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POLICY BRIEF

Ugandans travelling to the United States may be required to deposit
between USD 5,000 and USD 15,000 as a visa bond infroducing a new
cost of doing business with one of the country’s key global markets.

This policy brief examines what this means for Ugandan businesses,
tourism, foreign exchange, and the country’s broader growth agenda,
and outlines how the private sector and financial system can respond.



Policy Brief (Desk Review): The U.S. Visa Bond Policy and Its
Potential Implications for Uganda’s Economy and Growth Agenda

Executive Summary

1. The U.S. Visa Bond policy could directly affect about 6,573 Ugandans annually and
immobilise between USD 33 million and USD 99 million in private capital, introducing a
new liquidity, competitiveness, and foreign-exchange pressure point for Uganda’s tourism,
business, and trade engagement with the United States.

2. Although refundable, its upfront nature transforms international mobility into a
capital-intensive barrier for Ugandan businesses and travelers. In an economy where
GDP per capita is approximately USD 1,070-1,080! per year, the upfront bond requirement
of USD 5,000-15,000 represents between 5 and 15 times of Uganda’s average annual
income. This transforms what is a routine compliance instrument in high-income countries
into a binding liquidity constraint in lower-income economies.

3. While the aggregate impact on GDP may appear statistically marginal (about 1%), the real
economic effect is immediate, concentrated, and strategically significant, because it precisely
affects the segment of Ugandans that drive exports, tourism, investment linkages, and
private-sector partnerships critical to Uganda’s growth and structural transformation.

4. Specifically, the Visa Bond policy introduces a new macroeconomic constraint on
Uganda’s growth agenda by simultaneously tightening business liquidity and
increasing foreign-exchange demand. The need to mobilise between USD 33 million and
USD 99 million annually purely for bond compliance will divert scarce resources away from
productive investment and add pressure to exchange-rate stability and import costs. In this
sense, the U.S. Visa Bond policy transcends being a travel-related measure and becomes a
national issue directly affecting private-sector performance and external trade dynamics.

5. Addressing these impacts requires a coordinated response across Government, the
private sector, and the financial system to ensure that business mobility and
continuity. At the national level, Government must reduce exposure by accelerating import
substitution, export diversification, and deeper regional market integration. In parallel, the
private sector must adapt by prioritising high-impact engagements, strengthening digital
readiness, consolidating travel, and integrating liquidity planning into business strategy,
while refining market-entry approaches and exploring alternative market opportunities to
remain competitive. Lastly, Development Finance Institutions (DFIs) should de-risk and
crowd in private capital by introducing targeted instruments such as partial credit
guarantees, revolving mobility facilities, and integrating visa-bond liquidity into existing
export finance frameworks, thereby ensuring that productive firms particularly SMEs can
continue to access international markets despite the new constraints.

1 https:/ /www.theglobaleconomy.com/Uganda/gdp_per capita_current dollars/
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Background and Context

6.

Global and Regional Context
8.

9.

10.

Effective January 21st, 2026, the United States introduced a Visa Bond pilot policy?2
requiring nationals of selected countries, including Uganda, to post a refundable
financial bond before issuance of certain visitor visas. The policy applies primarily to B-
1 (Business), B-2 (Tourism/Medical), and combined B-1/ B-2 visas, which form the
dominant share of Ugandan travel to the United States. Uganda was added alongside several
other developing countries following U.S. concerns regarding visa overstays under visitor
categories.

. The policy rationale is anchored in strengthening visa compliance through a financial

guarantee mechanism. While framed as an immigration control tool, the policy carries clear
economic consequences for countries whose private-sector mobility depends heavily on B-
class visas. Under the pilot program, applicants may be required to post refundable bonds
of USD 5,000, USD 10,000, or USD 15,000, depending on consular assessment. Payment
of the bond does not guarantee visa issuance, but becomes an additional procedural and
financial step in accessing U.S. markets and relationships.

Figure 1: Total Number Visas Issued
Annually by US Embassies Worldwide
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migratory, and that the U.S. engagement with
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exchange. Figure 2: US Visas Issued by Region / 2024

Regionally, Africa accounted for only about

4% of total U.S. visas issued globally in 2024 V»
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restrictive effects on African economies,
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2https:/ /travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/News /visas-news /countries-subject-to-visa-bonds.html
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11. Within Africa, U.S. visa issuance in 2024 was highly concentrated, with Nigerian nationals
receiving the largest share at 87,279 visas (16%), followed by South Africa, Egypt, Morocco,
Ethiopia, Kenya, Algeria, Zimbabwe, and Cameroon as the continent’s top ten source

countries. (Figure 3).

