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Executive Summary 

 Zimbabwe is a landlocked country in Southern Africa. It covers a total area of 390, 580 square 
kilometers bound between South Africa to the south, Botswana to the south west, Zambia to the 
north west and Mozambique to the east and north east. The country is carved into 10 administrative 
provinces, 60 districts and 27 urban areas. The population has slightly increased since the 2002 
census which recorded a population of 11.6 million that was been projected to have increased to 
12.5 million in 2010. The last decade has been dominated by acute social and political polarization 
over appropriate policies to address inequitable resource distribution patterns inherited at 
independence in 1980 and continued into post colonial Zimbabwe. A period of rapid economic 
decline, a devastating HIV/AIDS pandemic and wider health crisis, international sanctions, and 
recurring droughts have deeply affected the national economy and forced households to adapt to 
declining resources and reduced opportunities.  

With the decline of the hitherto formal economy, there is evidence in parts of the country of 
increased reliance on self employment opportunities that include various small-scale local and cross 
border enterprises and harvesting of environmental products. Cash and in-kind remittances have 
become an important source of household income, particularly in major urban centers and rural 
areas in proximity to international borders. There are encouraging signs that increased food and 
cash crop production among populations that directly benefitted from the 2000 land reform 
programme is improving household livelihood security, particularly in comparison to the overall 
levels of rural poverty.  

Notable events over since year 2000 include:  

a. 2000 Land Redistribution Programme- Prior to the 2000 Land Reform Programme, there 
were an estimated 4,500 white owned Large-Scale Commercial (LSC) farms. These included 
mixed grain and cash crop farms, irrigated fruit and sugar estates, and cattle and wildlife 
ranches. Large-scale commercial farms, which were on average 2,000 hectares, comprised 
35% of arable land in the country, or 11 million hectares out of a total of 31 million hectares. 
Over 6 million indigenous black Zimbabweans lived in marginal rural lands, where poor soils, 
unreliable rainfall, poor social service provision, and poor market infrastructure restricted 
productivity. The land reform programme allocated between 4 and 16 hectares to rural 
households to decongest the overcrowded communal areas and between 250 and 2000 
acres to emerging entrepreneurs with capital to start commercial farming enterprises. The 
future of the Zimbabwean agricultural sector now rests on smallholder production and the 
recently resettled farmers. To prosper, these farmers need access to agriculture extension 
services, inputs and market outlets; fair prices for their produce; and upgraded 
infrastructure. Most importantly, political stability is a pre-requisite for economic prosperity.   

b. Macro-Economic Crisis-Stunning statistics summed up the dire economic situation: 70-80% 
formal sector unemployment in 2005 rising to about 95% in February 2009; a 49% drop in 
tourism in one year alone (between 2004-2005); 4,500% inflation rate in 2007 and 14.9 
billion% in 2008; industry closures particularly in the agriculture, mining and transport 
sectors; severe erosion of health and education facilities and service provision; and Gross 
Domestic Product showing negative growth between 1999-2009 dipping to a low of minus 
14.6% in 2008. Tension around foreign ownership policies of mining properties continues 
although the liberalization of the gold sector in 2009 led to the return of some investment in 
the mining sector. The effect on households was severe. Many basic foods (bread; and 
mealie meal to name two staples) were unavailable in local shops and most urban 
supermarkets closed. Fuel shortages disrupted rural agricultural marketing as well as urban 
transport flows from high density suburbs to the inner city; and most schools and health 
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services were effectively shut down as teachers and medical staff suffered from poor 
remuneration.  

c. HIV/AIDS Pandemic- The HIV/AIDS prevalence rate amongst adults in Zimbabwe is one of the 
highest in the world.  Widespread both in rural and urban areas, a direct impact of high 
infection levels is the decline in the labour force and productivity. When HIV/AIDS strikes a 
household, two immediate results occur: (i) health costs rise; and (ii) labour supply drops.  In 
turn, these two factors affect expenditure patterns as well as (production and/or income 
generating) output. Lack of labour and lack of investment in education and social obligations 
impoverishes households, resulting in an ongoing cycle of poverty.  

d. Multi-Currency System and Stabilisation of the Economy- In February 2009 a multi-currency 
system based on the South African Rand (ZAR) and the United States dollar (USD) was 
introduced and signs of recovery have been evident. Investor and consumer confidence has 
been growing. Investment in trade improved, productive economic engagement by citizens 
also increased and consumer goods availability in retail outlets greatly improved as a result 
of the Multi-Currency System.       

Despite these changes, however, on a larger scale, in most rural zones, there was surprisingly limited 
change to basic livelihood patterns. Rural households remain predominantly smallholder subsistence 
farmers that combine crop and livestock production for the majority of the income, complemented 
by various - generally low paying- non-agricultural activities.  

Livelihood Patterns across Zimbabwe’s Rural Communities: Zimbabwe has 25 livelihood zones that 
were developed out of eight broad livelihood systems.  Much of central and northern Zimbabwe is in 
the middleveld, sitting on a high plateau which averages about 900 m above sea level. The central 
plateau is prime agricultural land, which allows for intensive and semi intensive production of a 
diversified base of food and cash crops, and livestock production, fed mainly by summer rainfall that 
can reach 1000 mm annually between November and April. A common feature across the country is 
a predominance of agriculture dominated by cereal production for household consumption, and 
groundnuts for cash. Livestock production- mainly cattle and goats- is important. The poor make 
ends meet by combining mixed agriculture with daily wage work and gold panning.  

The middleveld zones are dominated by cereal production. Three livelihood types are found in this 
region. The mid/highveld communal zones are densely populated and intensively farmed. Maize is 
the preferred food crop.  Groundnuts and leafy vegetables are the main cash crops and where land 
holdings permit, cotton is also cultivated. When drought occurs, these agricultural zones suffer large 
crop losses leading to significant gaps in household food supply.   

The lowlands form a ‘horseshoe’ around the central middleveld. Circling the country from the north 
east, north and the west is the Zambezi valley bordering Mozambique and Zambia. To the south, 
bordering South Africa, is the Limpopo basin, and in the south east is the Save river valley bordering 
Mozambique. The lowlands are broken on the eastern part of Zimbabwe, where the topography 
rises to form a rugged mountain range commonly referred to as the “eastern highlands”. Location in 
the lowlands affects how households secure food. What they have in common is the riskiness of 
agriculture in an area where the climate is hot and dry; soils are poor and rainfall erratic. Semi-
extensive and extensive farming is practiced. In the Zambezi valley, hot, humid temperatures 
support a mixed agricultural base of maize and cotton. Livelihoods in this region are predominantly 
mid/lowveld cereal and cotton zones. Maize is the chief food crop and cotton the chief cash crop. 
The northern and slightly inland north western zones are primarily cereal, cotton and pulses 
producing areas. Livestock are an important component of lowland economies.  

Zones located further north-west by the border with Zambia and in the western Zambezi valley have 
a crop-livestock economic base. Drought tolerant small grains (sorghum and millet) are better suited 
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for these drier conditions, though maize is the preferred staple. The exception to this trend is the 
driest most north westerly region. Climatic conditions are not conducive for agriculture, and fishing 
in Lake Kariba and the Zambezi River is the predominant livelihood system. Similarly climatic 
conditions which are not conducive to agriculture are found to the south of Zimbabwe in parts of 
Beitbridge, Gwanda and Matobo districts. Livelihoods in this region approximate agro-pastoral 
production systems. Livestock are the most important source of cash income and small grains 
cultivation. Remittances primarily from South Africa are an important source of household income.   

There are also lowveld re-settled zones where game and beef ranches were transformed into mixed 
farming A1 and A2 farms. Further into the Save valley, pockets of re-settled ex-commercial irrigated 
zones are found where cereal and cotton producing resettled farmers live alongside pockets of 
communal lands and also irrigated commercial fruit and sugar cane estates that provide seasonal 
labour opportunities. The labour pull of neighboring South Africa and Botswana is another important 
economic influence in the lowlands. Gold panning is also important for poorer households.   

The implications for monitoring food security in the lowlands are three-fold: (i) harvest outcomes are 
an important indicator but only in the Zambezi and Mudzi lowlands and (ii) staple grain prices, 
especially relative to wages, are a more critical indicator of food access for poor households than 
harvest outcomes and iii) livestock conditions and prices are important. Casual work tends to be of 
primary importance, found either in game parks, on commercial ranches or in nearby abandoned 
mines or in rivers which then supplement casual seasonal work.   

The lowveld and middleveld rise to a mountainous border range between Zimbabwe and 
Mozambique in the eastern highlands. Good soils and sufficient rainfall provide excellent agricultural 
conditions for intensive production of grains, legumes, tubers, fruit and vegetables. Own-crop 
production provides families in the communal lands with most of their food during the year though 
the rugged terrain prevents wide use of ploughs for cultivation. Harvest outcomes are significant to 
food security. In the eastern highveld resettled zone, crops such as fruit, tea and coffee and lumber 
are grown for export on specialized commercial estates. The lumber industry is an important 
commercial activity in the region providing regular formal employment opportunities. Food prices 
are an important indicator to monitor for household food security.  

Determinants of Wealth: Existing livelihood options determine the type of assets that are required 
for a household to be productive and earn both food and cash income. Wealth groups - typically 
defined as very poor, poor, middle and better-off – denote different levels of productive asset 
ownership within a livelihood zone. Zimbabwe’s rural economy is primarily smallholder farming 
based on the production of food crops, cash crops and livestock. Employment and mining activities 
often complement these primary activities and in some cases, livelihood systems exclusively based 
on these activities are found. In a smallholder production system, land is the primary form of wealth. 
Equally important is the capacity to utilize available landholdings as determined by livestock (cattle) 
ownership for draught power and access to labour. The importance of livestock goes beyond 
providing draught power as they are a traditional saving mechanism which is an important safety net 
in the face of adverse events. Labour is also important for more than crop production. Availability of 
household labour and skills enables participation in various non agricultural, self employment and 
trade activities. In the minority of livelihood zones where mining, employment and fishing are the 
dominant pursuits, labour, skills and access to capital to purchase relevant equipment are critical. 

Livelihood Strategies: The information contained in the livelihood baselines refers to the April 2009 
to April 2010 reference period, a relatively average year by local standards (i.e. a year of average 
production and rural food security, when judged in the context of recent years). In general, 
wealthier households depend more on the primary productive activities of a livelihood zone for both 
food and cash income. Poorer households i.e. those endowed with less capacity to take advantage of 
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these primary activities, tend to combine a lower level of primary production with less preferred- 
and less lucrative options.  

I. Sources of Food: 6 main options exist for food access across rural Zimbabwe. These include 
own crop production, livestock production, purchase, payment in kind, gifts and food aid. In 
a smallholder economy, better-off households cultivate larger pieces of land and receive 
bigger cereal and pulse harvests. These households rely more on their own production for 
annual food consumption. Bigger cereal harvests reduce the need to purchase staple food. 
Most of the food purchased by these households is comprised of non-staple oil, sugar and 
meat for a more diverse and nutritious diet. For the poor residing in these areas, crop 
production is complemented by payment in kind. The importance of own crop production to 
household consumption diminishes in the northwestern and southern ends of the country 
and the prominence of livestock production grows. Among the labour based livelihood zones 
in Mutorashanga and the eastern highlands, food purchases are the main source of food. 
Food aid was distributed to almost all livelihood zones along Zimbabwe’s lowland regions in 
the baseline year. The poor residing in livelihood zones located along the Zimbabwe border 
were facing a food deficit and food aid provided between 15% and 30% of annual food 
needs.  

