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Summary 

This report presents the findings of a desk research of the food security situation in Matabeleland North 

Province. The desk research was complemented by primary data collected for a market study in the 

same province. The desk research focused on greater understanding of food accessibility, availability, 

utilization, nutrition, and gender and intersectionality issues, as well as lessons learned from past food 

assistance programs. A central aspect of the research is to understand factors behind food security or 

lack thereof in Matabeleland North Province. Through this study, we identify the risks, opportunities, 

constraints, and impacts on the achievement of outcomes in human development influenced by the 

agriculture and food security sectors.   

Matabeleland North Province experiences acute food insecurity due to a number of factors that include 

poor rains, human wildlife conflict, unfair pricing mechanisms, high input prices, lack of access to 

markets, land tenure insecurity, limited availability of agricultural extension services, poor irrigation 

systems, and animal diseases. As a result, households in Matabeleland North are abandoning farm-based 

livelihoods.  

Food access is mostly affected by policy and infrastructure challenges. Policy trials and inconsistencies, 

high transport costs, distance to markets, isolation of some areas during the rainy season, exchange 

rate-induced price variability, and cash shortages affect food accessibility in the province. Due to gender 

roles and time use, more women than men are affected by inaccessibility of food. 

In 2019, Matabeleland North Province was the province in Zimbabwe with the highest proportion of 

households consuming poor diets. Limited dietary diversity resulting from a cereal-based diet 

contributes to nutritional deficiencies. Undernutrition and malnutrition rates are high. Owing to this 

situation, there are a number of state and non-state actors implementing food assistance programs in 

the province, using in-kind, cash/food for assets, cash transfers, and vouchers—all with the aim of 

producing long-term food security and dietary impacts, better management of shocks and stresses, and 

putting households on a resilient pathway. 
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1. Introduction 

Background, Justification, and Objectives of the Research  

Zimbabwe is a landlocked low-income, food-deficit country in southern Africa.  The country has been 

facing numerous challenges since the late 1990s; these have negatively affected the food security 

situation.  Among these challenges are widespread poverty, HIV and AIDS, limited employment 

opportunities, liquidity challenges, recurrent climate-induced shocks, and economic instability, all of 

which have contributed to limited adequate access to food (WFP, 2017).  The agricultural sector, which 

is the primary livelihood for 70 percent of the population, was dominated by large commercial farms 

until the Fast Track Land Reform of 2000. Now 90 percent of farmers are smallholders, who work 73 

percent of the agricultural land (Moyo, 2011).  Smallholder farming is characterized by low productivity, 

lack of access to markets, lack of competitiveness, limited access to extension services, finance, and 

inputs, as well as frequent experience of adverse weather events.  Land tenure is also a major constraint 

to production, especially among women.  Only 20 percent of women involved in agriculture are 

landowners or leaseholders, which places them at a disadvantage because they lack collateral for 

accessing credit (Chingarande, 2009).  These challenges have exacerbated Zimbabwe’s food security 

situation to “serious,” according to the 2017 Global Hunger Index (where it ranked 108th of 119).  

Between 2009 and 2014, an average of 1 million people (8.3 percent of the population) were food 

insecure, of whom 38 percent were chronically food insecure.  An analysis of food security in Zimbabwe 

over a period of five years reveals that the number of food insecure people has been increasing, from 

2,629,159 people in the 2015/16 season to 4,071,233 people in the 2016/17 season.  And although the 

2017/18 season saw a drop to 1,052,768, it was followed by an increase to 2,423,568 and 5,529,209 in 

the 2018/19 and 2019/2020 seasons, respectively (SADC, 2019).  Food insecurity is a complex problem 

with direct and underlying drivers that involve many sectors and contextual factors.  The definition of 

food and nutrition security by the Committee on World Food Security (2012) is “when all people at all 

times have physical, social and economic access to food which is safe and consumed in sufficient quantity 

and quality to meet their dietary needs and food preferences and is supported by an environment of 

adequate sanitation, health services and care allowing for a healthy and active life.”  

In this context, USAID’s Office of Food for Peace (FFP) began providing recovery and development 

support following the relative stabilization of the economy in 2010.  However, the period of stabilization 

did not last long and recurrent economic and environmental shocks continued to affect the country.  

FFP awarded two development food security assistance (DFSA) projects in 2013: Amalima and 

Enhancing Nutrition and Stepping Up Resilience (ENSURE).  Amalima is implemented by Cultivating 

New Frontiers in Agriculture (CNFA) in Matabeleland North and South provinces, and ENSURE is 

implemented by World Vision in Manicaland and Masvingo.  Both programs work with rural 

communities to improve food security, nutrition security, and resilience to recurrent shocks and 

stressors.   

FFP is considering the design of new DFSA activities in Zimbabwe in the provinces of Manicaland, 

Masvingo, and Matabeleland North. This food security review is intended to inform the design of a 

potential solicitation and to serve as a publicly available resource for potential implementing partners for 

applications.  This report is focused on Matabeleland North Province.  It provides background on the 

food and nutrition-security situation and recent trends in the province; relevant strategies, initiatives, 
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and programming in the area; key gaps and priorities for improving food and nutrition-security; and an 

analysis of implications USAID should be aware of for program design in the province.  This review and 

analysis will guide both USAID/FFP and applicants’ strategy for food assistance and resilience in 

Zimbabwe, with a particular focus on Matabeleland North Province.  It serves to provide potential 

USAID/FFP partners with an analyses of context, stakeholders, lessons learned, and best practices as 

they relate to food and nutrition-security, nutrition, poverty, and resilience in Matabeleland North 

Province. 

Methods 

This review is based on desk research about aspects that are relevant to food security in Matabeleland 

North province. The review presents insights from a provincial perspective to ground future food 

security programming in evidence.  To complement the information available, the research team 

conducted focus group discussions and key informant interviews drawing on experts in a variety of 

programming areas that are relevant for food security.  Individual interviews were also undertaken with 

local leaders and heads of organizations in the public, private, and civil society organizations in 

Matabeleland North Province (see Annex 1 for further details).   

