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Zimbabwe

Source: http://maps.grida.no/go/graphic/southern_africa_topographic_and_political_map

 Entirely 
landlocked, a 
hostage to its 
neighbors
(Collier 2008)

 Agro-based 
economy

 Droughts are 
just one of  an 
array of  
stressors



RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

 To assess the vulnerability of  the communities in relation to drought impacts such 
as crop failure, subsequent food shortages and water stress

 To explore how the communities have been adapting to drought impacts

 To suggest ways of  improving the households’ adaptive capacity and build their 
resilience to such challenges that threaten livelihoods sustainability

Very broad and challenging questions to address



SCOPE/METHODS
 Buhera

 32 wards

 Ward 6; population = 8,041 (CSO, 2004a)

 Agroecological regions III, IV and V.

 Chikomba
 30 wards 

 Ward 20: population = 5,419 people (CSO, 2004b)

 Agroecological region III. 

 96.07% of  Buhera and Chikomba’s 91.52% are rural dwellers (CSO, 2004a; and 
CSO, 2004b)

 Data collection methods
 Semi structured questionnaires (36 for Buhera, 39 for Chikomba)

 Interviews with key informants (traditional leaders, leaders, NGOs, etc)
 11 in Buhera

 12 in Chikomba

 15 NGOs

 Secondary data sources (history of  droughts in Zimbabwe)



CONCEPTS 
 Vulnerability

 an individual’s or group’s level of  exposure and susceptibility to the impacts of  
disasters

 Differential/ not homogenous

 Adaptation

 adjustment by an individual or group to shocks or surprises without having to 
significantly compromise their ways of  life

 Adaptive capacity: used to measure the ability of  this human system to hold its 
own when facing disasters

 Failing state

 ‘popular and emotive’ term implying that the state has failed its citizens 
(Collier 2008)

 Institutional apparatus has virtually collapsed and can’t assure the welfare nor 
protect the security of  the citizens (Young 1999)

 Term loosely used to describe the state of  affairs in Zimbabwe (2000 – 2009)



AGRICULTURE IN ZIMBABWE
Year

Percentage contribution by sector

Agriculture Mining Manufacturing Other

1948 21.8 10 13.1 55.1

1950 19.4 10 13.6 57

1960 18.3 6.8 16.1 58.8

1965 18.8 6.5 18.8 55.8

1970 15.1 7 20.7 57.2

1975 16.9 6.9 23.5 52.7

1980 14.2 8.8 24.9 52.1

1985 13 7.2 29 50.8

1990 12.9 8.2 26.4 52.5

1996 17 4 20 59

1999 23.7 - - -

2000 21.6 - - -

2001 29.9 - - -

2002 24.8 - - -

2003 18 - - -

2004 18 - - -

Adapted from

 Rukuni, 
2006

 CSO, 1998

 SADC, 2008

 Holmberg, 
2008

Agricultural sector 
shrunk by an annual 
average of  -7.1% as 
the cumulative 
“agricultural output 
contracted by -79.4%” 
between 2002 and 
2008 (Biti, 2009:14).

Agricultural sector 
shrunk by an annual 
average of  -7.1% as 
the cumulative 
“agricultural output 
contracted by -79.4%” 
between 2002 and 
2008 (Biti, 2009:14).



 Agriculture is the much-vaunted backbone of  the economy (Sachikonye, 1992:90)

 The colonial past allocated settler farmers prime land (especially in agroecological
regions I and II), while disadvantaging mainly the native farmers who were pushed to 
the periphery, i.e. areas of  low agricultural potential

 Factors contributing to low potential included:

 poor soils, insufficient tilling space in the overcrowded Tribal Trust Lands (TTLs), growing crops 
in areas not suitable for crop production, lack of  access to credit facilities for input purchases, poor 
farming skills and lack of  access to technical and agricultural extension services (Auret, 1990; 
Mashingaidze and Mataruka, 1992; MoLA, 1999)

 After political independence (1980), this unjust had to be corrected. The ‘solution’ 
came in the form of  the internationally politicized Fast Track Land Reform Program/ 
jambanja

 Maize complex: communal farmers grow mainly maize (corn) at the expense of  other 
traditional crops, even in areas where maize does not perform well. Maize has a dual 
role serving as both a cash crop and the staple crop for the majority of  the citizens 
(Auret, 1990; Mashingaidze and Mataruka, 1992; Rukuni, 2006).



AGROECOLOGICAL REGIONS

A

B

= Chikomba; = BuheraBA



DROUGHTS IN SOUTHERN AFRICA
PERIOD EVENT
1820-1830 Decade of  severe drought in Africa
1844-1849 Southern Africa experiences five consecutive drought years
1861 Well documented drought in Zimbabwe’s Matabeleland region
1875-1910 Decrease in rainfall in southern Africa. Severe drought in 1910 
1911-1912 Zimbabwe receives less than average rainfall
1915-1916 Drought in Zimbabwe. Average rainfall was a mere 394mm
1921-1930 Severe droughts in southern Africa
1930-1950 Dry spells alternating with wet conditions. 1933 considered the worst drought between 1930 and 

1940. The 1946-47 severe drought has stuck in living memory
1967-1973 Dry period across southern Africa
1981-1982 Drought in most of  southern Africa
1983 Severe drought for entire African continent
1986-1987 Dry conditions resulting in drought
1991-1992 Severe drought in southern Africa
1992-1993 Although conditions improve, communities still suffer from impacts of  1991-92 drought

1994-1995 Severe drought, in some cases surpassing the impacts of  the 1991-1992 drought

