilience 
in the context of organised crime – such as exposure and 
sensitivity to risks and harm, decision-making abilities, 
resilience capacities and well-being outcomes – will reveal 
differences in the target populations’ needs, priorities 
and constraints.116 This information can then ‘provide the 
foundation for designing more tailored, locally accepted, 

and sustainable interventions to increase livelihood 
resilience to multiple shocks and stressors.’117 

A useful starting point is to examine any assumptions 
about inclusivity that are embedded in current research 
or interventions. This is especially important in situations 
in which the lines between the informal economy, state 
services/responses and organised crime are blurred, 
because it is in these situations that the roles, activities 
and impact of organised crime reach far beyond the 
obvious players/groups and those contemplating 
interventions must be cognisant of this reality.

In developing new areas of research, analysis and 
intervention, some of the basic questions that must be 
asked at the outset are:

 • Are we giving men and women the same 
opportunities to share their experiences of organised 
crime (whether it relates to their roles – however 
minor – within it, their activities on the fringes or 
the impact of organised criminal activities on their 
families and communities)?

 • Are the approaches to countering organised crime 
(including strategies, policies and laws) sensitive to 
the needs, roles and capacities of both men and 
women?118

 • How can we strengthen attention to gender issues 
in the analysis of organised crime and in the design 
of programmes to reduce its negative effects on 
development?119

Chart 5: Guiding questions on gender and resilience 

Domain of 
resilience

Key questions

Exposure and 
sensitivity to 
disturbances

 • To what risk are women and men, and other relevant differential groups, exposed?
 • How do different groups perceive, prioritize, and experience different risks, shocks, and 

stressors?
 • How do different risk, shocks, and stressors interact?

Resilience 
capacities

 • How do resilience capacities vary amoung different groups of people, and why?
 • What factors infuence the resilience capacities of different groups of people in a particular 

context?
 • How do an individual’s resilience capacities enable or restrict his or her range of possible 

options for responding to and managing risk?
Decision-making 
context and 
responses

 • How do needs and preferences about how to respond to a disturbance vary?
 • What are current response strategies for different groups of people?
 • Whose priorities do the current response strategies represent?
 • Are there differences in decision-making authority within households, community 

organizations, and projects?
Well-being 
outcomes and 
pathways

 • In what ways do responses to climate shocks and stressors have different impacts on men’s 
and women’s (and other relevant differential groups’) well-being outcomes?

 • What are the pathways that mediate these outcomes?
 • What are the trade-offs and synergies across different outcomes and time scales?

Source: S Theis et al
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 • How can we better identify the different resilience 
capacities across diverse groups within a target 
population as well as the ability (or not) of those 
groups to build on and exercise those capacities?

The answers to all these questions must then be applied 
to any programmes or interventions developed and 
implemented in communities living off or affected by 
organised crime. 

Asking and responding thoughtfully to these questions 
also has obvious dividends for understanding and 
responding to other groups that find themselves on the 
margins, such as people of different sexual orientations, 
races and ethnicities, marginalised men, migrants and 
so on.

The question remains whether it is possible to 
adapt existing strategies to enable them to respond 
adequately to women’s complex needs in the context 
of their economically driven involvement in organised 
crime, or whether a new model must be developed to 
respond to organised crime that will ensure women’s 
agency and empowerment as well as contribute to 
improving the conditions of communities engaged in 
organised crime for economic survival. 

Conclusion
The discussion generates more questions than answers. 
And perhaps at this point that is appropriate.

In areas in East Africa, and indeed in much of Africa 
more generally, where organised crime is prolific, there 
is a complex interplay between economic activities and 
opportunities that are licit and illicit. Because organised 

criminal networks and the role players within them are 
more or less well defined, it is those who operate on 
the fringes or in the shadows – often women – whose 
contribution and roles are overlooked, as is the impact 
on them of making a living that is dependent on crime. 

Those women who operate within the grey economy 
often find themselves dealing with a conundrum – the 
roles or activities that give them agency, empower 
them economically and allow them to provide for their 
families are those that law enforcement bodies and 
social development interventions seek to dismantle 
without factoring them into the equation. 

Developing practical solutions 
requires looking beyond the 
visible actors and dynamics

Developing effective interventions that mitigate against 
the harm of organised crime and seek to prevent or 
build community resilience to it requires looking beyond 
the obvious and visible actors and dynamics to the 
whole intricate web of roles and activities that support 
the central criminal network. 

This will entail questioning the implicit preconceptions 
of current organised crime interventions and, with the 
insight and knowledge of those affected, exploring 
ways to adapt or complement such interventions – or 
develop wholly new approaches – to better respond to 
the complex needs and realities of those caught in the 
conundrum described above.
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31 Hübschle, Of bogus hunters, 37.

32 Ibid, 41.

33 Ibid, 42. 

34 Ibid, 46.

35 Ibid, 48.

36 INTERPOL, Women as actors of transnational organised 
crime, 9, 17. When reporting on data extracted from the 
INTERPOL databases, the authors looked at crimes related 
specifically to organised crime, such as: organised crime/
transnational crime; computer and information technology 
crimes; high-tech crime, maritime piracy/robbery on 
the high seas; drug-related crimes; people smuggling, 
trafficking and illegal immigration; sexual exploitation/
prostitution; crimes against children; banking/fraud; 
bribery/corruption; environmental crime; counterfeiting/
forgery; intellectual property crime; and pharmaceutical 
crime. The data were extracted for all the African member 
countries.

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid, 13, 15.