II. Sources of Cash: Earning cash is an important part of the rural economy. High productive 
capacity and integration in local and urban markets are important towards this endeavor. 
There are 6 main options for earning cash income. These include crop sales, livestock sales, 
labour sales, self-employment, wild food sales and remittances. Combined crop and 
livestock production are the most lucrative. Maize and cotton are the main crops sold, and 
for the poor, vegetables are important. Livestock sales are highest and more important to 
livelihood zones in the north west and southern lowlands. Poorer households rarely own 
cattle- and much less sell- and their livestock income is earned from goats and chickens. 
Among the poor across all livelihood zones, labour and self employment activities are 
essential. The smallholder farming economy is highly dependent on the hiring of labour to 
perform a variety of agricultural tasks. Without labour markets, productivity would be 
reduced. Labour opportunities are also sought in neighbouring South Africa, Botswana and 
Mozambique, particularly for zones in proximity to the border. Self employment is 
comprised of a range of activities which include firewood and grass collection, gold panning, 
construction work, the sale of handicrafts and petty trade. The harvest of natural products is 
by far the most common self employment activity, creating major environmental problems.  

III. Expenditure Patterns: The first expenditure priority across the livelihood zones is on staple 
food. Expenditure on staple food typically decreases with wealth because households often 
purchase to make up for harvest shortfalls. The lowland border regions have the highest 
expenditure on maize purchase, a need arising from generally poor harvests and also 
because less preferred but drought resistant sorghum and millet are cultivated for 
consumption. For these zones, staple food expenditure averages between 20% and 25% of 
household expenditure, exposing them to the risk of maize price increases. Food aid 
provides a good amount of household staple, and without it, food expenditure would 
markedly increase. With high expenditure on staple food, poor households spend less on 
non staple food, the main source of much needed dietary diversity. Households and 
livelihood zones with lower staple food expenditure spend more on essential non food 
items. With most consumption needs met through own production, there is increased 
spending on household items, productive inputs and social services. Livelihood zones with 
the highest incomes also tend to have the highest expenditure on productive activities. 
These include the high cash crop and cereal producing middleveld and lowveld zones. Access 
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to education is prized across all livelihood zones. Households on average spend between 
10% and 20% of income on education.  

Total Food and Cash Incomes:  Total income refers to the combined contribution of household food 
and cash income sources. Livelihood zones located along Zimbabwe’s international borders are 
among the poorest in the country. They share remoteness, poor market development and 
infrastructure, and, except for the eastern highlands bordering Mozambique, lie in the arid and 
drought prone lowveld. These conditions combine to increase household vulnerability to food and 
livelihood insecurity. Livelihood zones with the highest total incomes include the resettled zones and 
the lowland cereal and cash crop producing areas. These households have in common high land 
holdings, well integrated and developed markets and relative specialization on primary productive 
activities.   

Comparing Total Incomes to National Poverty Lines: The Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency 
(ZIMSTAT) develops poverty lines to measure household wellbeing. According to ZIMSTAT, a poverty 
line represents the cost of a given level of living which must be attained if a person is deemed not to 
be poor. Two poverty lines are used, the food poverty line (FPL) and the total consumption poverty 
line (TCPL). The FPL represents the minimum consumption expenditure necessary to ensure each 
household member can (if all expenditure were devoted to food) consume a minimum food basket 
representing 2100 kilocalories. Households below the FPL are considered to be very poor. The TCPL 
includes an allowance for non-food minimum requirements such as housing, clothing, transportation 
and health care. Households whose consumption is less than the TPL are considered to be poor.  The 
national food poverty line (FPL) over the April 2009 to March 2010 reference period was $26.48 per 
person per month. A household size of 6 is used for FPL and TCPL calculations which are based on 
international standards. The national food poverty datum line for this period was $158.88 monthly, 
translating to $1,906 annually. The national average total consumption poverty line over the same 
period was $88.89 per person per month. This is equivalent to $533.34 per month for a household of 
6, translating to $6,400 over the year. The baseline data indicates that with the exception of the 
middle and better-off in the Highveld Prime Cereal and Cash Crop Resettlement Livelihood zone, the 
entire rural population falls below both the TCPL and the FPL. Therefore these households are very 
poor. The middle and better-off in the Highveld Prime Cereal and Cash Crop Resettlement Livelihood 
zone surpass the FPL, but fall below the TCPL and are therefore considered to be poor. In short, the 
rural population of Zimbabwe is mired in chronic poverty.  
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1. Background 

Zimbabwe is a landlocked country in Southern 
Africa. It covers a total area of 390, 580 square 
kilometers bound between South Africa to the 
south, Botswana to the south west, Zambia to 
the north west and Mozambique to the east and 
north east. The country is carved into 10 
administrative provinces, 60 districts and 27 
urban areas.1 Zimbabwe enjoys a tropical climate 
divided over 2 distinct seasons-winter and 
summer. Over the May to August winter months 
temperatures range between 14 and 16˚C. Most 
of the rainfall is received during the September 
to April summer months when temperatures 
average 28 ˚C.  

Population trends in Zimbabwe have shown little 
change over the last decade. In 2002 census 
figures remain the official basis for estimating 
current population levels. At that time, the total population was an estimated 11.6 million citizens. 
In 2010, the figure increased to 12.5 million people.2 The two main ethnic groups are the Shona and 
Ndebele, with minority groups that include the Tonga, Shangani, Kalanga and Venda. Many farm 
workers living in Mashonaland originally came from across the border from Mozambique and 
Zambia. Most of the population- around 65-70% is rural.3 Notably, 2-3 million Zimbabweans live and 
work mainly in South Africa and the UK, earning foreign wages some of which are remitted home.  

The last decade in Zimbabwe has been dominated by acute social and political polarization over 
appropriate policies to address inequitable resource distribution patterns inherited at independence 
in 1980 and continued into post colonial Zimbabwe. A period of rapid economic decline, a sobering 
HIV/AIDS pandemic and wider health crisis, international sanctions and recurring droughts have 
deeply affected the national economy and forced households to adapt to reduced opportunities and 
declining resources. A troubling outcome of this tumultuous decade has been deepening and 
spreading household poverty. According to the 2003 Poverty Assessment Study Survey, the 
proportion of households below the poverty line increased from 42% in 1995 to 63% in 2003. By 
2011, an estimated 80% of the population now lives below the poverty line.   

With the decline of the hitherto formal economy, there is evidence in parts of the country of 
increased reliance on self employment opportunities that include various small-scale local and cross 
border enterprises and harvesting of environmental products. Cash and in-kind remittances have 
become an important source of household income, particularly in major urban centers and rural 
areas in proximity to international borders. There are encouraging signs that increased food and 
cash crop production among populations that directly benefitted from the 2000 land reform 
programme is improving household livelihood security, particularly in comparison to the overall 
levels of rural poverty. Despite these changes, however, on a larger scale, in most rural zones, there 
was surprisingly limited change to basic livelihood patterns. Rural households remain predominantly 

                                                           
1
 See Annex 1 for list of Zimbabwe’s Provinces 

2
 GeoHive, Global Statistics, Republic of Zimbabwe, for 2002. 2010 estimate is from the World Bank World Development 

Indicators Report 2010. Note that the Economic Intelligence Unit 2010 Report gives a lower figure. 
3
 Conversely, in 2003, an estimated 18 % of people lived in the two major cities, Harare and Bulawayo. 

Figure 1: Administrative Map of Zimbabwe 
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smallholder subsistence farmers that combine crop and livestock production for the majority of the 
income, complemented by various - generally low paying- non-agricultural activities. Notable events 
over recent years are described in more detail below. 

1.1. Transformation of the Commercial Agricultural Sector 

Prior to the 2000 Land Reform Programme, there were an estimated 4,500 white owned large-scale 
commercial (LSC) farms. These included mixed grain and cash crop farms, irrigated fruit and sugar 
estates, and cattle and wildlife ranches. Large-scale commercial farms, which were on average 2,000 
hectares, comprised 35% of the country’s arable land, or 11 million hectares out of a total of 31 
million hectares. Over 6 million indigenous black Zimbabweans lived in the marginal rural lands, 
where poor soils, unreliable rainfall, poor social service provision and poor market infrastructure 
restricted productivity. The 2000 land redistribution programme utilized 2 models. The A1 model 
allocated between 10 and 40 acres to rural households to decongest the overcrowded communal 
areas. The A2 model targeted emerging entrepreneurs who had the capacity to start commercial 
farming enterprises and maximum land holding regulations were set depending on the agro-
ecological location of the farm, ranging from 250 acres in Natural Region I to 2000 acres in Natural 
region V.4  Most of the land that was re-distributed (i.e., 70%) went to the 140,000 households who 
received A1 farms and the other 30% went to 18,000 A2 small to medium-scale commercial farm 
owners. Today, the estimated 600 LSC farms still remaining are roughly 700 hectares each.  

The transformation of land ownership patterns from primarily large scale commercial farms to 
smallholder farms was implemented in rapid and often chaotic ways that blurred the officially 
articulated goals of equity and poverty reduction. As years passed, the excesses of the process have 
diminished allowing new farm owners to invest in their new lives: planting crops, building residences 
and shifting their families to the new farm location. Long-term rural livelihoods security for these 
smallholder farmers requires a broad network of service infrastructure. Construction of schools, 
clinics, marketing outlets and durable roads is lagging behind but as infrastructure is developed, 
more robust and settled communities will emerge. The new look of the Zimbabwe agricultural sector 
could result in more diversified transport and retail sectors once smallholder farming starts to 
generate real income and, in turn, to stimulate local spending.  

The transition period hit hard one vulnerable group in particular: the (ex)-commercial farm workers. 
These workers typically came from Mozambique or Zambia. They were immigrants who never 
gained citizenship but who settled as workers on the LSC farms for generations. Prior to 2000, the 
commercial farm workers numbered about 2 million. Many were displaced during the resettlement 
process. Some retained their jobs; some joined relatives in the communal farming areas; a few 
received A1 farms; but most remain an impoverished population who lack assets and safety-nets.   

The future of the Zimbabwean agricultural sector now rests on smallholder production and the 
recently resettled farmers. To prosper, these farmers need access to agriculture extension services, 
inputs and market outlets; fair prices for their produce; and upgraded infrastructure. The farm 
worker situation will also need to be addressed through social protection programming and through 
asset (including land) provision. Most importantly, political stability is a pre-requisite for economic 
prosperity.   

1.2. The Macro-level Financial Crisis and the Household Economy  

The economic melt-down in Zimbabwe was well chronicled. Stunning statistics summed up the dire 
situation: 70-80% joblessness (i.e., job losses in the formal sector) in 2005 rising to about 95% in 
February 2009 when the unity government was formed; a 49% drop in tourism in one year alone 

                                                           
4
 Utete, C. Report of the Presidential Land Review Committee. Volume 2 Special Studies 
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(between 2004-2005); 4,500% inflation rate in 2007 and 14.9 billion% in 2008; industry closures 
particularly in the agriculture, mining and transport sectors; severe erosion of health and education 
facilities and service provision; and GDP showing negative growth between 1999-2009 dipping to a 
low of minus 14.6% in 2008.  Tension around foreign ownership policies of mining properties 
continues although the liberalization of the gold sector in 2009 led to the return of some investment 
in the mining sector. The effect on households was severe. By 2008, local earnings were made 
worthless by banks’ cash withdrawal restrictions and by daily inflation; many basic foods (bread; and 
mealie meal to name two staples) were unavailable in local shops and most urban supermarkets 
closed. Fuel shortages disrupted rural agricultural marketing as well as urban transport flows from 
high density suburbs to the inner city; and most schools and health services were effectively shut 
down as teachers and medical staff were poorly remunerated.  

Notwithstanding the massive macro-level financial crisis, rural farming economies did not 
significantly change in character. What did happen was greater impoverishment: asset loss at the 
household level, more chronic food gaps and poorer diets. A greater reliance on external sources of 
cash – through aid but also through cross-border trade and remittances – was evident during these 
years especially in urban areas. 2-3 million Zimbabweans in 2008-2009 were living and working 
overseas (mainly in South Africa and Britain) and their remittances gave relatives access to critical 
foreign exchange and food. Another way households coped locally was by maximizing their social 
networks, both giving and receiving gifts of food and meals during the year. Finally, in rural areas, 
the barter of goods to a large extent replaced cash sales and purchases. Payment for labour in food 
was also widespread.  

