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Zimbabwe’s Economy 

Thoughts on the Impact of Covid-19 

For years, trying to answer questions on where Zimbabwe was going has presented difficulties. 
These questions were already hard to answer before circumstances caused the rest of the world to 
join Zimbabwe in its apparent race to the bottom. Zimbabwe was already in trouble, but now the 
rest of the world is in trouble too. One of the common factors is production. When Zimbabwe chose 
policies that disrupted the country’s ability to produce, repercussions were soon felt throughout the 
country. Now, economies everywhere are producing less. Already we can see the obvious effects 
caused by most people consuming less, but we should brace ourselves for impacts of less obvious 
consequences. 

To help sustain wage-earners who lose their jobs, the better-off governments are working on 
allowances to boost purchasing power and keep families fed. These plans will support consumption, 
rather than production, but they could greatly improve the quality of life for many populations.  
Zimbabwe’s government, however, does not have the means to support any level of consumer 
spending for people in financial difficulties. With unemployment running at more than 80% of the 
working age population, the cost of any kind of unemployment benefits programme would far 
exceed total government revenue.  

The Ministry of Social Welfare has been more than happy to let extended families supply the 
welfare needed whenever any of members are in need. This cultural extended family obligation has 
always been met, and met so efficiently that government has never had to allocate much to meet 
welfare needs. It has only to cater to the absolutely destitute, so unemployment benefits do not 
feature at all.  

An important feature of this deep-seated survival feature has always been that beneficiaries 
reciprocate when they can. Extended family support is seen as an earned entitlement, which means 
that it cannot be simply exploited by lazy people. Work has to be found and done, whatever modest 
income it yields. Every contribution earns the respect and appreciation of the family group. The 
cumulative effect of all these additions to the income stream describe Zimbabwe’s informal sector. 
As it keeps more than half the population alive, it deserves to be taken seriously. 

When Zimbabwe’s economic policy choices began to destroy formal sector jobs and went on to 
destroy the prospects of attracting the investment needed to create new employment 
opportunities, the growth of the informal sector saved lives. In practical terms, the need to generate 
flows of funds stimulated surprising levels of creativity, bringing into existence dozens of ways of 
making a few dollars a day. Business activities, often involving many members of family groups, 
usually involve buying and selling, finding stock, finding customers, making collections and 
deliveries, gaining market intelligence and becoming efficient in all payment procedures.  

Reliable mobility and the means needed to communicate are essential, as are trust and good 
working relationships. Between them, the ways that a few dollars can be earned from a wide range 
of activities now add up to valuable skills sets that have been built on a firm foundation of social 
inter-dependence. In the past 23 years, it has been transformed from a cultural gem into one of 
Zimbabwe’s strengths. 

Now, the question has to be asked: will extended family responsibilities and informal sector 
resourcefulness adapt quickly enough to meet the challenges of the Covid-19 epidemic? That 
question raises a number of other questions that have yet to be answered. One of them is, simply, 
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how long will take for the populations of all countries to develop enough natural resistance to the 
virus so that everyone can get back to work? 

The risk of infection has come close to bringing production to a stop all over the world. Claims 
can be made that this is the worst crisis ever confronted by humanity, but they have happened 
before. This time, it is the reactions to the crisis that are making the real difference. When the 
influenza epidemic of 1918 was spreading across the globe, no mobile phones or social media 
existed, radio stations did not exist to broadcast news bulletins and television had not been 
invented, so the electronically-assisted panic being witnessed today was not possible. Electron 
microscopes needed to identify viruses had yet to be invented and the ways that our bodies develop 
immunity to new virus strains was a science still in its infancy.   

However, the 1918 ’flu epidemic did come to an end. The survivors in the world’s population 
developed enough resistance to it to recover from subsequent outbreaks. Resistance develops after 
exposure to the virus, which prompts our own natural defence systems to generate antibodies that 
can deal with it.  If isolation, social distancing and sanitising had been adopted in 1918, would the 
world-wide resistance have developed as quickly? Would it have developed at all? We can only 
guess at the answer, but the question that matters today is whether our isolation response will 
cause the Covid-19 to remain a threat for many years.  

