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1. INTRODUCTION

Harare is the largest city and capital of Zimbabwe. At independence in 
1980, the population of the city was under half a million but it grew 
rapidly during the 1980s primarily as a result of large-scale rural-urban 
migration.1 Between 1982 and 1992 the population doubled from 565,011 
to 1,189,103 (an annual growth rate of 5.9%). In the 1990s, however, the 
growth rate slowed to 2.1% per annum under the combined impact of 
structural adjustment, rising unemployment, serious housing shortages, 
out-migration and the HIV and AIDS epidemic.2 Between 1992 and 
2002, the population of Harare increased by only 250,000 reaching a total 
of 1,444,534 at the end of the period. As the country slid into economic 
and political chaos after 2000, the city continued to experience slow and 
halting growth. The current population is estimated to be 1.8 to 2 million. 

The residents of Harare have lived under extraordinarily trying circum-
stances for the last decade. In addition to an increasingly volatile political 
climate, they have had to endure the virtual collapse of the national 
economy, record unemployment, increasing poverty and rampant infla-
tion.3 In 2005, the government launched a nationwide assault on infor-
mality which had a major negative impact on the urban poor of Harare 
who lost their homes or livelihoods or both.4 The country’s economic 
collapse decimated the livelihoods and savings of most households in the 
country and increased their vulnerability to ill-health and food insecurity. 
Urban households were particularly vulnerable to food insecurity because 
of their heavy dependence on food purchases. Most of the food in Zimba-
bwe’s urban markets is imported, rendering the urban population more 
susceptible to external food shocks and rising food prices.5 

The rural areas of Zimbabwe are usually seen as the epicentre of poverty, 
hunger and malnutrition.6 However, unlike most other countries within 
SADC – where food insecurity is viewed almost exclusively as a rural 
problem – Harare has a substantial history of research on the urban dimen-
sions of food security. In the 1990s, for example, research focussed on the 
functioning of the city’s food system and the food security and livelihood 
strategies of the urban poor.7 The dramatic growth of urban agriculture in 
the city and the often negative response of the city authorities were also 
documented in considerable detail.8 Harare’s rich tradition of research on 
urban poverty and food insecurity has recently shown signs of a revival.9

Beginning in 2003, there have also been various attempts to monitor the 
urban food security situation in Zimbabwe through household surveys. 
These surveys, conducted at regular intervals, promise to provide a 
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longitudinal perspective on urban food insecurity that is completely 
missing in other countries and cities in Africa. In theory, they should also 
show how food insecurity intensified in Harare as the country’s political 
and economic crisis deepened. In practice, the changes in methodology 
from survey to survey make it difficult to track trends. There are also 
grounds for questioning the definition and measurement of food insecu-
rity used in these surveys. For example, they seem to underestimate the 
extent of food insecurity and even suggest that there was a considerable 
improvement in urban food insecurity between 2003 and 2006. They 
also seem to suggest that food insecurity has never been a particularly 
serious problem for the majority of poor urban households in Harare.

This paper begins with an assessment of these household surveys of urban 
food security conducted between 2003 and 2009. It then describes an 
alternative methodology for measuring urban food security. This meth-
odology was developed and used by AFSUN in a baseline household food 
security survey in Harare in late 2008 as part of a larger eleven-city study of 
Southern Africa.10 The timing of the Harare research is important because 
it occurred at a time when the country’s economic and political crisis was 
at its worst. Formal sector unemployment was over 80%, inflation was 
running at almost 100% per day and the country was still reeling from the 
effects of the highly contested election of June 2008. This study therefore 
provides considerable insights into the food security levels and strategies 
of households at the peak of the crisis. It does not purport to represent 
the present-day food security situation in Harare. However, it does also 
provide reliable baseline information from which the current situation 
could be assessed in order to see whether and how the food security of 
Harare has improved since 2008. The paper concludes by recommending 
that the AFSUN methodology be adopted to monitor current and future 
levels of food insecurity in Harare.
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2. MONITORING URBAN FOOD  
 INSECURITY