2. Contextual Overview and Analysis

Description and Analysis of the History, Context, and Operating environment 

Matabeleland North has an area of 75,025 square kilometers. It is one of the eight rural-based provinces 

of Zimbabwe, excluding Harare and Bulawayo Metropolitan provinces.  The province is divided into 

seven districts:  Lupane (which is the 

provincial capital), Tsholotsho, Nkayi, 

Hwange, Binga, Bubi, and Umguza (see 

Figure 1). It has a population of about 

744,841, which is approximately 5.5 

percent of the national population 

(ZIMSTAT, 2017). Matabeleland North is 

a predominantly rural province, with all 

the districts rural except for parts of 

Hwange and Lupane.  The province has a 

population density of 10 persons per 

square kilometer, against a national 

average of 31 persons per square 

kilometer.  Binga is the most populous 

district.  The population in Matabeleland 

North Province is relatively young, with 

40 percent below 15 years (ZIMSTAT, 

2017).  

Figure 1. Districts of Matabeleland North
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The province has generally low rainfall and struggles with water scarcity.  Drought is a chronic threat in 

the province, though areas such as Tsholotsho District are also prone to flooding due to their low-lying 

nature.  The land is also less fertile than other provinces: commercial crops are unable to be grown, and 

rural farmers usually cannot produce enough maize to feed their families.  However, the climatic 

conditions are favorable for livestock production, which features prominently in the province.  The 

region has a significant amount of resources such as coal, gold, limestone, methane gas, and timber.  The 

area is well known for its substantial wildlife population, which contributes to tourism attractions, such 

as Hwange National Park.  However, the most famous geographic feature of Matabeleland North is 

Victoria Falls, the world’s largest waterfalls, which are located on the Zambezi River on the northern 

border of the province. 

Agriculture and Livelihoods 

Of the seven districts in the province, only Umguza and Bubi are engaged in food production.  Hwange 

and Tsholotsho are forest areas, with the former dominated by national park; consequently, there is 

human-wildlife conflict.  In Binga, fishing is common because of the Zambezi River. Lupane has sandy 

soils that are unsuitable for farming, and Nkayi receives poor rains (Figure 2). Hence, generally, the 

province experiences acute food insecurity.  Livestock production is common but long reproductive 

cycles represent a challenge for the reproduction of stock. Due to of a poor rainy season in 2019, food 

insecurity is very prevalent in the province.   

Focus group discussions in the communities revealed that since the province does not experience 

favorable weather conditions for crop production, agricultural activity is concentrated on small livestock 

rearing such as goats, 

rabbits, and chickens.  

For families that have 

greater access to 

resources and wealth, 

cattle rearing and dairy 

farming are viable options 

to pursue. 

In Matabeleland North, as 

noted by the ZimVAC 

report, households 

accessed cattle and goats 

predominantly from 

other households in the 

area, private players, and 

sales pens/auctions 

(ZimVAC, 2019).  Focus 

group participants also 

highlighted the fact that 

men own and control 

livestock (especially 

cattle), whereas women 

only own small livestock.  

Figure 2. Livelihoods of Matabeleland North

Source: FEWS NET, 2011. 
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Men make major decisions such as regarding sale of household assets, which school to send children to, 

and migration-related matters among others, while women plan the day-to-day running of the home.  

The province has diverse livelihoods, with tourism around the Victoria Falls in Hwange being a distinct 

global attraction.  This is in addition to the largest national park, Hwange.  At the same time, the area is 

one of the largest coal belts and generates energy for the country, with some being exported by 

Hwange Colliery to Namibia in a mandated contract.  The tourism sector is a major generator of foreign 

currency and increases the contribution of the province to the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 

A large number of people are employed in the sector—mainly in the service departments, but activities 

such as sculpting, theater, and dance are also livelihood sources for some.   

Overall, the provincial livelihoods are dominated by some of the following activities: 

 Formal jobs: The corporate, industrial, and civil sector employs a small but significant part of the

population in the province.  Those in the corporate sector had had difficulties due to depressed

incomes.  Households are very vulnerable—especially Hwange, where most residents still work for

Hwange Colliery and have not been paid for years.  Employees continue to go to work because there

are initiatives in place by the company to clear the salary backlog.  Most households can neither afford

three meals per day nor school fees for their children.

 Informal activities: These are very important to livelihoods in the province, with a substantive number

of people engaging in activities such as carpentry, welding, beer brewing, vending, and other light home

industries.  Cross-border activity is also quite high given the proximity of the province to neighboring

Botswana and South Africa.  Flea markets, hairdressing, catering, and fishing are among other small

enterprises that individuals venture into.

 Migration: The proximity to neighboring countries has seen a lot of people migrating into South Africa

or Botswana to seek better employment opportunities and send money and other in-kind gifts to

family and relatives back home.  Men migrate to South Africa and Botswana from most of the districts,

but more especially from Tsholotsho. Due to long periods of separation from their wives, they engage

in extramarital affairs that, when discovered, lead to high rates of sexual gender-based violence

(SGBV).  These extramarital relationships have also led to high incidence of AIDS and HIV in the

province (Moyo, 2015).

Natural Resources and Agribusiness in Matabeleland North Province 

Geographically, the region is semi-arid and is predominantly classified as Natural Region IV, with an 

annual rainfall range of 450 mm to 650mm.  It also has pockets of areas that are classified as Region V, 

which receives less than 450mm of rain annually (FAO, 2008).  The province has an abundance of 

wildlife, and human–wildlife conflict is rife. There is a high prevalence of human–wildlife conflict, as 

compared to other provinces such as Masvingo or Manicaland provinces.   