Off-setting this picture of macro-economic meltdown are some encouraging signs of improved 
production outcomes by more resettled A1 farmers. Although basic farming systems in the various 
A1 schemes seem just like communal area systems, they are not exactly the same. A1 farmers 
inherited better soils and more land often in areas with better climate and marketing infrastructure; 
moreover for several years they were supported with government inputs. There are reports that it 
was common for A1 farmers to have doubled the output per hectare compared to neighboring 
communal area farmers. As inputs from the State to A1 farmers are now being reduced, it will be 
critical to ensure that A1 farmers can utilize input market outlets and maintain the output 
advantage. 

1.3. HIV/AIDS and the New Household 

The HIV/AIDS prevalence rate amongst adults in Zimbabwe is one of the highest in the world.   
Widespread both in rural and urban areas, a direct impact of high infection levels is the decline in 
the labour force and productivity. When HIV/AIDS strikes a household, two immediate results occur: 
(i) health costs rise; and (ii) labour supply drops. In turn, these two factors affect expenditure 
patterns as well as (production and/or income generating) output. Lack of labour and lack of 
investment in education and social obligations impoverishes households, increasing the odds of 
“new variant famines” emerging. To cope, new forms of households have emerged to deal with the 
loss of adult labour and the resulting care needed for orphaned children. New caregivers and 
household heads are often the elderly or very young adults. The most successful new households 
comprise several adults who come together under one roof in order to combine their income and 
networks to ensure better access to food and services for their dependents (including AIDS orphans). 

1.4. Multi -currency System and Stabilization of the Economy  

In 2009 Zimbabwe replaced the use of the Zimbabwe Dollar as the legal tender in Zimbabwe with a 
basket of multiple currencies that included the South African Rand (ZAR), the United States of 
America Dollar (USD) and the Botswana Pula (BP). This measure, buttressed with other broader 
macro-economic policy changes, immediately arrested the hyperinflation rate that reached a peak of 
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about 231 million % in July 2008. Subsequently, the annual rate of inflation fell to about -7.7% in 
December 2009 and it averaged at about 3% in 2010. Overall economic performance also improved, 
with Zimbabwe achieving a real GDP growth rate of 5.4% in 2009 and 11.4% in 2010. Availability of 
consumer goods as well as consumer purchasing power has significantly improved. 

2. What Are the Key Factors Shaping Livelihood Patterns 

Where people live determines the 
options available to them to access 
resources necessary for life. 
Geography, production systems, 
and markets are the primary 
factors in shaping the context 
within which people are surviving 
and making a living. Geography 
determines what people can 
produce i.e. type of crops suitable 
for cultivation or livestock that can 
be kept. Markets affect the ability 
of people to sell their production 
and the prices they obtain for 
these goods. Within this report, 
analysis of these three factors- 
geography, production systems and markets- is used to categorize livelihood zones. A livelihood 
zone is defined as an area within which households broadly share similar livelihood patterns and 
conduct these activities in the same trade and exchange conditions.  

Livelihood patterns in Zimbabwe are significantly shaped by agro-ecology. There are five agro-
ecological regions, spread across the highveld, middleveld and the lowveld. Much of central and 
northern Zimbabwe is in the middleveld, sitting on a high plateau which averages about 900 m 
above sea level. The central plateau is prime agricultural land, which allows for intensive and semi 
intensive production of a diversified base of food and cash crops, and livestock production, fed 
mainly by summer rainfall that can reach 1000 mm annually between November and April. The 
middleveld zones are dominated by cereal production. Three livelihood types are found in this 
region. The mid/highveld communal zones are densely populated and intensively farmed. Maize is 
the preferred food crop but sorghum and millet are cultivated to mitigate the effects of periodic 
droughts. Groundnuts and leafy vegetables are the main cash crops, and where land holdings 
permit, cotton is cultivated. When droughts occur, these agricultural zones suffer large crop losses, 
leading to significant gaps in household food supply.  Hence, in the middleveld region, harvest 
outcomes are a key indicator of household food security. In the mid/highveld re-settled zones, 
beneficiaries of the land reform programme hold up to 15 acres of prime land. With access to 
various government inputs and mechanization support programmes they cultivate maize, winter 
wheat, groundnuts, tobacco, cotton and vegetables for both food and cash income. Market 
infrastructure is generally well developed. Those LSC farms still in operation remain with a core 
commercial farm worker population. Within the middleveld, there are also the middleveld 
communal zones. Middleveld agriculture is dominated by maize, millet and sorghum for household 
consumption, and groundnuts, and some cotton for cash. Livestock production- mainly cattle and 
goats- is important, particularly for the better-off households, and its contribution to household food 
security grows further south into the middleveld. The poor make ends meet by combining mixed 
agriculture with daily wage work and gold panning.  

Figure 2: Natural Farming Regions of Zimbabwe   
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The lowlands form a ‘horseshoe’ around the central middleveld plateau. Circling the country from 
the north east, north and the west is the Zambezi valley bordering Mozambique and Zambia. To the 
south, bordering South Africa, is the Limpopo basin, and in the south east is the Save river valley 
bordering Mozambique. The lowlands are broken on the eastern border with Mozambique, where 
the topography rises to form a rugged mountain range. Location in the lowlands affects how 
households secure food. What they have in common is the riskiness of agriculture in an area where 
the climate is hot and dry; soils are poor and rainfall erratic. Semi-extensive and extensive farming is 
practised. In the Zambezi valley, hot, humid temperatures support a mixed agricultural base of maize 
and cotton. Livelihoods in this region are predominantly mid/lowveld cereal and cotton zones. 
Despite lower population density and relatively larger land holdings, agriculture is a riskier 
proposition in the drier lowlands. Maize is the chief food crop and cotton the main cash crop. The 
proportional importance of maize or cotton varies within the mid/lowveld “cotton” zones depending 
on access to water. The northern and slightly inland north western zones are primarily cereal, cotton 
and pulses (groundnuts and roundnuts) producing areas for both the poor and better-off alike. 
Livestock are an important component of the lowland economies. Gold panning and daily wage work 
provide essential income for food purchases.    

Zones located further north-west by the border with Zambia and in the western Zambezi valley have 
a crop-livestock economic base. Drought tolerant small grains (sorghum and millet) are better suited 
for these drier conditions, though maize is the preferred staple. The exception to this trend is the 
driest north westerly region. Climatic conditions are not conducive for agriculture, and fishing in 
Lake Kariba and the Zambezi River is the predominant livelihood system. Similarly inhospitable 
conditions are found to the south of Zimbabwe in parts of Beitbridge, Gwanda and Matobo districts. 
Livelihoods in this region approximate agro-pastoral production systems. During periods of hardship, 
large livestock herds often migrate as far as Botswana to find pasture and water. Livestock are the 
most important source of cash income and small grains cultivation combined with significant 
purchases are the main source of food. Remittances primarily from South Africa are an important 
source of household income.   

There are also lowveld re-settled zones where game and beef ranches were transformed into mixed 
farming A1 and A2 farms. Further into the Save valley, pockets of re-settled ex-commercial irrigated 
zones are found where cereal and cotton producing resettled farmers live alongside pockets of 
communal lands and also irrigated commercial fruit and sugar cane estates that provide seasonal 
labour opportunities. The labour pull of neighboring South Africa and Botswana is an important 
economic influence in the lowlands and households are increasingly propped up by remittances.  

The implications for monitoring food security in the lowlands are three-fold: (i) harvest outcomes are 
an important indicator but only in the Zambezi and Mudzi lowlands, and elsewhere mainly for 
better-off households; and (ii) staple grain prices, especially relative to wages, are a more critical 
indicator of food access for poor households than harvest outcomes and iii) livestock conditions and 
prices are important particularly for better-off households. Casual work tends to be of primary 
importance, found either in game parks, on commercial ranches or in nearby abandoned mines or in 
rivers which then supplement casual seasonal work.  Barriers to accessing typical sources of income 
(gold panning or on-farm employment in cotton fields for example) should also be monitored.  

The lowveld and middleveld rise to a mountainous border range between Zimbabwe and 
Mozambique to form the eastern highlands. Good soils and sufficient rainfall provide excellent 
agricultural conditions for intensive production of grains, legumes, tubers, fruit and vegetables. 
Own-crop production provides families in the communal lands with most of their food during the 
year though the rugged terrain prevents wide use of ploughs for cultivation. Harvest outcomes are 
significant to food security. In the eastern highveld resettled zone, crops such as fruit, tea and coffee 
and lumber are grown for export on specialized commercial estates. The lumber industry is an 
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important commercial activity in the region providing regular formal employment opportunities. 
Monthly salaries are the only source of income for these households and food purchases meet most 
of their consumption requirements. Market disruptions have a significant impact on farmers’ 
income, as do international demand and price levels.  Food prices are an important indicator to 
monitor for household food security.  

2.1. Livelihood Zone Descriptions 

25 livelihood zones were classified out of the eight broad livelihood systems described above. The 
livelihood zone map of Zimbabwe and a brief description of each livelihood zone are provided 
below.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Livelihood Zone Map of Zimbabwe 
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Table 1: Livelihood zones of Zimbabwe  

Livelihood Zone 
Name 

Zone Description Population 
2012 est. 

Middleveld Livelihood Zones 

 
 

Central 
Northern Semi- 
intensive 
Farming 

This zone is spread across the central middleveld and extends to the 
north eastern and north western lowlands. Maize and small grains are 
the dominant crops in this agricultural zone, providing both food and 
cash income. Better-off households are self-sufficient in cereals and 
also cultivate groundnuts for cash income. Poor households depend 
equally on own crops, construction wages, gold panning and craft 
sales.  

641,640 

 
 

Bikita-Zaka 
Highlands 
Communal 

This zone covers communal lands in the north-east of Masvingo, Zaka 
north and Bikita west districts. Semi-Intensive farming of maize and 
groundnuts provides better-off farmers with a stable source of food 
and cash income. The poor combine maize cultivation and agriculture 
labour opportunities with (limited) gold panning and local employment 
(such as in the Bikita mines).  Fertile soils increase the potential for 
improved crop production. High population density and small farm 
sizes are the biggest constraints to increased crop production.  

91,808 

 
 

Highveld Prime  
Cereal and Cash 
Crop 
Resettlement 

This is a large zone found in various districts across all the 
Mashonaland Provinces. Prime land and large resettled farms provide 
surplus production of maize and pulses, and significant cash income 
from cotton and tobacco production. Better-off households also own 
sizeable cattle and goat herds. There are several distinct population 
groups in the zone. Whereas the A1 farmers and commercial farm 
owners are typically food secure, the (ex-commercial) farm workers 
are highly mobile and often at risk of food insecurity.  

1,133,556  

Masvingo, 
Manicaland 
Middleveld 
Smallholder 

Livelihoods in this zone are characterised by cereal agriculture 
supplemented by cash cropping (groundnuts, round nuts and cotton), 
animal husbandry and remittances from migratory labour. A number 
of other income sources help the poor make ends meet including: 
sales of wild fruits and vegetables, gold panning, legal gold and 
diamond mining, sales of beer and handicrafts, and casual labour. 
Fishing is also opportunistically practised in the rivers and streams, as 
is some cross-border trade.  

1,094,365 

 
 

Matabeleland 
Middleveld 
Communal 
 

The zone is located in the southern part of Zimbabwe, covering low 
lying areas and some mountainous parts of Matobo, Gwanda, Umguza, 
Bubi, Umzingwane, Insiza and Mberengwa districts. Livelihoods in this 
zone are characterised by (mainly) animal husbandry and the rain-fed 
cultivation of maize, sorghum, pulses and sweet potatoes. Poor 
farmers subsist partly on their own-crop production but, more 
importantly, on cash income earned from local and cross border 
employment, beer brewing or gold panning on the various rivers. 