In 2001, FEWSNET and the Consumer Council of Zimbabwe (CCZ) 
conducted a pilot urban vulnerability assessment in Harare.11 They inter-
viewed 115 households throughout the city. The study used a Food 
Poverty Line (FPL) of Z$2,650 per month for a family of four and found 
that 10-20% of households were below the line, up from 7% in 1996.12 
The poorest income group (earning Z$4,000 a month or less) had an 
average expenditure of Z$2,700 of which Z$1,000 was spent on food. 
The survey included some qualitative commentary on the urban diet: 
“There is little variation in the diet of the poorest households. They often 
have two meals per day – a breakfast (composed of maize meal porridge 
or tea with sweet potatoes) late in the morning followed by a proper meal 
of sadza usually with vegetables in the evening. Most of their calories 
come from maize grain. Over 90% of calories are from maize.” The find-
ings were suggestive but the sample size was too small and the sampling 
methodology insufficiently randomized to provide anything other than an 
impressionistic picture.

The first national urban food security survey in Zimbabwe was conducted 
in 2003 by the SADC FANR Vulnerability Assessment Committee and 
the Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment Committee.13 The Report accu-
rately noted that “previous attempts to understand and monitor urban 
poverty and food insecurity have been fragmented and have not fully 
explained poverty and livelihood vulnerabilities in the urban areas.”14 The 
authors of the report surveyed 5,123 households in randomly selected 
urban sites nationwide, including 1,609 (or 31% of the total) in Harare. 
To measure levels of food security, the survey calculated the household 
caloric intake of all foods available to the family in the month of September 
2003 (including purchases, urban agriculture, rural-urban transfers, gifts 
and food aid). The caloric intake for each household was then compared 
with an ideal caloric intake value. Households with a negative score were 
considered food insecure and those with a positive score were considered 
food secure. By this measure, 66% of Zimbabwe’s urban population was 
judged to be food insecure and 37% of those households survived on less 
than 50% of their caloric requirements. In Harare, 63% of urban house-
holds were food insecure. The report also covered a number of related 
issues at the national level including variations in food security by type 
of household, the relative importance of different food sources and the 
responses of households to food adversity. However, no city specific data 
on Harare was provided.
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In 2006, the Zimbabwe National Vulnerability Assessment Committee 
conducted a second urban survey.15 However, their methodology differed 
in important ways from the 2003 survey, making comparative analysis 
impossible. In Harare, 604 households were surveyed in high density 
and peri-urban areas of the city. In order to distinguish food secure from 
food insecure households, the report used three indicators rather than the 
single indicator of the 2003 study: (a) caloric intake; (b) the Food Poverty 
Line; and (c) a measure of dietary diversity. A food insecure household 
was one which failed to meet a minimum value on all three indicators 
(or on (a) and (b) or on (b) and (c)). Using these measures, only 24% 
of urban households nationally were deemed food insecure (a dramatic 
drop from the 66% of the 2003 study). In Harare, only 20% of house-
holds were classified as food insecure (a fall from 63%). The idea that food 
insecurity declined in urban Zimbabwe between 2003 and 2006 seems 
far-fetched given what we know about the state of the country’s economy 
and food supply in these years. Between the two surveys, for example, the 
livelihoods of many low-income urban residents had been destroyed by 
Operation Murambatsvina. In addition, the inflation rate had increased 
from 599% in 2003 to 1,281% in 2006.

In January 2009, the Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment Committee 
(ZimVAC) conducted another national urban survey.16 The sampling 
methodology was similar to that used in 2006, again focusing only on 
high-density and peri-urban areas. A total of 2,677 households were 
interviewed including 360 households in Harare. Using the same food 
security indicators, the survey found that 33% of households in high-
density and peri-urban areas were food insecure (up from 24% in 2006). 
In Harare, the proportion increased from 20% to 31%. The report also 
included national level data on the number of meals eaten per day and 
dietary diversity as well as food sources, consumption coping strategies 
and livelihoods activities. The report concluded that the food insecurity 
situation of the urban poor had increased since 2006 as a result of “high 
food prices, pricing of basic commodities in foreign currency, low cash 
withdrawal limits and high utility bills.” At the same time, there are 
grounds for scepticism that 80% of poor urban households in Harare were 
food secure in 2006 and that nearly 70% were still food secure in 2009. 
The main problem, it appears, is that the measures used to determine 
if a household was food secure or insecure did not adequately capture 
the situation on the ground. In late 2008, at around the same time as 
the ZimVAC study, AFSUN conducted its own assessment of household 
food insecurity in Harare, using a different methodology for capturing 
food insecurity. The AFSUN results show much higher levels of food 
insecurity in the city.
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3. METHODOLOGY