With poor soil fertility; its population largely survives by a combination of agriculture and use of natural 

resources (Hill and Katarere, 2002).  The reliance on natural resources for subsistence and economic 

gain in the different districts in the province clearly highlights the orientation of economic activity in the 

region.  Natural resources form the backbone of the province’s economy, though most of the 

productive capacity of these natural resources have been exploited, resulting in limited prospects for the 

local populations.  However, amidst the misuse of resources, there still remains a notable presence of 

exportable products. 
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Infrastructure to Enable Accessibility to Food in Matabeleland North Province 

The province has invested in dam projects, including Bubi-Lupane, Umguza, and Gwayi-Shangani, which 

facilitate some horticultural activities.  There are generally good primary roads in the province with 

efficient transport systems serving the population.  A rail network is also available to transport cargo, 

although passenger trains operate at minimal levels.  However, secondary roads are poorly maintained, 

and there are poor or no market facilities, although people in the informal sector trade a variety of 

goods, including sale of livestock.  The water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) facilities are lacking in 

most of the communal areas, where the majority of people live.  In 2018, Matabeleland North had the 

highest proportion of households that practiced open defecation in the country (Zimbabwe National 

Nutrition Survey, 2018).  Limited access to safe water affects particularly women, as they have to walk 

long distances to fetch water.  Women are also at the forefront of accessing health services, and the 

shortage of health centers in the province affects them more than men as they have to walk long 

distances to access the scarce facilities.  

3. Sectoral and Thematic Review and

Analysis

The 1992 USAID Policy Determination defined food security as having three major dimensions that this 

report considers: availability, accessibility, and utilization. 

Food Availability 

Availability of food refers to the physical presence of food, whether in markets, on farms, or through 

food assistance.  This section therefore considers food availability from this perspective.  

Food Availability through Agricultural Production 

Food security is a major issue in the province, with its arid to semi-arid conditions.  Access to food is 

dependent on imports into the province, via private- and public-sector channels.  It is important to 

highlight here the challenge caused by the dearth of national food crops data that is gender 

disaggregated.  What is available is data on analysis of crops by years and sectors and not by gender and 

age (FAO, 2017).  

Land, Production, and Food Security in Matabeleland North Province 

Access to land and land tenure impact production levels and food security.  Although the literature on 

beneficiaries of the Fast Track Land Reform Program (FTLRP) is dated, the scenario has not significantly 

changed from 2003.  The FTLRP restructured agrarian relations in favor of a diverse group of farmers; 

however, struggles over land continue to be underpinned by class, gender, age, and ethnicity (Mkodzongi 

and Lawrence, 2019).  Although statistics on land ownership by age could not be established, Scoones et 

al. (2019) has reported the realities of the experiences of young people who have been left out of land 
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redistribution as a result of the myth that young people are not interested in farming.  Some young 

people who fail to secure viable livelihoods in cities have decided to go back to the countryside to try 

farming but have faced challenges of access to land.  As a result, they have been forced to stay with 

parents or the extended family in order to gain access to a piece of land for farm-based livelihoods 

(Scoones et al., 2019).  Despite differences in culture and other belief systems in the various provinces, 

women and young people in all provinces have not accessed land as much as men.  Statistics for 

Matabeleland North Province show that female-headed households did not benefit as much as the male-

headed households from the fast track land reform exercise for both the A1 and A2 models (Table 1).  

Models A1 and A2 are the two resettlement models that were used under the Fast Track Land Reform 

Program.  The former was intended to decongest communal areas, while the latter aimed to create a 

cadre of black commercial farmers and was based on the concept of full cost recovery from the 

beneficiary.  

Table 1. Gender and Access to Land in Matabeleland North Province 

District 

A1 Villagised Model A1 Self Contained Model A2 Schemes Model 

Males 

(#) 

Females 

(#) 

Total 

(#) 

Males 

(#) 

Females 

(#) 

Total 

(#) 

Males 

(#) 

Females 

(#) 

Total 

(#) 

Bubi 3,156 536 3,692 320 44 364 12 1 13 

Hwange 371 103 474 36 4 40 

Lupane 430 76 506 47 8 55 

Tsholotsho 278 38 316 

Umguza 3,290 684 3,974 74 9 83 467 108 575 

Total 7,525 1,437 8,962 394 53 447 562 121 683 

Source: Presidential Land Review Committee Report (2003). 

Interviews with stakeholders revealed that access to land did not solve food security challenges in the 

province, as people still face serious challenges that are forcing them to give up farm-based livelihoods 

that no longer provide sufficient income and access to food.  These challenges include unfair pricing 

mechanisms, high input prices, climate change, insecurity of tenure, and lack of access to markets, 

resulting in some farmers giving up farming because of the losses they incur every agricultural season.  

The ENSURE and Amalima Baseline Surveys also observed the challenges of lack of equipment, fertilizer, 

inputs, water, fuel limited access to vaccines, and preventive services (USAID, 2015).  

Land tenure insecurity is extremely high in the country and agricultural production has suffered as a 

consequence.  Very few farmers, especially A2 farmers, have secured 99-year leases, thereby fueling 

suspicion that only politically connected individuals can secure them.  The leases have also been 

problematic and, in most cases, unworthy as collateral for bank loans (Mkodzongi and Lawrence, 2019). 

Table 2 reveals that since 2017, there has been a decrease in average household grain production, as 

reported by ZimVAC (2019).  The province also experienced a 141 percent decrease in cereal stock in 

the 2018/19 season.  The average cereal stock in the province is 20.1 kg per household, compared to 

48.6 kg in 2018 (ZimVAC, 2019).  In 2019, Matabeleland North Province contributed 7 percent maize 

and 10 percent sorghum to the national reserves (Agricultural Sector Survey, 2019).  The average 

household cereal production in the province in 2018/19 agricultural season was 91.0 kg for maize and 

39.5 kg for small grains (ZimVAC, 2019).  
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Table 2. Matabeleland North Province Maize and Small Grains Production Figures, 2017–2019 

Commodity Maize (kg) Small grains (kg) 

Year 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 

Production in 

000kg 

240.5 164.8 91.0 88.1 49.5 39.5 

Source: Authors’ analysis based on ZimVACs 2016–2019. 