39 Ibid, 5.

40 Ibid, 4, 5, 28. 

41 INTERPOL, Overview of Serious and Organized Crime in 
East Africa, 2018, https://enact-africa.s3.amazonaws.com/
site/uploads/2018-12-12-interpol-east-africa-report.pdf, 4.

42 UNODC, Eastern Africa: UNODC to address rising 
environmental crime, 2009, www.unodc.org/unodc/en/
frontpage/2009/November/eastern-africa_-unodc-to-
address-rising-environmental-crime.html. 

43 See, United Nations, Security Council condemns illegal 
exploitation of Democratic Republic of Congo’s natural 
resources, 2001, www.un.org/press/en/2001/sc7057.doc.htm; 
E Totolo, Coltan and conflict in the DRC, 2009, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/democratic-republic-congo/
coltan-and-conflict-drc. 

44 R Perks, J Kelly, S Constantian and P Pham, Resources 
and resourcefulness: Gender, human rights and resilience 
in artisanal mining towns of eastern Congo, in K Lahiri-
Dutt (ed), Between the Plough and the Pick: Informal, 
Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining in the Contemporary 
World, Action, ACT: ANU Press, 2018, 224; Y Cholteeva, 
Man’s world: Are women in artisanal mining still a ‘bad 
omen’?, 2021, www.mining-technology.com/features/
mans-world-are-women-in-artisanal-mining-still-a-bad-
omen/; M R Bashwira and G van der Haar, Necessity 
or choice: Women’s migration to artisanal mining 
regions in eastern DRC, 2020, www.tandfonline.com/doi/
full/10.1080/00083968.2019.1674170?src=recsys; ENACT field 
research, April 2021.



20 Living on the edge / Women and organised crime in East Africa 

45 Interviews, members of the North Kivu civil society and 
South Kivu civil society, April 2021.

46 Interviews with members of SAEMAPE and South Kivu civil 
society, April 2021.

47 Harvard Humanitarian Initiative and World Bank Group, 
Resources and Resourcefulness: Gender, Human Rights 
and Resilience in Select Artisanal Mining Towns of Eastern 
Congo, 2015, https://internationalwim.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/10/Resources-and-Resourcefulness-Gender-
Human-Rights-and-Resilience-in-Select-Artisanal-Mining-
Towns-of-Eastern-Congo-3.pdf, 13. 

48 Perks et al, Resources and resourcefulness, 213, 
214; C Grown, How mining affects women in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, 2015, www.weforum.org/
agenda/2015/09/how-mining-affects-women-in-the-
democratic-republic-of-congo/; Bashwira and Van der 
Haar, Necessity or choice. 

49 Bashwira and Van der Haar, Necessity or choice.

50 E Noble, L Ascencio, T Wilondja, A Mateba, M Angelucci 
and R Heath, The Impact of Women for Women 
International’s Economic and Social Empowerment 
Program in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 2020, www.
womenforwomen.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/DRC8pger.
pdf, 1.

51 Carleton University, IMPACT, and Development Research 
and Social Policy Analysis Centre, Women in Artisanal 
and Small-Scale Mining in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, 2017, https://impacttransform.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/11/Women-in-ASM-DRC-recommendations.
pdf, 1.

52 Cholteeva, Man’s world.

53 Ibid.

54 D Buss and B Rutherford, Gendering women’s livelihoods 
in artisanal and small-scale mining: An introduction, 2020, 
www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00083968.2019.169102
8. 

55 Cholteeva, Man’s world.

56 Perks et al, Resources and resourcefulness, 215.

57 World Wildlife Fund, Sand Mafias: Environmental 
Harm, Corruption and Economic Impacts, June 2021, 
www.worldwildlife.org/pages/tnrc-blog-sand-mafias-
environmental-harm-corruption-and-economic-impacts. 

58 Nordic Development Fund & World Bank Group, 
What can be done about West Africa’s Disappearing 
Sand?, 2017, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/
en/501101527764779933/pdf/KS-What-can-be-done-about-
West-Africas-disappearing-sand.pdf, 2.

59 K de Greef, Quick sand, dirty money, 2017, www.
hakaimagazine.com/features/quick-sand-dirty-money/.

60 Ibid.

61 M Daghar, Kenya’s sand cartels; Muiruri Philip Gathogo and 
Meshack O Amimo, Social-Environmental Effects of River 
Sand Mining: Case Study of Ephemeral River Kivou in Kitui 
County, Kenya, 2017, www.iosrjournals.org/iosr-jhss/papers/
Vol.%2022%20Issue11/Version-10/F2211103137.pdf.

62 Nordic Development Fund & World Bank Group, What can 
be done, 2.

63 M Daghar, Kenya’s sand cartels; World Wildlife Fund, Sand 
Mafias. 

64 Daghar, Kenya’s sand cartels.

65 Ibid. 

66 B Kisipan, Effect of sand harvesting on pupils’ learning 
in public primary schools in Kenyawa division, Kajiado 
county, Kenya, 2019, http://repository.anu.ac.ke/bitstream/
handle/123456789/614/Benson%20Kisipan_MED.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y, 67.

67 Daghar, Kenya’s sand cartels.

68 CITES, Wildlife crime, https://cites.org/eng/prog/iccwc/crime.
php. 

69 C Haenlein and V Opyene, Illegal Wildlife Trade in Uganda: 
Tracking Progress on ‘Following the Money’, 2021, https://
static.rusi.org/295-OP-IWT-Uganda.pdf, vii. 
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