265,401  

Lusulu, Lupane, 
Southern Gokwe 
Mixed 
Agriculture  

This middleveld zone covers the communal areas of eastern Binga, 
northern Lupane, Gokwe north and south, northern Kwekwe, and 
north-western Kadoma. Conditions are favorable for mixed crop and 
livestock production. Livelihoods are centered on maize, groundnuts 
and cotton cultivation with animal husbandry providing 

421,178 
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supplementary food and cash income. Daily wage work for poor 
farmers is essential when food stocks run low.  

Mutorashanga 
Informal Mining  

Mutorashanga is the collective name given to the poor mining 
communities on the Zvimba side of the Great Dyke in Mashonaland 
West. Most households carry out informal chrome mining, 
supplemented by gold panning, on-farm casual work, petty trade, 
vegetables sales and maize cultivation which is typically consumed 
green.  

30,557 

 
 
Northern Cattle 
and Cereal 
Farming 
 

This is a vast livelihood zone spread across 10 districts in Mashonaland 
East, Midlands and Mashonaland West provinces of Zimbabwe. The 
majority of farmers in this cereal producing and small scale cattle 
ranching zone are A1 and A2 farm holders. The zone is typically food 
secure and high incomes can be earned from cattle sales, tobacco and 
cotton sales. Poor households (including ex-commercial farm workers) 
depend on seasonal farm labour – found on productive old 
resettlement and small-scale commercial farms – as well as 
opportunistic gold panning. Market gardening is also a common 
income generating activity.  

235,755  

Lowveld Livelihood Zones 

 
 

Greater Mudzi 
Communal 
 

This lowveld zone is characterized by extensive rain-fed cultivation of 
maize, small grains and groundnuts, supplemented by income earned 
through cotton production and animal husbandry. While better-off 
farmers meet most of their food needs through own-crop production, 
poor households rely on gold panning, petty trade and casual labour.  

358,959 

 
 

Cereal and High 
Cotton 
Communal 

This zone is located in Gokwe north and south. Livelihoods are 
centered primarily on growing maize for food and cotton for cash. The 
other pillar of rural income – particularly for better-off farmers – is 
animal husbandry (namely cattle, goats and poultry). Poor farmers 
purchase much of their food, generating income through casual labour 
(e.g. on cotton fields) or through gold panning. 

240,506 

 

 
Cereal and Low 
Cotton 
Communal 

This relatively productive zone lies to the north of the country covering 
parts of Gokwe North, Hurungwe, Kariba and Binga districts. 
Livelihoods are centered on production of maize for household 
consumption and cotton for cash. For the poor households, labour 
income from picking cotton is very important. Food aid has been 
consistently provided over the last several years.  

139,732 

 
Mwenezi, Chivi 
and  South 
Midlands 
Communal 

This zone is found in communal lands in several districts including 
Mwenezi, Chivi, southern Mberengwa and western Masvingo. 
Households combine some cereal and cash cropping (a precarious 
venture in such a lowland area) with livestock production and market 
purchases. Casual work opportunities are found on plantations, 
estates and mines within the zone as well as further afield. A number 
of rivers provide gold panning and some fishing opportunities. 
Nonetheless, this is an area of chronic poverty and food insecurity.   

310,773 

 
Southern  Cattle  
and Cereal 

This livelihood zone covers a vast area across southern and central 
Zimbabwe spread across 15 districts. This is a predominantly mixed 
farming area with cereal cropping and cattle ranching. The majority of 
farmers are A1 and A2 farm beneficiaries. Production of maize, 
sorghum, and groundnuts, round nuts, cowpeas and sweet potatoes is 

403, 956 
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Farming  moderate. Other economic activities include gold panning, grass sales, 
casual labour and brick moulding. This is a food secure zone.  

Northern 
Zambezi Valley 
Communal 
 

The zone is located on the border with Mozambique in the Zambezi 
Valley. Extensive small grain, groundnut and cotton production 
together with animal husbandry provide food and cash income. Maize, 
sorghum and pearl millet yields are typically poor. Local seasonal 
employment on better-off farmers’ cotton fields helps generate 
needed income for the poor.   

201,309 

Save River Valley 
and  Ndowoyo 
Communal 
 

The zone is located in south-eastern Zimbabwe, covering parts of 
Chipinge, Chiredzi and Bikita districts. This dry, lowland area is 
primarily agricultural. Households grow mainly small grains (sorghum 
and millet) as well as maize and groundnuts. The zone boasts of good 
soil but cropping is limited by erratic rainfall.  Consequently, cash 
income earned through seasonal casual work, petty trading and the 
sale of handicrafts, goats and some cotton is fundamental to the food 
economy. Remittances are also increasingly important.  

279,711 

 
Eastern Kalahari 
Sandveld 
Communal 
 

The zone covers the communal lands of Lupane, Nkayi, western 
Zhombe, Silobela and Inkosikazi. Livelihoods are built around three 
main activities: agriculture, animal husbandry and labour (local and 
migratory). Sorghum and maize farming are widespread but 
production is unreliable as the zone is semi-arid. Livestock and 
remittances are a key safety net for the better-off. For the poor, 
income earned from local work, forest products and/or gold panning 
(in Kwekwe and Gweru) is their mainstay.  

302,186  

 
Western 
Kalahari 
Sandveld 
Communal 

This zone is spread across Tsholotsho, Bulilima and Hwange districts in 
the Matabeleland provinces. Livelihoods are based on the rain-fed 
cultivation of sorghum and millet mixed with animal husbandry, and 
supported by cross-border labour migration. This low-lying, dry land 
zone has the advantage of proximity to labour markets in South Africa 
and Botswana. Thus an important aspect of the household economy is 
having someone working elsewhere and who remits money. Other 
important livelihood activities include craft making, grass cutting and 
firewood sales.  

203,029  

 
 
Agro-fisheries  

This is a livelihood zone interspersed across Binga, Hwange and Kariba 
rural districts. Livelihoods are characterised by fishing and related 
activities, supplemented by rain fed agriculture and animal husbandry. 
Production of maize, millet and sorghum is low to moderate in most 
years. There is a distinct gender division of labour whereby men spend 
most of the year in fishing camps along the lakes (Lake Kariba and Lake 
Chivero) while the women and children live further inland where they 
practice limited agriculture and animal husbandry. Crafts trade is the 
only other economic activity. Income earning opportunities are limited 
in the zone.  

54,862  

 
 
Livestock and 
Cereal Farming 
Communal In 

Livelihoods in this forested western zone are built around three main 
activities: livestock (mainly cattle), cereal cropping, and the 
exploitation of forest resources. It lies in Matabeleland North province 
in western Zimbabwe. It covers the forest areas of Ngamo, Gwaai, 
Bembesi and Gwampa in Lupane, Nkayi and Bubi Districts. Maize, 
sorghum, millet and pulse yields are reasonable most years; Livestock 
sales are a key safety net; and the poor find casual work either on 

25,833  
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Forests farms, constructing houses, as well as selling some honey. Poor 
availability of inputs, poor market access, lack of sufficient draught 
power and limited water supplies are the main constraints to food 
security.  

 
 
Kariba Valley 
and Kariangwe 
Jambezi 
Communal 
 

This zone lies in north western Zimbabwe and includes parts of Kariba, 
Binga and Hwange districts. It is a dry, remote and resource-poor area 
that suffers from chronic food insecurity. Cultivation of maize, 
sorghum, millet and pulses is unreliable and wild foods are consumed 
during the lean season. Goat sales are the most common source of 
cash income but fishing, local wage work, craft and beer sales must 
also be pursued. Close proximity to Hwange provides some work 
opportunities on commercial farms for the poor, as well as access to 
the tourist craft market near Hwange, Kariba and Victoria Falls. 
Infertile soils, adverse weather conditions, foraging wild animals and 
poor input and output market access are the biggest constraints to 
crop production.  

135,083 

 
 
Irrigated 
Commercial 
Sugar and Fruit 
Farming 
 

Livelihoods in this arid zone found in south-eastern Zimbabwe are 
based on livestock and cereal production. Cereal production is 
primarily small grains, and legumes such as groundnuts, round nuts, 
and cowpeas. Maize is also widely grown, despite the harsh climatic 
conditions. Cotton is the main cash crop, which is supplemented by 
income from animal husbandry. Residents of this zone also include 
households who live and work permanently on the irrigated 
commercial sugar and fruit estates in Triangle and Hippo Valley, as 
well as some smallholder (A1) resettled farmers. The commercial farm 
workers depend on wage earnings and petty trade income to secure 
their food needs. 

86,783 

 
Beitbridge 
South-Western 
Lowveld 
Communal 
 

This is a semi-arid zone heavily dependent on livestock production. 
Harsh climatic conditions restrict crop production activities. It is 
located along the border with South Africa and Botswana in the 
southern parts of Beitbridge, Gwanda, Matobo, Mangwe and Chiredzi 
districts. Employment is also a key source of food and cash income. 
Proximity to A2 farms and southern commercial estates and job 
markets around the border with South Africa and Botswana opens up 
significant employment opportunities. Sorghum cropping, mopane 
worm sales and gold panning supplement wage earnings of the poor. 

285,562 

Highveld Livelihood Zones 

 
Eastern 
Highlands 
Commercial 
Farming 

The zone covers parts of Nyanga, Chimanimani, Chipinge and Mutasa 
districts of Manicaland Province. This high potential zone produces 
fruit, vegetables, flowers, tea, coffee and sugar cane for export. 
Timber is an important industry in this rugged, forested highveld zone. 
Both the commercial farms and the saw mills offer labour 
opportunities to poor farmers as well as to farm workers (who often 
need to pick up additional seasonal work to supplement on-farm 
income). 

196,404 

 
Eastern 
Highlands Prime 

This livelihood zone is in Manicaland province and covers Nyanga, 
Mutasa, Chimanimani and Chipinge districts. This is a high potential 
zone where the greater part of available land is classified as some of 
the most productive communal land. It is characterized by intensively 
farmed small plots of mixed food and cash crops. Maize is primary but 

213,286  
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3. How is Wealth Defined across Livelihood Zones 

Existing livelihood options determine the type of assets that are required for a household to be 
productive. How much of the requisite assets a household owns determines the capacity to take 
advantage of the existing options. Wealth is therefore relative to livelihood zones. Wealth groups - 
typically defined as very poor, poor, middle and better-off – denote different levels of productive 
asset ownership within a livelihood zone. Zimbabwe’s rural economy is primarily smallholder 
farming based on the production of food crops, cash crops and livestock. Employment and mining 
activities often complement these primary activities, and in some cases, livelihood systems 
exclusively based on these activities are found. In a smallholder production system, land is the 
primary form of wealth. Equally important is the capacity to utilize available landholdings as 
determined by livestock ownership for draught power and access to labour. The importance of 
livestock goes beyond just providing draught power. Cattle are the traditional saving mechanism 
providing access to regular cash income and serve as an important safety net in the face of adverse 
events. Labour is also important for more than crop production. Availability of household labour 
enables participation in various non agricultural, self employment and trade activities. In the 
minority of livelihood zones where mining, employment and fishing are the dominant pursuits, 
labour, skills, and access to capital to purchase relevant equipment is critical. 

 

3.1. Trends in the Distribution of Productive Assets across Livelihood Zones   

Figure 4 compares productive asset 
distribution among populations residing in 
livelihood zones across three agro-
ecological regions, those in the newly 
resettled areas and in the labour based 
economies. A notable observation is the 
similar pattern in the proportion of very 
poor, poor, middle and better-off 
households across the lowveld, middleveld, 
highveld and newly resettled areas. Across 
these areas, one-third of households are 
each considered to be very poor and poor, 
one quarter are in the middle wealth group, 
and the minority-between 10% and 15% households- are categorized as better-off. The difference 
with the labour-based economies is the absence of very poor households and a resulting large 
proportion of the poor that appears to subsume the segment of the population regarded as very 

Communal crop diversity is a key feature here (cereals, root crops, fruits, 
tea/coffee, tobacco). Poor farmers find wage work locally in the 
commercial agriculture sector. 