Community-level production constraints also include poor irrigation systems, roads, market access, 

limited availability of agriculture extension services, and input supplies (USAID, 2015).  The FAO 

Country Program Framework (CPF) (2012–2015) reports that because of land reform in Zimbabwe, 

farmers have become more heterogeneous both in production orientation and productivity, requiring 

varied approaches to adequately satisfy their needs.  At the same time, the country experienced a brain 

drain, which has affected the quality of agricultural research and extension.  The need for extension 

services has also been expanded by climate change and variability, which has caused crop and animal 

diseases of diverse nature.  All these circumstances have differential impacts on male and female farmers, 

creating a need for extension service provision that caters to both gender groups.  Furthermore, the 

number of extension workers is not commensurate to the numbers of farmers, affecting the service 

they give to the farmers.   

The findings of an impact evaluation of the ZRBF program in 2018 revealed that communities in 

Zimbabwe’s provinces, including Matabeleland North, still exhibit low levels of resilience, expressed in 

terms of various outcomes: high rates of poverty, as measured by the multidimensional poverty index, 

and poor rates of food security, as measured by the food consumption score.  The three types of 

capacities—absorptive, adaptive, and transformative—were noted to be low, as well as evidenced by 

lack of savings and limited access to formal and informal support services; limited diversification of 

livelihoods and low production of climate-resilient crops; low access to key basic services such as 

veterinary and agricultural extension (AGRITEX) services, and low access to markets and infrastructure 

(Oxford Management Policy, 2018).  Development partners have therefore introduced farmer-to-farmer 

extension to complement public extension in delivering extension services to smallholder farmers 

(Dube, 2017). As a result of decreased production as well as other factors, 57.9 percent of the 

households (370,584) in Matabeleland North Province are food insecure.  Figure 3 presents the 

percentage of food insecure households in the province. 

Figure 3. Household Food Insecurity in Matabeleland North, by District 

Source: ZIMVAC, 2019 
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As noted by the 2019 ZimVAC report, Binga has the highest proportion of households who are food 

insecure in the province, with a proportion of 66.4 percent.  Lupane had the least number of food 

insecure households (46.7 percent). 

In order to meet the food deficit, 4,569 metric tons (MT) of maize are required on a monthly basis, 

translating into 59,401 MT in 13 months—the equivalent to $23.17 million (ZimVAC, 2019).  The 

province is estimated to have produced 30 percent of the five-year average (IPC, 2019).  Table 4 shows 

an estimated need for food assistance in the form of cereals, based on the population in need. 

Table 3. Cereal (Food) Requirements in Matabeleland North Province as of 2019 

District Population in Need Required Cereal (in Metric Tons) 

Nkayi 67,386 9,973 

Binga 125,709 18,605 

Hwange 48,821 7,226 

Lupane 67,621 10,008 

Bubi 43,002 6,364 

Tsholotsho 73,124 10,822 

Source: ZimVAC, 2019.  

The food deficit in Matabeleland North Province is due to various factors, including: 

 Droughts that have affected crops and caused death of livestock, especially cattle used as draught 

power; 

 In Matabeleland North Province 66.9 percent of households do not own cattle and 23.1 percent own 

at least one animal (ZimVAC, 2019).  Livestock ownership, particularly cattle ownership, is considered 

an indicator of stored wealth and therefore a status symbol, and chicken and goats are indicators of 

ready cash.  Interviews with stakeholders revealed households with cattle value them so much that 

they hold on to them even during times of shocks and stress, where they are supposed to sell them 

for household support.  Droughts in the province have led to livestock deaths; widespread livestock 

diseases, particularly foot and mouth; tick-borne diseases; anthrax; and lumpy skin (ZNIP, 20142020); 

 Communal farmers cannot afford agricultural inputs;  

 Farmers use retained seed with reduced vigor;  

 The prices of basic goods have risen; 

 There are animal and crop diseases; 

 The effects of cyclones, which have affected production, yield levels, and access to and availability of 

food resulting in several households in need of food assistance (ZimVAC, 2019).  

Food Availability through Food Assistance 

There also a large presence of development partners, who supplement public, private, and household-

level food security.  The province had several food assistance programs implemented by the 

Government’s department of Social Services, international donors, local NGOs, international non-

governmental organizations (INGOs), and United Nations (UN) agencies.  These agencies use different 
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approaches, including social protection, resilience-building, emergency recovery, and long-term 

development initiatives to promote food security.  The modalities used include in-kind, cash/food for 

assets, cash transfers, and vouchers. 

Amalima Project 

Amalima is a $43 million project targeting 56,000 households implemented by a consortia of six NGOs: 

Cultivating New Frontiers in Agriculture (CNFA), Organization of Rural Associations for Progress 

(ORAP), Dabane Water Workshops, Africare, Manoff Group, and International Medical Corps.  It aims 

to improve access to and availability of food; strengthen community resilience to shocks; improve 

nutrition and health; and promote gender equality.  This project has been greatly appreciated for 

creating assets which produce long term food security and dietary impacts, and have income-generating 

potential.  This combination helped people to diversify their income sources and better manage shocks 

and stresses and ultimately put them on a resilient pathway. 

Furthermore, in light of the shortage of agriculture extension workers, Amalima’s concept of Village 

Agriculture Coordinators (VACs) who have been trained to provide agriculture support to farmers at 

the village level, for horticulture and livestock activities shows a strategic shift toward the promotion of 

improved and sustainable behaviors and practices in agriculture. 