It might take years for an answer to that question can emerge, but in Africa we seem to be not 
yet in the line of fire. The map below shows the relative impact of the virus as a measure of each 
country’s area. As at April 5 2020, Africa hardly features in the distribution of Covid-19 confirmed 
cases around the world.  

 
 
This map shows the proportion of confirmed cases of Covid-19 (coronavirus), including mainland 
China, as of April 5 2020. [Colour key and inset map copied at the end of this document] 
 
The small world map at the bottom left is to illustrate the colour coding for the different regions, so 
that they can be identified properly on the larger map. The map uses data supplied by World Health 
Organisation. The publishers, WorldMapper, say they aim to make the map as complete as possible 
and therefore estimate data for missing values. In some cases, missing data for very small territories 
is not used in the cartogram and that area is therefore omitted from the map. 
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However, almost the entire Southern Hemisphere can be seen to have been less affected. While 
this epidemic was developing, we were enjoying our summer months. Perhaps winter will produce 
different responses for Africa, South America and Australasia. But, perhaps again, the reduced 
international travel and the improved hygiene standards might give those of us who live south of the 
Equator an advantage.  

However, while Zimbabwe and the region waits for the effects of winter, and while we wait to 
see the effects of the world’s attempts to bring the epidemic under control, everybody needs to give 
some thought to the effects of the disruption of economic activity caused by the preventative 
measures being taken. Even though all of us south of the Equator might almost completely escape 
the virus itself, we will all be affected by the loss of markets for our exports, the loss of suppliers for 
our import requirements, the loss of tourist traffic, the loss of earnings and the possible failures of 
service delivery if the service providers cannot be paid. 

Until now, the extended family networks have carried the burden for the unemployed and the 
disadvantaged members of Zimbabwe’s population, but those descriptions might soon apply to 
many more people. As a country and as individuals, we need to carefully consider how the loss of 
markets, jobs and incomes could soon place the things we need to buy beyond our reach.  

We should start now to shorten the list of the things we need to buy. Zimbabwe could decide 
that food self-sufficiency is the most obvious and most essential target and we could all demand that 
every policy choice that has caused the country to be dependent on food imports for the past 23 
years should be stamped out.  

If the forecasts claiming that several years will be needed to restore world production and 
trading volumes prove to be true, Zimbabwe should ensure that every barrier that is presently 
slowing down or preventing the farmers from getting back to work is removed. Urgent steps are 
needed to ensure that nothing stands in the way of good harvests in 2021. On no account should 
Zimbabwe place any reliance on food aid or handouts of any other description. With the whole 
world in trouble, support will be limited and many other poor countries will be perceived to be more 
deserving of assistance than Zimbabwe.  

The months available between now and the October-November planting season should be just 
enough to get into place the needed inputs. However, unless they are removed, the bureaucratic 
procedures, authorities and party officials in place today will prevent the proper engagement of the 
needed expertise.  

Although IMF and World Bank reports have to be presented in diplomatic language, the clear 
understanding of their officials is that Zimbabwe is labouring under the damaging effects of self-
inflicted handicaps. The policy choices that turned one of Africa’s richest countries into one of the 
world’s poorest are still in place and are still being vigorously defended.  

Promises of reforms have not been kept and the country’s stamina has been bled away through 
corruption. Zimbabwe had disqualified itself from any chance of attracting assistance even before 
the Covid-19 crisis, so the country had been severely weakened long before this event. Now, it is 
only through self-help initiatives, which have to be taken by Zimbabweans, that economic recovery 
and international respect can be restored. Only by supporting and facilitating such moves can 
government hope to persuade Zimbabweans that a recovery is on the way. 
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