 
Highveld Prime 
Communal 

Livelihoods in this prime agricultural zone centre on rain-fed 
production of cash and food crops. Maize is the predominant food 
crop but cultivation is diversified and includes groundnuts, paprika, 
millet, sorghum, round nuts, cow peas, sweet potatoes, soya beans, 
tobacco and cotton. The zone has relatively high production potential 
although production is limited due to dense population. Poor road 
network limits trade.  

1,363,480 

Figure 4: Wealth Breakdown by Agro-Ecology and Livelihood 
Types 
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poor in the other four areas. The middle and better-off comprise proportions similar to those found 
in the other areas. What could be influencing the distribution of productive assets in similar ways 
across the majority of rural communities? The first common factor is that they are all based on 
primary production, whether of land, livestock or labour. Possession of the primary productive 
assets and relative dependence on their use is directly correlated with wealth – or poverty. In the 
mixed farming areas, poorer households have smaller land and livestock holdings, and supplement 
income from the primary activities with a resort to less lucrative- but important- labour, self 
employment and petty trade activities. Among the labour economies, poorer households with lower 
skill levels earn lower wages from employment and similarly diversify in less lucrative trade and self 
employment opportunities. Second, all households engage in markets to earn cash for access to a 
portion of their food and to purchase other essential commodities. The dynamics of these factors, it 
seems, distribute wealth in similar proportions across the country.   

3.2. What Are the Causes for Differences in Land Utilization? 

In this section, we turn our attention to mixed farming livelihood systems, within which the majority 
of the rural population resides, to inquire on an important determinant of wealth - household land 
utilization capacity. Landholdings vary across livelihood zones and far less so within them because of 
State-led equitable land distribution policies. Livelihood zones with the least land holdings are 
located in the densely populated central and northern middleveld areas where households own 
between 3 and 5 acres. These zones include BZHC, CNSI, MMMC, and HVPC. The largest land 
holdings are owned by the resettled A1 farmers residing in HPCR, NCCF, SCCF and ICSF livelihood 
zones where each household was allocated up to 15 acres. Households in the sparsely populated 
lowveld, which include KVKJ, CHCC, CLCC, NZVC and LCFF livelihood zones, hold between 5 and 10 
acres. The often cited reasons for differences in land utilization capacity are ownership of draught 
power, ownership of ploughing implements and availability or access to labour.  

This section looks at three different combinations of productive asset ownership and the effect on 
land utilization in livelihood zones with varying landholdings. The point of the analysis is to inquire 
firstly whether there are differences across livelihood zones in the amount of land cultivated among 
households that own a common combination of assets required for land utilization and secondly to 
compare across different asset combinations within the same livelihood zone to see the gains in land 
cultivated from increased productive asset ownership. Higher land cultivation enables higher food 
crop production and also permits diversification to cash cropping. Furthermore, this will help shed 
light on whether, in addition to ownership of productive assets, there are livelihood zone specific 
factors that enable higher land utilization.  

The asset combinations to be considered are:  

I. Households that do not own draught power or ploughs and depend on own-household 
labour and/or community labour pooling and local exchange practices for production 

II. Households that own draught power, ploughing implements and often hire labour 

III. Households that own draught power, ploughing implements, own a cultivator and almost 
always hire labourers to support agriculture production 

a) Combination A- Amount of Land cultivated by households that do not own draught power 
or ploughs:  Households that do not own cattle or ploughs are generally among the poorer 
in smallholder farming communities. They tend to depend on household labour for most 
agriculture activities. Some communities have labour pooling arrangements to deal with this 
critical production constraint. The least amount of land is cultivated in the 
middleveld/highveld zones BZHC, MMMC, CNSI, and HVPC and also the poor resource 
lowveld KVKJ. Without draught power or ploughs, these households are cultivating between 
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1 and 2 acres. Those in the resettled HPCR, NCCF, and ICSF have larger landholdings and 
cultivate between 4 and 6 acres. LLSG and CHCC, both located in the lowveld, form an 
intermediate group that cultivates between 2 and 4 acres.  

b) Combination B- Amount of land cultivated by households that own both cattle and 
ploughs: Endowed with draught power and ploughs, CNSI, MMMC, BZHC, HVPC and KVKJ, 
put an additional 1 to 2 acres under cultivation to utilize on average 3.5 acres. With this 
improved asset combination households in the intermediate group, CLCC and LLSG, increase 
cultivation to an average 5 acres, an increase of between 1 and 1.5 acres. HPCR, ICSF and 
NCCF increase the amount of land cultivated to between 7 and 8 acres (an additional 
average of 2 acres). Ownership of draught power and ploughs enables, on average, an 
additional 1 to 2 acres to be cultivated across all the zones.  

c) Combination C- Amount of land cultivated by households that own draught power, 
ploughs and cultivators: There are four livelihood zones where agriculture production was 
carried out using draught power, ploughs and also cultivators. These are the three resettled 
zones- HPCR, ICSF and NCCF- and also one from the intermediate group, LLSG. Households 
with this asset combination are among the better-off in these livelihood zones. Ownership 
and use of a cultivator enables households in HPCR to double land under cultivation to 14 
acres compared to those with Combination B above, NCCF 13 acres, and both ICSF and LLSG 
to cultivate between 10 and 11 acres. Those households in LLSG actually rent in the 
additional 2 acres from poorer households unable to cultivate their entire land holding. On 
average, a cultivator enables these households to put an additional 4 to 6 acres to crop 
production.   

 

Other Important Factors Explaining Land Utilization Patterns 

The analysis above puts forward two 
main conclusions. Firstly, the amount 
of land cultivated increases with the 
amount of land owned. Households 
in HPCR, CHCC, LLSG, NCCF and ICSF 
have the largest land holdings and 
also the largest amount of land 
cultivated. Secondly, the amount of 
land cultivated increases with 
improved asset ownership i.e. 
wealth, within livelihood zones. The 
second conclusion is not surprising 
because it seems obvious that higher 
ownership of assets for land cultivation results in more land cultivated. The first conclusion, 
however, raises the question why there are differences in the amount of land cultivated by 
households with the same asset combination across livelihood zones For example, we see 
differences in the amount of land cultivated by households that do not own draught power or 
ploughs in LLSG and CHHC compared to HVPC, CNSI and BZHC or in the resettled zones, and also 
among those with draught power and ploughs. It points to natural, social and policy-related factors 
that play an important role in shaping household decisions on how much land to cultivate. Chief 
among these are:  

 Agro-ecology, population and farming systems: Livelihood zones located in the lowveld, which 
include LLSG and CHCC, contend with the combination of low soil fertility and the perennial threat of 

Figure 5: Amount of land Cultivated with Different Asset Combinations 
Across Livelihood Zones 

Acres 

Livelihood Zones 
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drought. Low population density permits extensive cultivation of small grains and maize in an effort 
to increase harvests in this high risk environment. High population density and rugged topography in 
mid to highveld zones (HVPC, CNSI, MMMC and BZHC) limits access to arable land. Households in 
these areas practice intensive farming to increase production per unit area of land. Land utilization 
in the resettled zones is encouraged by generous land holdings of fertile land in areas with good 
rainfall. Farmers in these areas are generally confident of good harvests.    

Local exchange arrangements: Local exchange arrangements providing labour for access to draught 
power exist in numerous rural communities. The drawback for the poor who supply labour is that it 
is required during critical periods of the cropping cycle. Time spent working in the fields of the 
better-off is time spent away from one’s own field. A trade-off exists between working in one’s field 
without implements and plant with the first rains, or hiring out household labour when the rains 
have begun and hope to gain lost ground once they get paid in draught power. Among livelihood 
zones with higher land owned to utilization ratios (HPCR, SCCF, NCCF, LLSG and CHCC) - which also 
tend to be wealthier- the better-off own sufficient draught animals to offer more favourable 
exchange arrangements. A common practice found within these livelihood zones is that instead of 
hiring out for an extended period, the poor provide labour on alternating days. During the 
intervening days, the better-off pay in draught power enabling their counterparts to cultivate their 
fields at the right time. The better-off can afford to do this because the animals rented out are not 
the same animals they will be using in their own fields. The inflow of labourers from neighboring 
zones ensures adequate supply to meet demand. Benefitting from this arrangement, the poor within 
these zones do not intensively search for land preparation and planting work. Most of their income 
from agriculture labour is from harvesting activities.  

 Mechanization Support: Government of Zimbabwe (GoZ) provided mechanization support to 
households in the HPCR, ICSF and NCCF resettlement livelihood zones benefiting both poor and 
better-off households. This enables those without draught power to cultivate bigger pieces of land.  

Access to input and output markets: The resettled zones, and both LLSG and CLCC, cultivate a 
combination of cereals and cotton. Good roads, marketing infrastructure and proximity to urban 
centers facilitate access to input distributors and also to output markets. Government and private 
sector supported input supply, credit facilities and output marketing outlets for both maize and 
cotton have provided a strong incentive for entry and growth within these sectors.   

3.3. Livestock Ownership and Wealth 

The other important factor regarding wealth 
is livestock ownership. The commonly owned 
ruminants are cattle and goats. Donkeys are 
less numerous. Chickens are also owned 
across the wealth groups and livelihood 
zones. Figure 6 looks at weighted cattle and 
goat holdings across livelihood zones in the 
low veld, mid veld and high veld. The 
weighted average obscures differences across 
the wealth groups and livelihood zones, but it 
provides a general sense of the importance of 
livestock ownership across the different areas. 
Cattle are the esteemed stock providing a 
traditional saving mechanism and critical 
safety net during years of hardship. Cattle are often owned by the middle and better-off, and less 
commonly by the poor and very poor. The highest cattle holdings are in the low veld areas, 

Figure 6: Weighted Average Cattle and Goat Holding 

Number of Animals 
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specifically in the BSWL livelihood zone along the South Africa and Botswana border, where the 
better-off herds can be as large as 20 animals, and for the poor between 3 and 5 animals, 
comparable to the middle wealth groups in other parts of the country. Goats are slaughtered and 
sold more often and provide both food and cash income. Goat herds are larger than cattle herds, 
owned even by some very poor households.   

4. What Options Exist for Obtaining Food and Cash   

The livelihoods baseline information presented in this report refers to the period April 2009 to 
March 2010 a relatively average year by local standards (i.e. a year of average production and rural 
food security, when judged in the context of recent years). Household access to productive assets 
translates into livelihood strategies to access food and cash, and shapes how people spend hard 
earned cash income. The following section discusses household food and cash sources and 
expenditure patterns across livelihood zones and for the different wealth groups. In general, 
wealthier households depend more on the primary productive activities of a livelihood zone for both 
food and cash income. Poorer households i.e. those endowed with less capacity to take advantage of 
these primary activities, tend to combine primary productive activities with less preferred- and less 
lucrative - options. Diversification in this sense is indicative of livelihoods vulnerability and not 
livelihoods security.   