Zimbabwe Resilience Building Fund 

One major type of support toward resilience programming is the Zimbabwe Resilience Building Fund, a 

long-term development initiative with the overall objective of contributing to increased capacity of 

communities to protect development gains in the face of recurrent shocks and stresses, enabling them 

to contribute to the economic development of Zimbabwe.  The ZRBF is supported by the Ministry of 

Lands, Agriculture, Water, Climate and Rural Resettlement (MLAWCRR), the European Union (EU), the 

Embassy of Sweden, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), and the UK Department for 

International Development (DFID).  The interventions are all aimed at achieving increased resilience 

capacities of communities to withstand shocks and stresses.  The fund also supports national surveys 

critical for resilience programming, such as livelihoods and vulnerability assessments, poverty surveys 

and agriculture related surveys.  This objective is reached through multi-stakeholder implementation of 

three related multi-sectorial outputs, namely: 

 Application of evidence in policy-making for increased resilience, which is achieved by setting up an

independent base of evidence for program targeting and policy-making (including monitoring and

evaluation) and promoting capacity assessment and building of central and local government partners

to improve application of evidence.

 Absorptive, adaptive, and transformative capacities of at-risk communities increased and improved via

the setting up of a multi-donor fund that allows partners to come together around the resilience

framework and principles to improve adaptive, absorptive, and to a certain extent transformative

capacities of targeted communities.

 Timely and cost-effective response to emergencies rolled out via existing safety net and other relevant

programs, which is achieved by setting up a risk-financing mechanism that provides appropriate,

predictable, coordinated, and timely response to risk and shocks to benefitting communities, from a

resilience perspective.
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Food Access 

Factors Determining Food Access 

Access to food refers to the ability of households to procure a sufficient quality and quantity of food 

(USAID, 2016).  Issues of policy and infrastructure play a significant role, as Zimbabwe’s food markets 

respond to particular policy inducements.  The drought and floods have also been significant factors, 

especially due to existing serious food challenges.  In general, Zimbabwe has opened up the economy to 

imports since 2000 though in some recent years, such as in 2016, it has tried to control what the 

country could import.  However, lack of production and related impacts on manufacturing has meant 

that the country has remained open to imports.  The competitiveness of actors at the production base 

measured against product origin makes Zimbabwe one of the most expensive countries to produce food 

(FAO, 2011).  Market liberalization reforms led to a tremendous increase in agricultural production 

costs, particularly for stock feeds, fertilizer, transport costs, and agricultural equipment, compared with 

agricultural prices.  In fact, the dollarization of the economy and attempts to reverse it in 2019 have 

created serious inflationary and exchange rate problems.  The low productivity of the economy has 

significantly impacted the agriculture sector.  Key challenges relate to policy challenges, inconsistencies, 

and reversal, with national budgetary plans suffering from these reversals.  Key economic actors are left 

in confusion as they try to maneuver through these rapid policy changes and regulations, which are 

unleashed without adequate time to understand and adjust production systems.  Therefore, province 

markets face several key challenges. 

Food Costs1  

In Matabeleland North Province, key factors cited as affecting food availability include the cost of the 

food that fluctuates constantly because of a volatile exchange rate that is a national economic matter.  In 

the province, commodities are priced differently, depending on whether one is buying in RTGS, bond 

cash, EcoCash (mobile payment), or U.S. dollars.  Furthermore, despite the pronouncement of a mono-

currency system in July 2019 through Statutory Instrument 142, traders are still trading in South African 

Rand.  In 2019, there has been a rapid rise in the price of food, while income-earning opportunities are 

fewer because of the costs of business, including trade and external migration of young people, 

particularly men, which are the main preoccupations of the people in the province (USAID, 2015). 

There has been a significant rise in the price of maize meal, bread, and cooking oil, which has forced 

many of the households in the province to seek these food items in South Africa, which is usually 

available through informal channels.  Across most of the food retailing, there is informal price 

standardization determined by trade competition in the markets. Higher prices have implications on 

food access for the most food insecure households, as affordability becomes an issue, making it difficult 

for them to access essential food commodities from the markets. 

Between July and September 2019, food availability and access, particularly maize, was feared to be 

affected by the enactment of the Statutory Instrument 145 of 2019 (Grain Marketing Control of Sale of 

Maize Regulations, 2019), which made the Grain Marketing Board (GMB) the sole buyer of maize as 

                                                

1More information about the market context in Matabeleland North Province is available in the Zimbabwe Market 

Study: Matabeleland North Province Report, available at https://www.rtachesn.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/01/RTAC-Zimbabwe_Market-Study_Matabeleland-North-Province.pdf 

https://www.rtachesn.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/RTAC-Zimbabwe_Market-Study_Matabeleland-North-Province.pdf
https://www.rtachesn.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/RTAC-Zimbabwe_Market-Study_Matabeleland-North-Province.pdf
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people held on to their 

stocks, awaiting changed in 

policy or, better still, 

promotion of underhand 

dealings at the black market 

in search of attractive 

producer prices.  The 

Statutory Instrument was 

repealed in September 2019, 

allowing free trade of maize 

by both individuals and 

companies.  

Figure 4. Maize Grain Price Trends 

Note: These figures represent averages across districts surveyed and do not refer specifically 

to price levels observed only Matabeleland North markets. 

Source: WFP, 2019. 

A survey conducted by the 

World Food Programme 

(WFP) across different 

markets in Zimbabwe 

(including Matabeleland 

North) in June 2019 found 

that maize grain was reported to be available in the market at an average price of ZWL$1.17/kg for 

bond note payments and ZWL$1.19/kg for mobile money payments (Figure 4).  The average maize grain 

price in June 2019 was reported to be 33 percent higher compared to ZWL$0.78/kg reported in May 

2019 for bond note cash payments.  In June 2019, maize meal, which is an alternative to maize grain, was 

reported available at an average price of ZWL$2.01/kg for bond note payments, which is 40 percent 

higher compared to May 2019 and 3 percent lower than prices recorded in the mobile money payments, 

averaging at ZWL2.07/kg.  In June 2019, sorghum was being sold at an average price of ZWL$1.17/kg for 

bond cash payments and at ZWL$1.17/kg for mobile money payments (WFP, 2019). Annex 2 presents 

maize grain price information as collected by WFP and partners for a variety of markets in October 

2019 (round 16th) in the 

framework of the 

emergency market 

monitoring efforts. Prices in 

Binga and Nkayi were 

higher than the national 

average. Prices for other 

markets are not available.  