12. Within the Western Hemisphere, Mexico, Dominican Republic, and Columbia US embassies
dominate as top issuers of US visas.

Figure 3: Number of Non-Immigrant US Visas Issued to African Nations
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13. In terms of visa classification, global U.S. travel is overwhelmingly dominated by tourism
and business-related movement under B-class nonimmigrant visas. In 2024, 77% of all
nonimmigrant visas issued worldwide fell under the B-class category (Figure 4). This
implies that the newly introduced visa bond policy potentially affects the majority of travelers
entering the United States globally, given the dominance of tourism and business travel
within the U.S. visa system.

Uganda’s Visa Bond Exposure

14. Uganda received 9,666 non-immigrant U.S. visas in 2024, positioning it as a mid-tier African
travel market with meaningful but not excessive volumes. Critically, about 68% of these
visas were B-class tourism and business visas, placing roughly 6,573 Ugandans directly
within the scope of the Visa Bond policy.
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15. Students, government officials, exchange visitors, workers, athletes, and entertainers
together represent a much smaller share of Uganda’s U.S. travel profile and are largely
unaffected by the policy. The bond therefore targets Uganda’s core business and tourism

mobility segment (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Distribution of Issued US Visas by Visa Classification (2024)
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Economic Impact, Liquidity Effects, and GDP Linkages

16. A USD 5,000 -15,000 bond represents between 5 and 15-times of Uganda’s average annual
income, given a GDP per capita of about USD 1,070 —1,0803 per year. In development terms,
this means that what is a compliance deposit in a high-income economy becomes a
significant capital barrier in a lower-income economy. Even when refundable, the bond
removes liquidity from circulation, delays reinvestment, and raises the opportunity cost of
international engagement.

17. If all 6,573 B-class Ugandan travelers were subjected to the bond requirement, between USD
33 million and USD 99 million could be immobilised annually. While this represents a
marginal share of Uganda’s national GDP (about 1%), its real impact is immediate, selective,
and structurally important. The policy affects precisely those engaged in trade, tourism,
medical travel, diaspora business, and international partnerships the very drivers of
Uganda’s private-sector-led growth model.

3 https:/ /www.theglobaleconomy.com/Uganda/gdp_per_capita _current _dollars/

5

A \\\\s




IEF (i‘“) ‘ ///

Exchange-Rate Impact

18. The Visa Bond policy is also likely to exert additional pressure on Uganda’s foreign-exchange
market through increased demand for U.S. dollars. The potential annual dollar demand of
USD 33 — 99 million for bond compliance represents a direct increase in forex demand that
is unrelated to productive investment, exports, or imports. This additional demand can:

e Contribute to depreciation pressures on the shilling,

e Increase forex market volatility,

e Raise the local-currency cost of imports, and

e Feed into inflation through higher landed prices of goods.

19. From a macroeconomic perspective, the Visa Bond policy therefore becomes not only a travel
issue, but also a foreign exchange and price-stability consideration.

Impact on the Tourism Sector

20. As travel to the United States becomes more capital-intensive, both outbound and
inbound tourism linkages between Uganda and the U.S. may weaken over time. On the
outbound side, higher upfront costs are likely to shift some Ugandan leisure travel toward
destinations with lower entry requirements and fewer financial barriers, reducing travel
volumes to the U.S.

21. On the inbound side, while established members of the Ugandan diaspora such as U.S.
citizens and permanent residents will continue to travel freely, the visa bond policy may
reduce the flow of new and repeat short-term travelers between Uganda and the United
States. Because inbound tourism is partly supported by two-way travel linkages through
referrals, family connections, joint tourism promotion, and business relationships, a
narrowing of this travel pipeline may modestly weaken tourism inflows from the United
States to Uganda over time, even though diaspora travel itself remains largely unaffected.

22. Furthermore, employment in travel services and aviation will face secondary effects.
Travel agencies, visa support services, and corporate travel consultants may experience
slower demand, while airlines may face reduced load factors on business-travel-heavy
routes.

SMEs and the Private Sector Impact

23. The visa bond policy will increase the cost and complexity of doing business with the
United States, particularly for firms that rely on physical presence to initiate or
sustain commercial relationships. For many Ugandan firms, especially SMEs and first-
time exporters, international travel is a necessary input into market entry, not a
discretionary expense. The upfront bond therefore raises costs and reduces business
engagement.
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24. Liquidity constraints will increasingly shape which firms can access international
markets. The requirement to immobilise USD 5,000-15,000 per trip means that firms with
limited working capital may defer or abandon market-seeking travel, while larger or better-
capitalised firms continue. This risks narrowing the pool of Ugandan businesses able to
internationalise, slowing enterprise growth and export diversification.