 

 

4.1. What Are the Main Sources of Food?  

6 main options exist for food access across rural Zimbabwe. These include own crop production, 
livestock production, purchase, payment in kind, gifts and food aid. Figure 7 illustrates the sources of 

Figure 7: Better-off Households Sources of Food  
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food for better-off wealth groups across six livelihood zones. HPCR, LLSG and HVPC have a picture 
typical for wealthier households across the smallholder farming economies. Cultivating larger pieces 
of land and receiving bigger cereal and pulse harvests, these households rely more on their own 
production to meet annual consumption needs. Bigger cereal harvests reduce the need to purchase 
staple food. The bulk of food purchases comprise non-staple oil, sugar and meat for a more diverse 
and nutritious diet. BSWL and AGFC are located on the north western and southern ends of the 
country respectively, where conditions are most inhospitable to crop production. As a result, crop 
production diminishes in importance as a food source and is combined with livestock products in 
BSWL and fish consumption in AGFC. Food purchases grow in importance in these parts of the 
country contributing close to half of annual consumption needs. Better-off households generally do 
not work for food and where they do, as in HVPC, it is a minor source. The exception is the labour-
based MTIM, where the better-off rely exclusively on purchases for food.  

 Poorer households shown in figure 8 have more varied food sources. Lower levels of crop 
production force them to resort to labour markets and food markets to access consumption needs. 
The poor in cereal producing areas such as HPCR and LLSG retain a significant 75% contribution from 
crop production. Labour and food markets are very important particularly for the poor residing in 
BSWL, and AGFC where crop production is limited. Facing a food deficit, food aid provided by 
humanitarian agencies provides on average one third of annual food in BSWL and between 15% and 
20% in AGFC. 

The dynamics in labour-based MTIM are different compared to the other zones. Employment is the 
preferred livelihood strategy and food purchases the main source of food. Failing this, the poor seek 
labour opportunities from surrounding commercial farms where they receive payment in food. Crop 
production on small pieces of land and purchases provide the remaining balance of annual 
requirements.   

Figure 8: Poor Households’ Sources of Food  
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4.2. What Are the Main Sources of Cash Income? 

Earning cash is an 
important part of the rural 
economy.  High productive 
capacity and integration in 
local and urban markets are 
important towards this 
endeavor. There are 6 main 
options to access cash 
income. These include crop 
sales, livestock sales, labour 
sales, self-employment, 
wild food sales and 
remittances. Figure 9 
shows 11 livelihood zones 
with the highest cash 
incomes among the better-
off households. The 
majority of these livelihood 
zones earn most from the 
combination of crop and 
livestock sales. Maize and 
cotton are the main crops 
sold. The prime cereal 
producing zones are 
located in the middleveld 
and include HPCR, NCCF, 
HVPC, CNSI and MMMC 
zones. Poor households will 
also sell maize not because they have surplus production, but often to meet immediate cash needs. 
The main markets are the local community, middlemen from major urban centers and the Grain 
Marketing Board (GMB). Cotton is produced primarily in the low lying Gokwe north and south 
districts and is sold to highly organized cotton traders and private companies- such as CARGILL and 
COTTCO- who operate collection points and ginneries throughout the major cotton producing areas. 
HPCR also produces capital intensive tobacco that is sold at tobacco auction floors in Harare. Good 
roads link the major cereal and cash cropping areas to major urban marketing centers such as 
Gokwe, Karoi, Chinhoyi and Harare.  

Livestock sales are generally highest and more important to livelihood zones in the North West and 
southern lowlands. Cattle are the traditional saving mechanism and earn the better-off most of their 
livestock income. Poorer households rarely own cattle and much less sell - and their livestock income 
is earned from goats and chickens. BSWL has the highest livestock income in the country. 

Households in MTIM and EHCF have employment-based livelihood systems, where the better-off 
have higher skills and occupy better paying positions in the mines of Mutorashanga or in the 
horticulture commercial farms in the eastern highlands respectively. Monthly salaries are often their 
only source of cash income.  

 

 

Figure 9: Eleven Livelihood Zones with the Highest Better-off Cash Income 

Annual USD 

Livelihood Zones 

Figure 10: Crops sold by Better-off Households 
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Among the poor across all livelihood zones, as shown in Figure 11, labour and self employment 
activities grow more prominent. The smallholder farming economy is highly dependent on the hiring 
of labour from poor households to perform a variety of agricultural tasks. Without these labour 
markets, the productivity of the better-off and surrounding commercial farms would certainly be 
significantly diminished. Agriculture labour is often secured locally, but the poor also migrate to 
neighboring commercial farms and to more productive zones in search of work. Labour 
opportunities are also sought in neighboring South Africa, Botswana and Mozambique, particularly 
for zones in proximity to the border. 

Self employment is comprised of a range of activities which include firewood and grass collection, 
gold panning, construction 
work, the sale of 
handicrafts and petty trade. 
The harvest of natural 
products is by the far the 
most common self 
employment activity, which 
poses a major 
environmental problem. 
Labour and self 
employment opportunities 
pay very low wages.  

Remittances from family 
members who migrated to 
neighbouring countries are 
important. They are highest 
in EKSC, WKSC BSWL, SCCF, 
LCFF and KVKJ due to their 
proximity to South Africa, 
Botswana, and in CNSI and 
EHPC where residents 
migrate seasonally to 
Mozambique.  

 The poor as shown in 
Figure 12 earn most of their 
crop income from locally 
sold vegetables. Tubers and pulses are minor contributors. 

 

4.3. What are Rural Communities Spending Cash On?  

Expenditure patterns reflect household priorities in spending their hard earned cash. The first 
expenditure priority across the livelihood zones is staple food purchases. Expenditure on staple food 
typically decreases with wealth because households often purchase to make up for harvest 
shortfalls. The preferred staple food is maize. The lowland border regions have the highest 
expenditure on maize purchase, a need arising from generally poor harvests and also because less 
preferred drought resistant sorghum and millet are cultivated for consumption. For these zones, 
staple food expenditure averages between 20% and 25% of household expenditure, exposing them 
to the risk of maize price increases. Food aid provides a good amount of household staple, and 

Figure 11: Poor Households’ Sources of Cash Income 
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Figure 12: Crops sold by Poor Households 
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without it, this expenditure would markedly increase. Better-off households diversify staple 
consumption by purchasing more expensive cereals such as rice and wheat flour. 

 

With high expenditure on 
staple food, poor 
households spend less on 
non staple food, the main 
source of much needed 
dietary diversity.  

As illustrated in Figure 14, 
households and livelihood 
zones with the lowest 
staple food expenditure 
spend more on essential 
non food items. With most 
consumption needs met 
through own production, 
there is increased spending 
on household items, 
productive inputs and 
social services. Household 
items surprisingly comprise 
between 20% and 30% of 
household expenditure in 
these areas. These items 
include salt, kerosene, tea, 
soap, grinding costs and 
firewood. In the lower cash 
income areas that include 
SRVN, CNSI, EKSC, and 
HVPC, household items take up to 35% of total expenditure.    

Livelihood zones with the highest incomes also tend to have the highest expenditure on productive 
activities. These include the high cash crop and cereal producing CLCC, CHCC, NCCF, SCCF and LLSG 
where households spend between 15% and 25% of expenditure on labour, fertilizer and seed. The 
highest expenditure on inputs is among households in HPCR that spend an astonishing 50% of total 
expenditure on inputs and labour primarily on tobacco production. The lowest inputs expenditure is 
in the low crop producing KVKJ, EKSC, MMMC, and BZHC livelihood zones. Inputs comprise just 5% of 
total expenditure. Some areas such as MCHM did not spend much on inputs because of inputs 
distribution programmes implemented by various NGOs.  

Access to education is prized across all livelihood zones. Households on average spend between 10% 
and 20% on education. Without the UNICEF funded Basic Education Assistance Module (BEAM) 
programme implemented across the country, this expenditure would most likely be much higher.  

5. Which Livelihood Zones Have the Least (and Highest) Total Incomes 

Total income refers to the combined contribution of household food and cash income sources. It can 
be expressed in two ways; in food terms as a percentage of annual minimum consumption 

Figure 13: Livelihood Zones with Highest Expenditure on Staple Food -  weighted 
average 
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Figure 14: Livelihood Zones with Lowest Expenditure on Staple Food -  weighted 
average 
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requirements, or in monetary terms by converting percentage annual food access to its dollar 
equivalent at the cost of staple food. 

Looking at total income 
expressed in dollar terms 
allows us to compare 
household wellbeing to 
monetary measurements 
of poverty. More useful 
information however is 
provided by expressing 
total income in its food 
equivalent because it tells 
us the percentage of 
annual food requirements 
that a household can 
access at the specified 
level of income given local 
market conditions. 

Figure 15 and 16 show the 
total food and cash income 
for poor households 
residing in livelihood zones 
along Zimbabwe’s borders. 

These livelihood zones are 
among the poorest in the 
country. They share 
remoteness, poor market 
development and 
infrastructure, and, except 
for the eastern highlands bordering Mozambique, lie in the arid and drought prone lowveld. These 
conditions combine to increase household vulnerability to food and livelihood insecurity.  

 The importance of food markets: Figures 15 and 17 look at how much food access households 
afford with the cash incomes shown in Figures 16 and 18. The cost of staple food is the key factor in 
this analysis. Looking at Figures 15 and 16 together, we see that high cash incomes earned from 
livestock sales in BSWL and WKSC are eroded by the high cost of staple food resulting in these 
livelihood zones having some of the lowest percentage food access. Low crop production and poor 
market access force a resort to purchasing staple maize meal from South Africa at $0.40 per kg, 
almost 200% of the national average cost of staple maize. SRVN is a similarly low cereal producing 
area. But inspite of poor productive potential and low cash incomes, good market access and low 
cost of staple- $0.19 per kg- enables food access that is comparable to AGFC where there is 50% 
more total cash income.  

                                                           

5 In this graph, total income is expressed in monetary terms, converting total food access to its dollar value 
 
6 In this graph, total income is expressed as a percentage of annual minimum food consumption requirements for the 

household. Cash income is converted into the staple food equivalent using the cost of a kilogram of staple food 

 

Figure 15: Poor Households’ Total Income along Zimbabwe’s Border Zones 
(Monetary value)
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Figure 16: Poor Households’ Total Income along Zimbabwe’s Border Livelihood 
Zones (Kilocalorie equivalent)
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 Productive Conditions and Livelihood Diversification- Good rainfall patterns and access to 
significant holdings of 
prime land provide HPCR, 
NCCF, LLSG and CHCC with 
some of the highest total 
incomes.  High land 
holdings enable combined 
food (maize) and cash crop 
(cotton and tobacco) 
production. Poor 
households in GMUC, 
SRVN and WKSC are the 
most food insecure 
because of high 
dependence on crop 
production in a region 
where agriculture is a risky 
enterprise. Their biggest 
limitation is poor access to 
markets and the lack of 
alternative non-
agricultural livelihood 
options. Livelihoods 
diversification to 
complement crop 
production is essential for 
food and livelihood 
security in these areas. Along the country’s borders, only the poor in EHCF, AGFC and NZVC have the 
most secure food access. EHCF is unique in that it is an employment based livelihood system with 
limited dependence on crop production. AGFC and NZVC are more resilient because crop production 
is combined with fishing and livestock production respectively. Combining crop and livestock 
production is also the key to high incomes in MMHC and LCFF.  

Figure 18 and 19 look at poor households living in livelihood zones from other parts of the country, 
and among them, those with the highest total incomes. This picture is a bit more complex, but in 
general, these households generally have high land holdings, well integrated and developed 
markets, and are relatively specialised in the primary productive activities.   

The Role of food aid- Food aid has been an important source of food along the border regions for 
the last several years. It has enabled the poor to access sufficient food when their own means have 
failed. Further to this, because of food aid, expenditure on staple food – which is normally the 
largest expenditure line, is reduced allowing households to switch scarce cash income to the 
purchase of other essential non-food items. In all likelihood, food aid provided the means for 
increased expenditure on productive activities. Food aid provided between 25% and 35% of annual 
income for the poor in BSWL, EHPC, GMUC and WKSC. However, food aid does not directly support 
productivity and self reliance. For the majority of zones where there has been extended food 
distributions, beneficiary communities expect and plan for it as part of their livelihood strategies. 
The inadvertent outcome of well intended but protracted humanitarian food assistance in response 
to chronic food insecurity is dependency.   