Figure 5. Pulse Price Trends 

Note: These figures represent averages across districts surveyed and do not refer specifically 

to price levels observed only Matabeleland North markets. 

Source: WFP, 2019. 

For sugar beans (Figure 5), 

the WFP 2019 survey 

revealed that sugar beans 

were available at an average 

price of ZWL$11.24/kg, 

which is 42 percent higher 

compared to ZWL$6.48/kg 

recorded in May 2019.  

During the same period, 

mobile money payments 

were being charged at 5 
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percent higher than those in bond notes, citing commission charges of money withdrawals by money 

traders.  Mobile money payments increased to an average of ZWL$11.87/kg from ZWL$6.99/kg in May 

2019—a 75 percent increase compared to June 2018’s at ZWL2.99/kg.  Sugar beans remains the most 

easily accessible source of protein to poor households compared to meat probably due to its easiness to 

produce and also its adaptability to diverse climatic and environmental conditions. In October 2019 

(Annex 2) the price of pulses in Binga were above the national average, while prices were below the 

national average in Hwange (rural and urban) and Nkayi. Prices for other markets are not available.  

Vegetable oil was observed to be selling at an average price of ZWL$14.13/L for bond note purchases 

and ZWL$14.70/L for mobile money payments in June 2019 (Figure 6).  These prices are 100 percent 

and 87 percent higher than prices observed in May 2019 for both bond and mobile money payments 

respectively.  On average these prices are 92 percent higher when compared to May 2019 prices (WFP, 

2019). In October 2019 (Annex 2) the price of vegetable oil in Binga, Nkayi, and Hwange were above 

the national average. Prices for other markets are not available. 

The official proclamation of the Zimbabwean dollar as sole legal tender through Statutory Instrument 

142 of 2019 led to significant price spikes for commodities pegged in ZWL$.  Prices of most food 

commodities on the market remained stable in USD terms but very high in terms of the recently 

introduced Zimbabwean 

dollar (WFP, 2019).  Where 

traders were afraid of 

accepting the USD, the 

ZWL$ equivalency pegged at 

the black-market exchange 

rates have been observed 

pushing the price beyond the 

reach of the poor majority 

and vulnerable households 

(WFP, 2019).  This reality 

calls for a rethinking of the 

mode of transfer for either 

cash or in kind for the 

emergency food assistance 

being given to beneficiaries 

under the cash-based 

programs to ensure that 

they are protected from the 

rising food inflation.  

 Figure 6. Vegetable Oil Price Trend 

Note: These figures represent averages across districts surveyed and do not refer specifically 

to price levels observed only Matabeleland North markets. 

Source: WFP, 2019. 

Economic Shocks 

At a national level, the most prevalent economic shocks reported by rural households were food price 

changes (93 percent) and cash shortages (81 percent).  The statistics for Matabeleland North Province 

are presented in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Types of Economic Shock Experienced in Matabeleland North Province 

Economic Shocks Proportion of households 

experience the shock in 
Matabeleland North Province 

National (%) 

Food price changes 97 93 

Livestock price changes 66 60 

Cash shortage 89 81 

Loss of employment 7 6 

Drought 58 47 

Livestock death 29 30 

Livestock diseases 20 

Crop pests 25 38 

Human–wildlife conflict 15 

Source: ZimVAC, 2019. 

In Matabeleland North, the most prevalent economic shocks and hazards were food price changes (97 

percent), cash shortage (89 percent), and livestock price changes (66 percent).  Likewise, the most 

prevalent natural shocks are drought (58 percent), crop pests (25 percent), and livestock deaths (29 

percent).  Overall, in all aspects, the shocks in Matabeleland North are comparable with national figures. 

Matabeleland North has high prevalence of human–wildlife conflict of 15 percent compared to Masvingo 

and Manicaland provinces.  In fact, human–wildlife conflict was identified as one major cause of food 

insecurity in the province, particularly in Hwange district, where wild animals raid mostly sorghum fields 

(Murwira et al., 2011). 

Household Coping Strategies 

When households encounter food access challenges, they cope by either changing consumption patterns 

or employing strategies to increase food access.  The coping strategies have been classified into the 

three categories of stress, crisis, and emergency, based on their severity according to the WFP technical 

guidance note on Consolidated Approach to Reporting Indicators of Food Security (CARI)—November 

2015.   

Table 5. Categorization of Coping Strategies 

Category Coping Strategy 

Stress • Selling household assets to buy food

• Spending savings on food

• Borrowing money from formal lender to buy food

• Selling more livestock than usual to buy food

Crisis • Reducing non-food expenditure to buy food

• Selling or disposing of productive assets to buy food

• Withdrawing children from school because of hunger

Emergency • Selling house or land to buy food

• Selling last breeding livestock to buy food

• Begging to get food

Source: ZimVAC, 2019 
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In 2018, the national average Coping Strategy Index (CSI) was 22, with Matabeleland North Province 

having the highest CSI of 26, indicating a worse-off situation compared to other provinces (Zimbabwe 

National Nutrition Survey, 2018). 