25. Deal conversion and partnership formation risks will rise. Many U.S. buyers, investors,
and partners prefer in-person engagement before committing to contracts, investments, or
supplier relationships. Reduced physical engagement therefore lowers deal-closure rates,
lengthens negotiation cycles, and increases reliance on intermediaries, raising overall
business costs.

26. SMEs and new exporters face a disproportionate disadvantage. SMEs will be the most
affected because the bond directly competes with working capital, inventory financing, and
operational liquidity. Unlike established firms, SMEs are less able to absorb upfront costs,
pool travel across teams, or spread risk across multiple markets. The policy therefore acts
as a barrier to entry for new exporters and entrepreneurs, undermining inclusive private-
sector growth.

27. Business planning and cash-flow management will become more complex. Firms must
now factor visa bonds into travel budgets alongside air tickets, accommodation, and
logistics, increasing uncertainty and tying up capital that could otherwise support
production, marketing, or employment.

28. Firms may shift market focus away from high-friction destinations. Over time, private
enterprises may prioritise regional, African, or alternative international markets where
mobility costs are lower and engagement is more predictable, influencing the geography of
Uganda’s trade and investment relationships.

29. Overall, the policy introduces a structural mobility constraint that favours capital-intensive
firms over productive but liquidity-constrained enterprises. Without adaptation, this risks
slowing private-sector-led export growth, and weakening SME participation in international
trade.

Impact on Exports, Imports and Prices

30. Business mobility is a critical enabler of export readiness, certification, compliance
verification, and buyer discovery. Any reduction in travel therefore slows export
competitiveness and limits Uganda’s integration into higher-value supply chains.

31. Reduced business travel can increase transaction inefficiencies, intermediary reliance, and
negotiation costs, potentially raising the landed prices of goods imported from the United
States over time.
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Social Impact

32. The policy has disproportionate effects on developing economies. While B-class visas
dominate globally, the ability to absorb an upfront USD 5,000 —-15,000 cost differs sharply
across countries. For high-income travelers, this is an inconvenience; for lower-income
economies like Uganda, it is a screening mechanism based on liquidity rather than intent.

33. The policy effectively introduces a wealth filter into global mobility. Given the
dominance of B-class travel, the bond requirement implicitly selects who can travel based
on access to capital, not only on visa eligibility.

34. The policy amplifies inequality within and across countries. Within countries, it favours
large firms over SMEs, established exporters over new entrants, and wealthier individuals
over productive but capital-constrained entrepreneurs. Across countries, it deepens mobility
gaps between high-income and lower-income economies.

35. It signals a shift in how mobility risks are managed globally. The fact that the dominant
visa class is targeted suggests a move away from post-entry enforcement toward pre-entry
financial risk management. This is a structural change in how countries manage mobility
with long-term implications for business travel norms. It shifts global mobility from a rules-
based system toward a capital-weighted system, especially for tourism and business travel.

Implications for Uganda’s Growth Agenda

36. Uganda’s growth model must increasingly be anchored in domestic value creation,
regional market depth, and diversified global partnerships. The Visa Bond policy
reinforces the strategic importance of Uganda’s import substitution, export diversification,
and regional integration agenda under NDP IV and Vision 2040.

37. As access to U.S. markets becomes more costly and financially restrictive, Uganda’s long-
standing emphasis on domestic production, value addition, and industrialisation becomes
not only an industrial policy objective, but a resilience strategy against externally driven
transaction-cost shocks.

38. Import substitution in this context becomes a tool for economic stability, foreign-exchange
conservation, and reduced exposure to policy-driven mobility barriers. Strengthening local
manufacturing, agro-processing, pharmaceuticals, and consumer-goods production
reduces dependence on high-friction import corridors.

39. At the same time, the policy strengthens the case for diversifying Uganda’s export
destinations. Regional markets within EAC, COMESA, AfCFTA, the Middle East, and Asia
offer lower travel frictions, faster relationship building, and more cost-effective trade
engagement. Export diversification therefore becomes both a growth strategy and a risk-
management strategy.
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Practical Business Tips for Navigating US Visa Bond Policy Change

40. Ugandan firms should shift from volume-based travel to high-yield, well-prepared
engagements. With higher upfront travel costs, international trips must be anchored in pre-
qualified meetings, confirmed agendas, and bundled engagements that maximise outcomes
per visit. Casual, exploratory, or speculative travel will become less viable under the new
cost structure.

41. Digital readiness must be significantly strengthened to compensate for reduced
physical presence. Firms should invest in strong digital profiles, clear product and service
documentation, compliance and certification records, and well-prepared deal-readiness
packs to ensure that each in-person engagement is decisive rather than exploratory.