 

Figure 17: Poor Households with Highest Total Income (Kilocalorie equivalent) 
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Figure 18: Poor Households with Highest Total Income (Monetary Value) 
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Table 2: Annual Poor and Middle Households Total Income (without food aid) expressed in cash and food terms 

 Poor Wealth Group Middle Wealth Group  Cost of 100% Annual 
Kilocalories Livelihood 

Zone 
Cash % Kilocalories Cash % Kilocalories  

AGFC $561 147% $910 239%  $381 

BSWL $695 117% $972 164%  $592 

BZHC $492 150% $604 184%  $329 

CHCC $534 191% $689 247%  $279 

CLCC $468 168% $717 257%  $279 

CNSI $458 164% $527 189%  $279 

EHCF $767 269% $895 314%  $285 

EHPC $382 104% $720 196%  $367 

EKSC $396 142% $576 207%  $279 

GMUC $384 112% $597 174%  $342 

HPCR $1,035 409% $$2,706 1070%  $253 

HVPC $429 154% $600 215%  $279 

ICSF $612 172% $747 210%  $355 

KVKJ $424 111% $677 178%  $355 

LCFF $440 204% $713 331%  $215 

LLSG $617 221% $930 333%  $279 

MCSM $512 162% $761 240%  $317 

MMHC $475 169% $742 264%  $281 

MMMC $455 128% $632 178%  $355 

MTIM $433 148% $608 208%  $292 

NCCF $709 254% $1,073 385%  $279 

NZVC $512 176% $626 215%  $291 

SCCF $598 215% $1,076 386%  $279 

SRVN $402 154% $604 231%  $261 

WKSC $498 98% $851 167%  $508 

6. How Well Do the Total Incomes Compare To Poverty Thresholds 

6.1. Comparing Total Incomes to the Survival Threshold 

Figure 22 compares the total incomes of poor households at the highest and lowest ends of the 
wealth spectrum to the ‘Survival Threshold’. The survival threshold represents the total food and 
cash income required to cover the food and non-food items necessary for survival in the short term. 
It includes (i) 100% of minimum food energy needs (2100 kilo calories); (ii) the costs associated with 
food preparation and consumption; and (iii) where applicable, the cost of water for human 
consumption7.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 The Practitioners Guide to the Household Economy Approach: RHVP, SCUK, FEG Consulting (2007)  
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Households that fall below 
this threshold do not have 
the means to meet their 
minimum food and non 
food requirements and will 
become malnourished over 
time. Notably, none of the 
poor households face a 
survival deficit. Livelihood 
zones at the higher end of 
the wealth spectrum 
(HPCR, NCCF, EHCF and 
LLSG) comfortably exceed 
their survival needs by up 
to 3 times more income. 
Those on the lower end (WKSC, GMUC, KVKJ, and BSWL) just manage to access sufficient income for 
survival. Without food aid their situation would have been more precarious- and worse for the poor 
in WKSC who would face a 10% to 15% survival deficit. A severe food crisis was averted in WKSC 
because of food aid. These areas are clearly facing chronic food and livelihood problems and 
interventions are required not just to save lives, but to build their productive capacity.  

6.2. Comparing Total Incomes to National Poverty Lines  

The Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZIMSTAT) develops poverty lines to measure household 
wellbeing. According to 
ZIMSTAT, a poverty line 
represents the cost of a 
given level of living which 
must be attained if a 
person is deemed not to 
be poor. Two poverty lines 
are used, the food poverty 
line (FPL) and the total 
consumption poverty line 
(TCPL). The FPL represents 
the minimum consumption 
expenditure necessary to 
ensure each household 
member can (if all expenditure were devoted to food) consume a minimum food basket 
representing 2100 kilocalories. Households below the FPL are considered to be very poor. The TCPL 
includes an allowance for non-food minimum requirements such as housing, clothing, transportation 
and health care. Households whose consumption is less than the TCPL are considered to be poor. 
These poverty lines vary by province and month as prices change. The national food poverty line 
(FPL) for Zimbabwe over the April 2009 to March 2010 reference period was $26.48 per person per 
month8. Using a national average household size of 6, the national food poverty datum line for this 
period was $158.88 monthly, translating to $1,906 annually. The national average total consumption 
poverty line over the same period was $88.89 per person per month. This is equivalent to $533.34 
per month for a household of 6, translating to $6,400 over the year. One point worth mentioning is 

                                                           

8 ZIMSTAT 

Figure 19: Comparison of Highest and Lowest Total Incomes Against the Survival 
Threshold- Poor Households 

Annual Total Income  

Livelihood Zones 

Figure 20: Highest Total Incomes Compared to National Poverty Lines  

Annual Total Income  

 
Livelihood Zones 
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that a closer look at the food poverty basket used to compile the FPL revealed that it exceeds the 
2100 kilocalories per person per day stipulated in its definition by 79%. Revising the FPL downward 
would reduce the size of the deficit and in all likelihood the percentage population falling below this 
threshold.  

The analysis in Figure 23 compares the total income earned by better-off households in 8 of the 
wealthiest livelihood zones to the food poverty and total consumption poverty lines. The graph 
shows that the better-off in 7 livelihood zones fall below both the FPL and TCPL. The only exception 
is HPCR where the better-off exceed the FPL by close to US$ 2,000 but still fall below the TCPL. Table 
3 presents the poor and middle households total income compared to the FPL and TCPL.9 Again, all 
poor and middle households, with the exception of the middle in HPCR- who have a US$799 FPL 
surplus- fall below both the FPL and TCPL. The conclusion from this analysis is that according to 
these thresholds, the middle and better-off in HPCR are poor, while the entire population in the rest 
of the country is very poor. In short, the rural population of Zimbabwe is trapped in chronic poverty.  

Table 3: Deficit/Surplus in Relation to Food Poverty and Total Consumption Poverty Lines –Poor and Middle 
Households  

 Poor Households  Middle Households 

Livelihood 
Zone 

Total 
Income 

FP 
Deficit 

TCPL 
Deficit 

 Total Income FP 
Deficit/Surplus 

TCPL 
Deficit 

AGFC $561 -$1,346 -$5,839  $910 -$997 -$5,940 

BSWL $695 -$1,529 -$6,772  $972 -$1,252 -$6,495 

BZHC $492 -$1,415 -$5,908  $604 -$1,303 -$5,796 

CHCC $534 -$1,373 -$5.866  $689 -$1,218 -$5,711 

CLCC $468 -$1,439 -$5,932  $717 -$1,190 -$5,683 

CNSI $458 -$1,449 -$5,942  $527 -$1,380 -$5,783 

EHCF $767 -$822 -$4,566  $895 -$694 -$4,438 

EHPC $382 -$1,525 -$6,018  $720 -$1,187 -$5,680 

EKSC $396 -$1,511 -$6,004  $576 -$1,331 -$5,824 

GMUC $384 -$1,523 -$6,016  $597 -$1,310 -$5,803 

HPCR $1,035 -$872 -$5,365  $$2,706 $799 -$3,694 

HVPC $429 -$1,478 -$5,971  $600 -$1,307 -$5,800 

ICSF $612 -$1,295 -$5,788  $747 -$1,160 -$5,653 

KVKJ $424 -$1,483 -$5,976  $677 -$1,230 -$5,723 

LCFF $440 -$1,467 -$5,960  $713 -$1,194 -$5,687 

LLSG $617 -$1,290 -$5,783  $930 -$977 -$5,470 

MCSM $512 -$1,395 -$5,888  $761 -$1,146 -$5,639 

MMHC $475 -$1,432 -$5,925  $742 -$1,482 -$6,725 

MMMC $455 -$1,452 -$5,945  $632 -$1,275 -$5,768 

MTIM $433 -$1,156 -$4,900  $608 -$981 -$4,725 

NCCF $709 -$1,198 -$5,691  $1,073 -$834 -$5,327 

NZVC $512 -$1,395 -$5,888  $626 -$1,281 -$5,774 

SCCF $598 -$1,309 -$5,802  $1,076 -$831 -$5,324 

SRVN $402 -$1,505 -$5,998  $604 -$1,620 -$6,863 

WKSC $498 -$1,409 -$5,902  $851 -$1,056 -$5,549 

                                                           
9
 The food poverty and total consumption poverty line is adjusted for household size for respective wealth groups and 

livelihood zones 
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6.3. Scenario Analysis: Understanding the Effect of Selected Hazards to Food Security    

The following section uses the Livelihoods Impact Analysis Spreadsheets (LIAS) to conduct a series of 
analyses designed to help answer questions related to vulnerability and poverty. The LIAS is a 
dynamic analytical tool that stores the livelihoods baseline data and allows analysts to run scenarios 
to see how households’ food and livelihoods security will be affected given different shocks or 
positive interventions. The analysis considers 3 types of hazards and the effects, where they do 
occur, on poor household access to food and cash income. These scenarios are for illustrative 
purposes to gain insight into which hazards are the most damaging to household food and livelihood 
security. The results of the loss arising from these hazards are compared to the livelihood protection 
threshold. The livelihood protection threshold represents the total income required to sustain local 
livelihoods. This means total expenditure to: (i) ensure basic survival (i.e. all items covered in the 
survival threshold); (ii) maintain access to basic services (e.g. health and education) (iii) sustain 
livelihoods in the medium to longer term (e.g. purchase of seeds or veterinary drugs), and (iv) 
achieve a minimum locally acceptable standard of living.  

The degree to which households are vulnerable to different shocks depends on their relative reliance 
on economic options that are directly or indirectly affected by the shock. In this sense the effects of 
hazards are a direct corollary of the importance of different food and cash income sources. At the 
same time, a large shock impact does not automatically translate into food or livelihood insecurity. 
The risk of food and livelihood insecurity is related to 3 things: the magnitude of the shock, the 
degree to which households rely on options affected by the shock and the capacity of the household 
to cope with these effects. It is possible for a serious shock to create a significant impact on 
household resources without resulting in a food or livelihood protection deficit.  

4 types of shocks are considered. These are a) 100% loss of field crops b) 100% livestock loss 

 c) 100% loss of agriculture labour and d) 100% increase in the price of staple food. Each of the 
scenarios is considered without the contribution of food aid. Excluding the contribution of food aid 
from the analysis provides insight on how much total food and cash income households are capable 
of accessing without external assistance. This gives an estimate of total assistance requirements in 
the event of a deficit.   

The analysis in Figures 21-24 shows each shock in isolation, presenting the total loss created by that 
single shock for poor households in 7 livelihood zones. Clearly this is not a realistic scenario given the 
multiple down-stream effects of real-life hazards (e.g. loss of crops would reduce in-kind labour as 
would the elimination of salaried employment) and given that it is extremely rare for a hazard to 
completely eliminate a source of income. Almost all of these shocks would occur in combination 
with others with varying degrees of magnitude. However, the advantage that this approach offers is 
that it helps to show the specific effects of each shock, which illuminates the relative weight that 
should be given to different hazards and the subsequent importance of building resilience, 
supporting and protecting households in the face of each.  
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Table 4: Livelihood Protection Deficit or Surplus compared to the Outcome of Four Specified Problems- Poor 
Households 

Livelihood 
Zone  

Livelihood 
Protection 
Threshold 

100% Crop 
Loss 

100% Loss of 
Agriculture 
Labour 

100% Loss of 
Livestock 
Income 

100% Increase 
in Staple Food 
Price 

SRVN 144% -37% -33% 3% 2% 

MMMC 137% -50% -18% -15% -17% 

AGFC 136% -22% 1% 0% -14% 

BSWL 124% -31% -25% -49% -37% 

CNSI 146% -44% -16% -2% 3% 

EHCF 176% 75% 72% 92% 14% 

CLCC 167% -108% -35% -30% -23% 

Figure 21: Livelihood Protection Deficit or Surplus Resulting 
from 100% Crop loss 

Figure 22: Livelihood Protection Deficit or Surplus Resulting 
from 100% Loss of Agriculture Labour Income 

  
Figure 23: Survival and Livelihood Protection Deficit or 
Surplus Resulting from 100% Loss of Livestock Income 

Figure 24: Livelihood Protection Deficit or Surplus Resulting 
from 100% Increase in Staple Food Price 

  Notes: The ‘0%’ line in these graphs is the livelihoods protection threshold. A negative number indicates 
that poor households in the associated livelihood zone and district are unable to meet all of their 
livelihood requirements. For example, the livelihood protection threshold for the poor in MMMC is 137% 
(see Table 4). Their total income in the reference year without food aid is 128%. This is the total income 
used as the basis to calculate the deficits or surplus. Facing a drought induced 100% loss of field crops 
(both consumed and sold) they have access to 87% total income, equivalent to a -50% livelihood 
protection deficit (Current Access in the face of hazard minus Livelihood Protection Threshold) 
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Households in CLCC have some of the highest total incomes in the country, earned primarily from a 
combination of cereal and pulses production for both consumption and sale, and cotton for cash. 
However, high dependence on agriculture increases exposure to agriculture-related problems. With 
limited non-agriculture-related livelihood options, these households consistently face a deficit in the 
face of crop, agriculture labour and livestock problems. Crop production problems result in the most 
severe deficit in this livelihood zone. Crop production is a minor contributor to household income for 
the poor in EHCF. Despite losses from crop related problems, they retain a 75% livelihood protection 
surplus.  