1997-1998 Drought in Zimbabwe, though it turned out to be less severe than had been expected

2001-2002 Drought in most parts of  southern Africa

Adapted from CEDRISA, 2009; Iliffe, 1990; NEPC, 1999; Raftopoulos., Hawkins and Matshalaga, 2000; Scoones, et al., 1996; 
Thompson, 1993 & Unganai, 1994



DEFINING DROUGHT
 Agricultural, meteorological, hydrological and socio-economic droughts: see Wilhite and 

Glantz (1985), http://drought.unl.edu/whatis/define.htm, and 
http://drought.unl.edu/whatis/concept.htm

 Vernacular Shona term nzara can be used for drought, famine, food insecurity or hunger;

 Kwakaita zuva (there was too much sun) is also another term used to identify long dry spells 
contributing to crop failure;

 Implications on what exactly the people will be implying as there is a difference between 
drought and famine



RAINFALL STATISTICS (annual averages)



COMMUNITY PERCEPTIONS RE: VULNERABILITY
81% for Buhera and 79% for Chikomba viewed their localities as vulnerable to drought impacts

Factors identified as contributing to their vulnerability:
a. Poor soil moisture holding capacity
b. Lack of  the necessary farming knowledge
c. Lack of  draught power (usually cattle and/or donkeys)
d. Difficulties accessing the appropriate inputs on time
e. Inadequate farming space
f. Poor rains and/or poor rainfall distribution
g. Communities’ failure to fully recover from previous drought disasters
h. Poor fiscal policies resulting in hyperinflation and inaccessibility to cash especially after the 

dollarization of  the economy
i. Poor governance evidenced by the suspension of  humanitarian organisations’ operations when they 

were greatly needed
j. Politicization of  food assistance and input schemes (benefitting only supporters of  a particular party)
k. Corruption associated with input facilities
l. Communities’ focus on maize production at the expense of  other traditional crops. Some continue to 

grow maize in environs clearly not conducive for maize production
m. Depletion of  human resources and sources of  income due to brain drain, HIV and AIDS, and other 

epidemics



THE VULNERABLE AS IDENTIFIED BY THE COMMUNITIES



COPING MECHANISMS
 Wild fruits gathering

 muchakata (Parinari curatellifolia), muzhanje (Uapaca kickiana or wild loquat) and mutukutu/munjekenje/musekesa
(Piliostigma thonningii) fruits;

 Changes in diets and food rationing

 Humanitarian aid

 Trade: cattle traded only as a last resort

 Social networks mainly for the non-food requirements
 kupemha (adversity induced begging) and kusunza (grain purchases and/or trade) were prominent and 

encouraged during the previous droughts

 ‘Social networks’ also struggled to fend for themselves before they could support others

 Gendered differences in accessing support from social networks

 Income generating projects
 brewing and selling traditional beer, brick moulding, gardening and selling firewood

 Sand abstraction for gardening, livestock and household water

 Off-farm work

 Kuzvarira/marrying off  daughters to wealthy families
 “[As] it was the custom then, that daughter would not dispute her father’s command. The parents would sit down 

and discuss first before deciding where to take their daughter.”



ADAPTATION STRATEGIES
 Drought-resistant crops and livestock

 Early cropping and dry planting

 Staggered cropping

 Crops with a short maturity life

 Grain reserves
 “ukatsvaira dura unopinza nzara mumusha” (if  you completely finish the grain in your granary, you will invite 

hunger into your household).

 Zunde raMambo (chief ’s granary)

 Making use of  every raindrop, regardless of  when it falls
 Rain used to be identified by when it fell and what it meant. Common rain names include gukurahundi that 

washes away the chaff, mvumiramutondo that facilitates the blooming of  the trees, and munhuruka signaling the 
starting of  the rainy season. Usually the communities started preparing their land after munhuruka.

 Rain ceremonies (mikwerera)
 Conducted under a muchakata tree, which ironically is the source of  wild fruits in food insecure situations

 Muchakata (parinari curatellifolia) is sacred; people not allowed to cut it

 Just planting expecting a difficult season (gambling)
 Psychological preparation to deal with adversity

 A bonus is the season turns out well



INDIGENOUS RAINFALL PREDICTIONS

Other indicators

 Density and spread 
of  spider webs: the 
more the spider 
webs, the more 
likelihood for good 
rains

 Circular halo 
around the moon 
(dziva/pool)



POLICY OPTIONS
 Integration of  research into policy;

 Revision of  food preferances;

 Recognizing community innovativeness [they are not passive victims];

 Integration of  indigenous knowledge systems into climate information;

 Communicating climate information on time and in understandable format;

 Developing farmers’ capacity to recover soil fertility and moisture holding 
capacity;

 Recapacitation and increased visibility of  key institutions;

 National strategic grain reserve (which the country hasn’t kept since 1998);

 Increased water accessibility in the wake of  a receding water table [are boreholes 
and dams sustainable adaptive options?];

 Supporting durable solutions vs. too much focus on humanitarian aid;

 Incorporating drought management into school curricula; and

 Making inputs readily available and affordable.



PIGGY-BACKING ON COMMUNITY INNITIATIVES

http://dabane-waterworkshops.blogspot.com/2009/11/rowa-pump-has-been-used-as-
alternative.html
See also http://www.dabane.co.zw/sandabstraction.html
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 RESPONDENTS in Buhera and Chikomba

 Thesis available at:
http://brage.bibsys.no/umb/bitstream/URN:NBN:no-bibsys_brage_14491/1/Mukundi%20Mutasa%20Final%20Thesis.pdf