Food Utilization and Nutrition 

Food utilization refers to the ability of individuals to properly select and absorb nutritious food and is 

closely connected to stability, which is the capacity to sustain acceptable nutrition over time (USAID, 

2016).  Nationally, 17 percent of households were consuming poor diets.  Matabeleland North, at 37 

percent, was the province with the highest proportion of poor diets, while Masvingo and Manicaland, 

were at 22.6 percent and 14.5 percent, respectively.  In fact, Matabeleland North has three districts 

(Hwange (58 percent), Tsholotsho (57 percent), and Binga (53 percent), with more than 50 percent of 

households having poor food consumption (ZimVAC, 2019).  The results of the Zimbabwe National 

Nutrition Survey (2018) show that Matabeleland North Province has a household diversity score of 5 

food groups out of 12.  This indicates that there has been no significant change since the ENSURE and 

Amalima Baseline Survey in 2015 whose results indicated that, consumption of grain was high in 

Matabeleland North Province while consumption of legumes, nuts, eggs, and meats were low (USAID, 

2015). Dietary diversity was particularly lacking among women age 15–49 and children under 5 years of 

age. Nationally, Matabeleland North Province had the highest proportion of households that neither 

consumed protein-rich foods from animal and plant sources (36.3 percent) nor vitamin A-rich foods (18 

percent) (Zimbabwe National Nutrition Survey, 2018). Twenty-eight percent of women age 15–49 in 

Matabeleland North Province had diets that met the required minimum diversity (Zimbabwe National 

Nutrition Survey, 2018).  This calls for interventions addressing dietary diversity since improving 

women’s diets means improving their health and their ability to work for themselves and their families, 

and ultimately contributes to gender equality outcomes.  It also contributes positively to pregnancy 

outcomes and children and infants’ health and nutrition. 

Undernutrition and malnutrition rates are high, especially in rural districts where diets lack diversity—

maize being the main staple—and are poor in essential nutrients (SADC, 2019).  Given that diets are 

mainly cereal based, where food is available, it is not necessarily nutritious and mainly suffers micro-

nutrient deficiencies (iron, iodine, folate, vitamin A, and zinc).  Owing to the low production levels, crop 

yields for all commodities except small grains do not last for a year, with six months, October to March 

as the most difficult months for them in terms of access to food as households do not have their own 

stocks and are accessing all food from purchases.  The situation contributes to high rates of malnutrition 

in Matabeleland North Province, with the prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition at 0.20 percent and 

Severe Acute Malnutrition at 0.2 percent (ZimVAC, 2019).  Matabeleland North Province still registers 

high rates of stunting among children between 0 and 59 months old, which is above the World Health 

Organization (WHO) threshold of 20 percent at 26.1 percent (ZimVAC, 2019). This proportion has 

slightly increased with respect to 2015 levels (24 percent as reported in the 2015 Demographic Health 

Survey). 

Social Factors 

Stakeholders revealed that the province is referred to as a “rainbow province” because of the diverse 

ethnic groups in it (Ndebele, Tonga, Nambiya, Kalanga, Suthu, San, and the Xhosa, among others).  

These ethnic groups are minority groups and closed communities that are good at preserving their 

norms and values.  For example, most of these ethnic groups, such as the Tonga, are highly polygamous 
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and have large families, posing risks of failure to take good care of the families.  Gender inequality is 

prevalent and evidenced by women bearing the burden of looking after the family; the culture of son 

preference; high levels of gender-based violence (GBV); and high levels of teenage pregnancies and early 

marriages, resulting in high school dropout rates among girls.  

The desk review also clearly reveals that food and nutrition security in the province are gendered, as 

women play a crucial role across all three pillars, including their unequal access and control over 

productive assets and resources.  Women in Matabeleland North Province are generally responsible for 

food selection and preparation and the care and feeding of children and therefore spend much of their 

income than men on food and children’s needs and yet they do not have the same access and control as 

men over productive resources, including finances (Zimbabwe National Nutrition Survey, 2019).   

Research suggests that if women have the same access to productive assets as men, they can increase 

yields on their farms by 20 to 30 percent (FAO, 2017).  To promote financial inclusion among women, 

development partners have introduced Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLA), which have 

promoted a savings culture among women and allowed them to borrow money as well as accrue assets. 

A study by FAO (2015) in Nkayi and Lupane districts revealed that livestock ownership is still gendered 

in Matabeleland North Province: 45 percent of men own cattle, compared to 23 percent of women, and 

about 63 percent of women own poultry, compared to 13 percent of men.  In addition, men traditionally 

have decision-making power regarding sale of large livestock, leaving women cut off from this possible 

revenue source.  Women’s ownership of livestock is greater with small stock.  Men therefore eclipse 

women in terms of ownership of more valuable stock, the making of decisions, and the control of 

livestock production.  

With respect to the youth, many young people, particularly men, have built their livelihoods on external 

migration to South Africa and Botswana.  Although men migrate to South Africa and Botswana from 

most of the districts in the province, the majority come from Tsholotsho.  External migration has 

contributed to high rates of SGBV and the second-highest HIV and AIDS prevalence in the country (18 

percent), after Matabeleland South (UNAIDS, 2017). 

 

4. Review of Lessons Learned 

Good practices from USAID/FFP and other donor programming 

A good practice promoted by the ZRBF program cited earlier in this report is the building of evidence 

to inform both policy and programs, including production of analytical products such as the Multiple 

Hazard Index Mapping of the country; the Correlation Analysis between hazards and wellbeing 

outcomes; the Problem Tree Analysis to understand root causes of the problems identified in the areas 

that are prone to multiple hazards; and the Gender, Climate and Livelihoods Analysis in some of the 

more vulnerable areas.  However, a major critique of the ZimVAC surveys that should be addressed is 

that they do not include all variables typically needed to measure resilience, such as the social capital 

index, data to compute bonding and bridging social capital separately, and data to compute 

transformative capacity (USAID, 2018).  
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In light of the shortage of agriculture extension workers, Amalima’s Village Agriculture Coordinators 

(VACs) who have been trained to provide agriculture support to farmers at the village level for 

horticulture and livestock activities show a strategic shift toward the promotion of improved and 

sustainable behaviors and practices in agriculture. 

There is limited recognition that certain market factors and functions play significant roles in 

determining household food security and nutrition.  Above market pricing for maize creates access 

challenges for the producers who are net consumers of grain, due to low productivity.  Currently 

traders and processors shun engaging smallholder farmers due to high transaction costs.  There is 

insufficient investment in processing, storage and value-addition, which limits the opportunities for 

smallholders to engage national and regional markets.  