Livelihoods in BSWL have almost equal dependence on crop and livestock production, and this 
diversity builds resilience from either a total crop or livestock loss. Households in BSWL have the 
largest herds and earn the highest livestock incomes in the country. Their biggest vulnerability is 
related to livestock problems. A 100% loss of livestock income would result in a -49% livelihood 
protection deficit. Next in importance to the poor in BSWL is the cost of staple food, since food 
purchases are an important source of food. A 100% increase in staple food prices would result in a -
37% livelihood protection deficit.         

SRVN is among the poorest livelihood zones in the country, and the absence of a livelihood 
protection deficit in the reference year is not necessarily a reflection of secure livelihoods, but of 
generally favorable market access to food and livelihood needs. Crop production and agricultural 
labour opportunities are the main livelihood strategies reflected by the size of the deficit 
household’s face from either a 100% crop loss or 100% loss of agriculture labour. With limited 
agriculture production, livelihood strategies for the poor in this zone are somewhat diversified into 
self employment opportunities such as gold panning and collection of natural products. 
Diversification in this case is, again, not a reflection of livelihood security, but vulnerability because 
most self employment opportunities are harmful to the environment and certainly not sustainable.  

The main source of livelihoods in AGFC is fishing. These households face the lowest livelihood 
protection deficit from both crop and livestock problems. However, a 100% crop loss would still be 
harmful to livelihoods since they suffer a -22% livelihood protection deficit. The loss of 100% of 
agriculture labour would leave a 1% livelihoods surplus.  

EHCF is an employment-based livelihood system, with very limited dependence on crop production 
or informal agriculture labour opportunities. Dependence on wages, and thus food purchases, 
means high exposure to food price fluctuations. A 100% increase in the cost of staple food results in 
the largest loss of food access for these households. However, incomes are sufficiently high to retain 
sufficient livelihood protection expenditure. Poor households in CNSI and SRVN also do not suffer a 
livelihood protection deficit from a 100% increase in staple prices, because as mentioned previously 
crop production and payment in kind provide the bulk of their income. Poor households in MMMC, 
BSWL and AGFC are exposed to fluctuations in staple food prices because of a combination of low 
crop production in AGFC and MMMC, and poor market access and high food prices in BSWL.  

Agriculture related shocks, affecting crop production, livestock production and access to agriculture 
labour are the biggest threats to household food and livelihood security. As illustrated in the 
analysis, the severity of the problem depends on the degree to which different livelihood zones and 
wealth groups rely on the affected source for cash and food income. Total loss of field crop 
production presents the biggest risk of food insecurity for the majority of livelihood zones, for the 
obvious reason that crop production is the main source of livelihoods. The exception is EHCF, a wage 
employment livelihood system where wage levels and the cost of food are the key food security 
indicators.   
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6.4. How Do Households Cope With the Initial Effects of a Shock?  

The ‘coping’ strategies that most households turn to in times of stress normally consist of an 
expansion of existing options provided that that source is not affected by the problem. The choices 
households make, and the degree of success they will have depends on the nature of the shock; for 
instance, it would not be possible to increase agriculture labour if the shock resulted in a decrease in 
crop production. As a general rule poorer households attempt to increase their income from labour 
or self employment; better-off households sell more livestock, increase the sale of higher value 
crops to purchase cheaper staples and reduce their expenditure on non-essential items. The analysis 
of how much a household can increase access to food and income excludes the resort to negative 
coping strategies, such as commercial sex work or unsustainable livestock sales, because the analysis 
seeks to inform decision makers when and how to intervene to prevent the use of unsustainable 
means to make ends meet.  

6. Programming Implications 

Appropriate programming options must be developed with a full consideration of livelihood systems 
of the areas in question and how these systems are affected when components of their livelihoods 
are destroyed, or enhanced. The baselines provide an evidence base to help decision makers design 
appropriate programmes and efficiently allocate resources. Key questions to which the baseline 
information helps provide answers are summarized in the table below. 

Table 5: Core Questions to Designing Effective Programmes
10

 

Core Question How HEA answers the question 

WHO Wealth breakdowns help group the population 
in a way that shows who will be most affected by 
different shocks. 

WHAT Livelihood strategy identification, description 
and quantification (Food, income, expenditure) 
shows what can be done to support existing 
livelihoods, and, just as important, what might 
harm them. 

HOW MUCH Outcome analysis determines what kinds of gaps 
will be left in the event of a shock or multiple 
shocks. This leads directly to an analysis of how 
much help is needed 

WHERE Livelihood zoning helps group people in a way 
that allows you to see where affected 
populations are or might be in the future. 

WHEN and FOR HOW LONG Outcome analysis, combined with the use of 
seasonal calendars, provides a basis for 
determining when different types of assistance 
are needed and for how long. 

A number of programming themes have emerged from the baselines. A pertinent theme is that 
households that are most vulnerable to food insecurity are facing structural problems, related to 
production systems and/or market functions, which undermine productivity and long term viability 

                                                           
10

 The Practitioners Guide to the Household Economy Approach: RHVP, Save the Children, Food Economy Group (2007).  
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of rural livelihoods. There is a need for interventions that build the capacity of the poor to be more 
productive through existing livelihood strategies, diversification to more viable options to increase 
resilience and utilizing markets for growth and sustainability. Some of the important programming 
priorities that have emerged include:   

Promote land utilization and enhance productivity:  The majority of rural households depend on 
smallholder crop and livestock production. Improving productivity is critical for household food and 
livelihood security. Land is a finite resource which in some livelihood zones is simply not available. 
However, evidence from the baselines indicates that even in areas where access to arable land is a 
constraint, the majority of households lack the capacity to cultivate their entire landholdings. 
Building household capacity to increase area under cultivation is an important first step. 
Mechanization support has been demonstrated to be effective towards this objective. In the 
absence of such support, other technologies that include conservation agriculture have been shown 
to be effective in improving the productivity of poor farmers. Building the capacity of institutions 
such as AGRITEX was repeatedly noted during the baselines as important for improving farmer 
cropping practices. Irrigation support is also vital in areas where droughts are frequent. Livestock 
and veterinary services to combat livestock diseases should also be improved.  

Livelihoods diversification: Livelihoods diversification is important for the poor, particularly in the 
drought prone agriculture dependant border regions. Evidence from the baseline demonstrates that 
the most resilient households are those that combine crop and livestock production with non 
agricultural livelihood options. Livelihoods diversification will also reduce the resort to 
environmentally harmful practices such as the harvest of natural products. Towards this goal, access 
to credit, capital and skills are important for entry into high value income generating activities.  

Promote markets: Poor households have the highest dependence on markets for food and cash 
income. Building their capacity to effectively participate in markets is important. The effectiveness of 
rural markets is severely handicapped by poor road and marketing infrastructure resulting in poor 
inflow and export of commodities. The lack of infrastructure and resulting poor integration increases 
the cost of trade, reduces the viability of enterprises and present a barrier to poor households’ 
participation in markets. Establishing market information systems will improve understanding of 
market dynamics and shed light on the constraints the poor face for effective participation in 
markets. Strengthening agricultural inputs and outputs markets to promote access to appropriate 
seed and fertilizer and supporting cash cropping is central to improving agriculture production and 
food security.  

Social protection and safety nets: Social protection interventions provide a viable alternative to 
emergency food support and offer the potential for promoting long term productive economic 
activity. Productive asset building is also important. Social protection to promote productivity and 
also support food access is required.  

Promote evidence-based programme planning and management: Programming and resource 
allocation decisions must be based on a rigorous information base. In addition to the livelihoods 
baselines, support is required to build information systems on food markets, labour markets and 
marketing systems. Building effective learning systems to measure the impact of interventions and 
modify programming and resourcing decisions as required is important for progress.  



Zimbabwe Rural Livelihood Baselines Synthesis Report 2011 

 

Page | 41 

 

Annex 1: List of Zimbabwe Provinces and districts 

Province Mashonaland  
West 

Mashonaland 
Central 

Mashonaland 
East Masvingo Midlands 

District Mhondoro-Ngezi Mbire Goromonzi Gutu Shurugwi 

Zvimba Mt. Darwin Hwedza Bikita Chirumhanzu 

Makonde Shamva Marondera Masvingo Gokwe South  

Sanyati Muzarabani Murehwa Chivi Gokwe North 

Hurungwe Guruve Mutoko Chiredzi Kwekwe 

Kariba Rural Mazowe Mudzi Zaka Mberengwa 

Chegutu Rushinga Chikomba Mwenezi Gweru 

Kadoma Bindura UMP Chiredzi urban Zvishavane 

Kariba urban Mvurwi Seke  Masvingo urban Zvishavane urban 

Norton Bindura urban Ruwa 

 

Shurugwi urban 

Chegutu urban 

 

Marondera urban 

 

Gweru urban 

Chinhoyi 

 

Chivhu  

 

Redcliff 

Karoi 

   

Kwekwe urban 

    

Gokwe centre 

Province 
Manicaland 

Matabeleland 
North 

Matabeleland 
South Bulawayo Harare 

District 

Chimanimani Binga Beitbridge Bulawayo Harare Rural 

Mutasa Nkayi Bulilima 

 

Harare urban 

Nyanga Lupane Gwanda 

 

Chitungwiza 

Chipinge Hwange Insiza 

 

Epworth 

Makoni Tsholotsho Mangwe 

  Mutare Bubi Matobo 

  Buhera Umguza Umzingwane 

  Chipinge urban Hwange Urban Beitbridge Urban 

  Rusape  Victoria Falls Gwanda urban 

  Mutare urban 

 

Plumtree 

   

Key 

Plumtree Urban Area/District 

Buhera Rural District 
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Annex 2: Household Food Sources for All Wealth Groups and Livelihood Zones 

Sources of Food: Very Poor Households Sources of Food: Poor Households 

  
 

Sources of Food: Middle Households Sources of Food: Better-off 
 Households 
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Annex 3: Household Income Sources for All Wealth Groups and Livelihood Zones 

Sources of Cash: Very Poor Households Sources of Cash: Poor Households 

 

 
 

Sources of Cash: Middle Households Sources of Cash: Better-off Households 
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Annex 4: Household Expenditure Patterns for All Wealth Groups and Livelihood Zones 

 

Expenditure Patterns: Very Poor Households Expenditure Patterns: Poor Households 

 
 

 
Expenditure Patterns: Middle Households Expenditure Patterns: Better-off Households 
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