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Ugandan manufacturers returned 
from the Gulf Food Expo in Dubai ear- 
I yenrwithomethingmany ol 
‘businesses arely achieve: strong inter 
‘national buyerinterest anda potential 
export pipeline worth more than $5.8 
million. 
‘But behind the excitement was a fa- 

‘miliar frustration. Much of that inter- 
estdid not immediately translate into 
firm contracts because many Ugandan 
products still struggle to meet interna- 
tional packaging and branding stand- 
ards. 
‘Buyers were interested in the prod- 
ucts.But many deals came with con- 
itions. Some wanted white labeling, 
others demanded private labeling, 
exposing a deeper weakness in how 
‘Ugandan goodsare prepared for glob- 
alshelves. 
‘For many industry players,the prob- 
Jem starts long before products leave 

factory. 

the Uganda Manufacturers Associ- 

i b apersonal perspective 
instead of a market-driven one. 
“Most of the time, our innovators 

‘come with products, and ey say This 
ismy colour,these are my initials for 
myname These are my preferred col- 
ours’Wrong bml\mllg To us in mar- 
keting s the face of a prod- 
uct. What do they want? What is the 
market saying?"hesaid. 
He explains that many businesses 

focus on what they personally ikein- 
steadof what consumers expect,amis- 
takethat weakens products in compet- 
itive mariets. 
‘Muhumuza says this often creates 
‘what he describes as a“packaging par- 
adox”where businessesoverload pack- 
‘aging with too many competing mes- 

branding,product information, 
ionality and imagery, until the 
loses clarity and appeal. 

“You find a pack that is almost ike 
a book,” he said, explaining how 

ingasimple, clear message to consum- 
ers. 
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Why good products still fail abroad 
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at the factory in Nakawa Division. Most pack: 
making them expensive for local businesses. PHOTO/MICHAEL KAKUMIRIZI 
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materials are imported, 

‘Many businesses either 
delay improving packaging 
or compromise on quality, 
decisions. 
Beyond selling products, building 

brands 
Rosemary Kezaabu, head of sales 

and marketing at Luuka Plastics Lim- 
ited,saysthechallenge goesbeyondex- 
port readiness and speaks directly to 
"how Ugandan businesses think about 
brandbuilding. 
“We should not just ook at selling a 
product,but creating a brand o that if 
Iplace a product on the shelftodayo- 
‘morrow someone comes back for the 
‘sameproduct;shesaid. 
According o Kezaabu, packaging 

should reflect the end user, from us- 
ability and storage to consistency in 
design. Constantly changing packag- 
ing,she says,confuses customers and 

brandidentit 

‘Many businesses fail to consider 
‘whether packagirg suits the prod- 
uct. Packaging for coffee beans,she ex- 
plains,is different from that of ground 
coffee or snacks because each product 
has different preservation needs and 

Packaging:Acostly necessity 
For exporters,packaging s no longer 

justabout appearance.Ithas become a 
‘business survivalissue. 
Hilary Bainemigisha, founding direc- 

tor at Forna Health Foods, producers 
of Aunt Porridge,says packaging must 
now betreated as acriical part ofscal- 
ing products into international mar- 
Kets. 
His company attracted significant 

buyer interest during the Dubai expo, 
but he admits packaging remains one 
of the most expensive aspectsof growth 
forexporters. 
“Packaging is very important, but it 

takes a significant portion of costs," he 
said. 
tillhe believes businesses should not 

‘wait for perfect packaging before test- 
ingthe market. 
“You don't need perfect packaging to 

test the market. But once the product is 

strong packagingmustmatchitsvalue,” 
‘headded. 
Costpressurelocking out exporters 
Beyond branding and design,cost re- 

‘mains one of the biggest barriers fac- 
ing Ugandan manufacturers. Most pack- 

aging materials are imported, making 
them expensive forlocal businesses,es- 
‘pecially small and medium enterprises 
tryingtoscaleintoexport markets. 

‘Asa result,many businesseseither de- 
lay improving packaging o compro- 
‘mise on quality, decisions that eventu- 
ally hurt their competitiveness abroad. 
‘According to World Bank, the Obser- 

vatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), 
and Volza trade data, Uganda imports 
between $6 million and $7.5 mullion 
‘worthof plastic packaging annualiy m- 
‘ports rose from $5.99 million in 2021 to 
'$7.54 million in 2022, with Kenya sup- 
Piing e han 3.4 milion worthof 
packaging mat 
Uganda also. mmd 207 shipments. 

of corrugated paper boxes between 
mid-2024 and mid 2025, against total 
imports worth about $13.9 billion in 
2024. 

Packaging Centre 
It against this backdrop that the 

Packaging Centre of Excellence has 
beenlaunched Theinitiative aimstore- 
duce Uganda's dependence on import- 
ed packaging materials by strengthen- 
ing local capacity in design, sourcing 
and production. 
Industry players believe the centre 

could help lower production costs, im- 
prove packaging quality and make 
‘Ugandan, 

‘Dr.Julia Kigozi, Dean of Food Technol- 
ogy, Nutrition and Bioengineering at 

Makerere Universitysays the centre will 
act as a one:stop hub for agro-proces- 
sors and manufacturersseeking techni- 
cal guidance on packaging. 
“The Packaging Centre of Excellence 

is a very important innovation for our 
country.It will help agro-processors im- 
prove how they do business. Many pro- 
cessors have questions about packaging 
butlack a central place o get answers.” 
shesaid. 
Makerere University will lead the re- 

search component ofthe centre,focus- 
ing on scientific testing to ensure pack- 
‘aging meets required standards. 
“We can test whether packaging pre-= 

serves a product’s quality over time, 
checking sensory properties, moisture 
content,nutritional value and chemical 
stability"Kigozi explained. 
“Research helps determine how long 

a product can lastin a particular pack 
ageand whether the packaging materi- 
als used are appropriate. It answers the 
“whybehind packaging decisions™ 
On the implementation side, Moses 

Lead under 
in Uganda, says the initiative was de- 
signed to solve bottlenecks that contin- 
uetolimit the compefitiveness of ocal. 
products. 
“As Made in Uganda, we positioned 

ourselves tosolve that problem, which 
uhywearelading e Packaging 

of Excellence; hesaid. 
Ehvndorormamtarer should 
walkinto the faclty and leave with the 

The initiative will begin with a plot. 
&oup of up to 10 selected brands that€.] 

year 
Industry stakeholders believe the 

model could bridge the long-stand- 
ing gep betyeen resar desin and 

‘markets they have long struggled to ac- 
cess. 3 
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