42. Liquidity planning must now be fully integrated into business strategy. Travel should
no longer be treated as a routine operational expense, but as a working-capital decision that
competes directly with production, inventory, and employment needs. Firms must explicitly
plan for the timing and opportunity cost of immobilised capital.

43. Business planning should factor in travel risk and delay explicitly. Travel uncertainty
should now be treated as a business risk, with contingency plans for delayed travel, deferred
inspections, or postponed negotiations, especially for time-sensitive exports or imports.

44. Businesses that rely on U.S. imports requiring physical inspection or pre-shipment
travel should actively explore local or regional alternatives. Diversifying sourcing to
domestic or regional suppliers can reduce exposure to travel-related disruptions and
improve supply-chain resilience.

45. Firms should strengthen in-country representation and partnerships in the U.S. Where
repeated travel becomes costly, businesses can mitigate disruption by appointing trusted
agents, distributors, or professional representatives based in the U.S. to handle inspections,
relationship management, and follow-up engagements, reducing the need for frequent
physical travel. Exporters should increase use of third-party verification and certification.

46. Collective private-sector advocacy will be increasingly important. Business
associations and policy platforms should systematically document mobility constraints,
business delays, and cost impacts, and engage in structured dialogue with policymakers to
explore facilitation mechanisms for legitimate business travel.

Policy Recommendation: Use Development Finance to Mitigate the Visa Bond
Shock

47. While Uganda cannot influence the U.S. Visa Bond policy, it can decisively shape how
its financial system absorbs, distributes, and mitigates the economic shock created
by the policy. Rather than allowing international mobility to become a wealth-based filter
that constrains exporters, SMEs, and productive firms, Government can use development
finance instruments to protect business continuity, preserve export pipelines, and sustain
private-sector-led growth.
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48. The central policy principle is clear: development finance institutions (DFIs) should
not fund individual travel directly, but should de-risk and crowd in private financial
institutions to provide short-term, purpose-linked liquidity. This will ensure that
mobility financing supports productivity, trade, and investment outcomes, rather than
becoming consumer debt. The following Visa bond products should be considered.

a. A partial credit guarantee (PCG) window for Visa-Bond liquidity. Government,
through DFlIs, could establish a dedicated Partial Credit Guarantee window to support
commercial banks offering short-term visa-bond liquidity facilities. Under this
approach, DFIs would share a portion of the default risk with banks, enabling financial
institutions to lend at lower interest rates and on more accessible terms. This product
should strictly be targeted to exporters and export-ready firms, SMEs engaged in
business, trade, and investment-related travel, and priority sectors such as tourism,
manufacturing, services, and value-addition

b. A revolving mobility facility to provide temporary bond liquidity. Government
should support the creation of a Revolving Mobility Facility designed to temporarily
advance visa-bond liquidity and recycle refunds back into the fund. This facility would
pool capital potentially from DFIs, Government seed funding, and development partners
and use it to front the bond requirement for eligible travelers.

Once the traveler complies with visa conditions and the bond is refunded, the funds are
returned to the facility and reused for the next eligible applicant. This is a classic
development-finance design that supports low capital leakage, high reuse, and strong
linkage to productive economic activity.

c. Integrate Visa-Bond liquidity into existing export and trade finance instruments.
Furthermore, Visa-bond financing should not be treated as a standalone travel
product but embedded within Uganda’s broader export and trade-finance
ecosystem. DFIs and commercial banks should be encouraged to bundle visa-bond
liquidity into export readiness financing, trade mission and buyer-matching support,
and supplier onboarding and market-entry financing. This integration ensures that
mobility financing is outcome-driven, directly supporting exports, investment
mobilisation, and market access rather than funding travel volume for its own sake.

49. Taken together, these interventions convert an external policy shock into a structured
financial response that protects Uganda’s growth momentum. They prevent
international mobility from becoming a privilege of wealth rather than productivity,
safeguard SME participation in global markets, and align financial innovation with NDP IV
and Vision 2040 objectives.

50. The key policy message is that Uganda cannot change the visa bond policy, but it can
ensure that its economic impact is absorbed by smart financial designs rather than
borne disproportionately by productive firms. This approach preserves business
continuity, sustains export growth, and reinforces the role of development finance as a
stabilising instrument in an increasingly uncertain global environment.
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Conclusion

51. The U.S. Visa Bond policy is not an immigration restriction, but it is a development-
relevant economic barrier whose greatest cost will be borne by Uganda’s growth-
oriented private sector. Policies that restrict foreign exchange even indirectly must be
treated as a competitiveness, trade, foreign-exchange, and industrial-policy issues.
Uganda’s response must therefore be strategic, adaptive, and firmly aligned with its national
development agenda.
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