
MASVINGO UNDER LOCKDOWN
Coping with COVID-19 challenges to local food systems

The covid-19 pandemic is forcing
national governments to make
decisions that affect local food
systems. Border closures are
disrupting commodity flows and food
systems, with farmers facing
challenges regarding harvesting and
selling of their produce. Local food
systems, strongly dependent on
informal economies and social welfare
programmes, have been disrupted
during lockdowns. The study examines
the challenges, coping strategies, and
innovations that have arisen from the
perspective of small-scale farmers and
city dwellers.

Access to farms and markets of small-scale farmers

In Zimbabwe, the two-decades-long fast-track
land distribution programme resulted in reduced
food production by both commercial and
peasant farmers in most parts of the country.
About 60 percent of the national population is
food-insecure and requires emergency food
assistance.  Recurrent droughts and the
economic meltdown have contributed to
increased poverty and food insecurity in the rural
communal areas where peasant farmers
produce staple foods such as maize, millet, and
groundnuts. As a consequence, Zimbabwe’s
food system depends mainly  on food imports
from South Africa,  Mozambique, and Malawi.
Although food is readily available in
supermarkets and informal  food markets, many
low-income  households  in  Southern African  

cities do not have access to adequate food
because of food price increases (Crush, Hovorka,
and Tevera, 2011).
Masvingo Province is characterised by sandy
soils and is prone to erratic rainfall, suffering
from high food insecurity due to poor harvests.
Since independence in 1980, the cultivation of
drought-resistant small grains, such as sorghum
and millet, has been actively promoted by the
government. However, the province is not food
self-sufficient, and it relies on food imports from
South Africa and food inflows from surplus-
producing areas elsewhere in the country. Home
gardens in Masvingo city are an essential
component of the local food systems. However,
food gardens in the low-income suburbs of
Mucheke, Rujeko, and Runyararo do not

contribute much toward household food nutrition
and income because of water shortages, and
there is little space to grow vegetables on the
tiny plots. Vegetable production (e.g. cabbages,
tomatoes, and carrots) and livestock rearing is
mainly practiced in the peri-urban suburbs of
Morningside and Clipsham where the plots are
larger and borehole water is available. 
The structure, conduct, and performance of
markets vary across commodities. For maize,
the most consumed cereal in Masvingo, the
Grain Marketing Board (GMB), buys and sells
maize and small grains at controlled prices. In
most cases, price controls have created an
artificial shortage of commodities on the market,
being them found on the black market and at
very high prices.



Zimbabwe relies on the informal economy. The
lock-down affected most people greatly. Most
people got food insecure, and there is a high rate

of theft. These factors added to previous issues,
such as hyperinflation, is leading to an increase
in food and economic insecurity.

The dependence of Zimbabwe on  food  imports
from South Africa, among others, has a
significant impact on price increases. Farmers
are consuming more  staple foods and locally
produced vegetables. Farmers reported extreme
price hikes, just like official reports show.
Zimbabwe’s maize production fell by 53%  in  the 

Climate Change
Poor and erratic rainfall in 2018/2019 coupled
with flooding caused by Tropical Cyclone Idai in
March 2019 negatively impacted livelihoods
across Zimbabwe and contributed to extensive
crop and livestock losses. In 2020, continued
lower-than-average rainfall has led to a decrease
in cropped areas and resulting in poor harvests
of staple cereals.

As a result very poor macroeconomic
conditions (shortages of both foreign
and local currency, volatile black market
exchange rates, high inflation, and
shortages of some basic food); three
consecutive years of drought in parts of
the country; and quarantines reducing
mobility, affecting remittances and
informal employment, 45% of the rural
population is in Crisis or Emergency (IPC
Phase 3 and 4) while 29% is Stressed
(IPC Phase 2).

"Businesses have been
affected. As small

scale farmers, some of
our crops are going to
dry before we sell the

fresh produce."

Zimbabwe has world’s second largest
informal economy: 60.6%.
The annual inflation rate had risen to 676% in
March 2020, the highest in the world.
Remittances accounted for 10% of the GDP
on average in the last 10 years.
Approximately 70% of the population depend
directly or indirectly on agriculture as a
livelihood.
Agriculture contributes approximately 17% to
Zimbabwe’s GDP.
Communal lands constitute almost half of
Zimbabwe's agricultural land.
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Where available, maize grain and maize meal
prices continued increasingly atypically and
rapidly. With the progression of the COVID-19
pandemic and the underlying economic
conditions, the government of Zimbabwe
announced the reintroduction of the USD and the
return to a legal dual pricing system.

2018/19 production season to 800,000 tonnes,
due mainly to droughts and poorly utilized
land.  This was far below the country’s annual
maize consumption of between 1.8 and 2.0
million tonnes. Therefore, the country had to
import at least a million tonnes of maize in order
to meet the local supply requirements.
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