Inadequate response to climate and disaster risk. The food systems in the country have largely been 

unsustainable.  The majority of the farmland lies in Natural Regions IV and V, which are not suitable for 

rain-fed crops (possibly with the exception of drought-resistant small grains).There is also an inadequate 

use of climate-resilient agricultural practices, such as conservation agriculture.  The input programs also 

do not promote agricultural diversification due to the focus on maize, even in areas that are not suitable 

for maize.  

Lack of sustained advocacy to enhance awareness on food and nutrition security issues.  Acceptance of 

practices that prevent malnutrition requires longer-term behavioral change and continued focus on 

nutrition-sensitive and specific approaches to encourage behavior change over the long term.  There is 

growing evidence that multisector interventions have great potential to reduce stunting in children; 

however, this is not always possible to galvanize adoption of nutrition-sensitive approaches in their 

programming. 

A good practice about the AMALIMA program was the centrality of gender and resilience in addressing 

food insecurity challenges.  Significant achievements were registered in terms of behavior change on 

gender-related norms on food consumption, task sharing, appreciation of the nutritious value of small 

grains, exclusive breastfeeding, and involvement in food-for-asset projects of women in tasks 

traditionally meant for men.  Food distribution should therefore be complemented by behavior change 

programs linked to challenging negative social norms, recipes for the food distributed, and education 

about the nutritional value of certain foods, such as small grains. 

Conclusions 

The Government of Zimbabwe has joined other countries throughout the world in ratifying key 

international instruments that safeguard the right to food and seek to improve food and nutrition 

security.  The commitment is further demonstrated by the development and implementation of several 

national policies and strategies that create an enabling policy environment.  These policies include a 

comprehensive Social Transfer Policy Framework, the Food Deficit Mitigation Strategy, the National 

Food Fortification Strategy, and the Drought Mitigation Strategy and Action Plans.  The policies and 

strategies signal a transition by policymakers toward a long-term developmental approach to asset-

creation activities that respond to a wide variety of shocks and stresses.  However, a gap remains on the 

implementation of high-impact interventions for the prevention of malnutrition in food-insecure 

provinces such as Matabeleland North. 
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Despite substantial progress in the reduction of the prevalence of acute malnutrition, treatment of sick 

children with acute malnutrition remains a critical gap.  Life-saving therapeutic nutrition commodities 

constitute the main cost in treating acute malnutrition.  Currently, the procurement of these 

commodities is heavily dependent on donor support. 
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Annex 1. Organizations Interviewed 
Table 6. List of organizations interviewed Organization 

Organization Area/field 

Provincial Food and Nutrition Security 

Committee (PFNSC) 

Communication and managing work of development partners in the 

province 

Provincial Administrator Co-ordination of development planning and administration of 

government policies 

Ministry of Women Affairs Coordination of the National Gender Machinery and implementation 

of the national gender policy 

Ministry of Rural Development 

Zimbabwe 

Public sector 

Ministry of Lands and Agriculture Public sector  

Ministry of Youth Public sector 

Ministry of Health and Child Welfare Public sector 

Livestock Production Department Public sector 

District Administrative office Public sector co-ordination of all government programs and 

personnel 

Agricultural Technical and Extension 

Services (AGRITEX) 

Extension service co-ordination 

Ministry of Public Service, Labour and 

Social Welfare (MPSLW) 

Public sector 

Environmental Management Agency Public Sector 

Organization of Rural Associations for 

Progress (ORAP) 

Local NGO with activities on food assistance and resilience building 

World Vision Food assistance and resilience building 

International Medical Corps Health, Nutrition and Food security 

Institute for Rural Technologies Poverty eradication and livelihoods  

  



Zimbabwe Food Security Desk Research: Matabeleland North Province 29 

Annex 2. Food prices in October 2019 
 

Table 7. Maize Grain Prices, October 2019 

Maize Grain 

Market Availability USD Rands Bond 

Notes 

Mobile 

Money 

Bond 

11/10/2019 

%Bond 

Note 

Price 

Change 

Binga 0%     ZWL 2.86 0% 

Hwange 0%      0% 

Hwange 

Urban 

0%       

Nkayi 24%   ZWL 4.04  ZWL 2.59 56% 

National 

Average 

10% $.32 ZAR 5.71 ZWL 3.16 ZWL 3.36 ZWL 2.34 13% 

Source: Extracted from WFP, 2019 (page 1). 

 

Table 8. Sugar Bean Prices, October 2019 

Sugar Beans 

Market Availability USD Rands Bond 

Notes 

Mobile 

Money 

Bond 

11/10/2019 

%Bond 

Note 

Price 

Change 

Binga 60%   ZWL 35.33 ZWL 40.00 ZWL 30.00 0% 

Hwange 12%   ZWL 28.00 ZWL 32.00 ZWL 27.86 1% 

Hwange 

Urban 

71%   ZWL 18.78 ZWL 18.78   

Nkayi 100%   ZWL 25.11 ZWL 28.93 ZWL 33.75 -26% 

National 

Average 

61% $2.43 ZAR 33.40 ZWL 32.64 ZWL 33.94 ZWL 22.80 16% 

Source: Extracted from WFP, 2019 (page 3).  
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Table 9. Vegetable Oil Prices, October 2019 

Vegetable Oil 

Market Availability USD Rands Bond 

Notes 

Mobile 

Money 

Bond 

11/10/2019 

%Bond 

Note 

Price 

Change 

Binga 100%   ZWL 26.10 ZWL 27.50 ZWL 30.00 -13% 

Hwange 97%   ZWL 26.08 ZWL 27.44 ZWL 23.23 12% 

Hwange 

Urban 

86%   ZWL 27.75    

Nkayi 100%   ZWL 23.46 ZWL 28.71 ZWL 22.09 6% 

National 

Average 

96% $1.66 ZAR 22.58 ZWL 23.02 ZWL 25.55 ZWL 21.65 3% 

Source: Extracted from WFP, 2019 (page 4). 
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