Due to resources and time constraints, the AFSUN survey did not sample 
the urban population of Harare as a whole. As in other participating cities, 
the focus of the study was the food security of poor urban households. 
The survey was implemented in three residential areas: Mabvuku, Tafara 
and Dzivarasekwa (Figure 1). Mabvuku and Tafara are neighbouring high 
density residential areas located about 20 kilometers to the east of Harare 
City Centre. 

FIGURE 1: Location of Study Areas in Harare

Source: Adapted from www.googlemaps.com
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Sampling in Mabvuku, Tafara and Dzivarasekwa was essentially a two-
stage process that involved the random identification of participating 
households and the selection, within chosen households, of the partici-
pating individuals. The surveys were conducted by six enumerators (three 
male and three female) from the University of Zimbabwe. A structured, 
pre-coded household questionnaire was used to collect data on household 
structure, livelihood strategies and food security. Because the survey was 
part of a larger scale survey that was being simultaneously carried out in 
eight other countries, the questionnaire had been standardized to allow 
for comparisons to be made between the countries in the region. The 
questionnaire was designed to capture information on household demo-
graphic characteristics, poverty data, income and expenditure patterns, 
household food insecurity experiences, dietary diversity information and 
household coping mechanisms. 

The standardized questionnaire was administered to a total of 462 house-
holds across the survey areas. In the process, information relating to 2,572 
people within these households was gathered (Table 1). While the average 
household size in the city was 5.6, and the median was 5.0, there was 
a wide range with the smallest being single-person households and the 
largest a household of 16 people. Fifty six percent of the households had 
1-5 members and 42% had 6-10 members. Only 2% had more than 10 
members in the household.

TABLE 1: Sample and Household Size
Total number of households sampled 462
Total sample population 2,572
Average HH size 5.6
Median HH size 5.0
Smallest HH size 1
Largest HH size 16

As in the other 10 cities in which the survey was conducted, AFSUN 
used four measures of food security which have been developed, tested 
and refined by the Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance (FANTA) 
project over a number of years.17 These included (a) the Household Food 
Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS); (b) the Household Food Insecurity 
Access Prevalence Indicator (HFIAP); (c) the Household Dietary Diver-
sity Score (HDDS); and (d) the Months of Adequate Household Food 
Provisioning (MAHFP) measure: 
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 Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS): The HFIAS score 
is a continuous measure of the degree of food insecurity in the 
household in the month prior to the survey.18 An HFIAS score is 
calculated for each household based on answers to nine ‘frequency-
of-occurrence’ questions.) The minimum score is 0 and the 
maximum is 27. The higher the score, the more food insecurity 
the household experienced. The lower the score, the less the food 
insecurity experienced.

 Household Food Insecurity Access Prevalence Indicator (HFIAP): The 
HFIAP indicator categorizes households into four levels of house-
hold food insecurity: food secure, and mild, moderately and 
severely food insecure.19 Households are categorized as increas-
ingly food insecure as they respond affirmatively to more severe 
conditions and/or experience those conditions more frequently.

 Household Dietary Diversity Scale (HDDS): Dietary diversity refers to 
how many food groups are consumed within the household over a 
given period.20 The maximum number, based on the FAO classi-
fication of food groups for Africa, is 12. An increase in the average 
number of different food groups consumed provides a quantifi-
able measure of improved household food access. In general, any 
increase in household dietary diversity reflects an improvement in 
the household’s diet. 

 Months of Adequate Household Food Provisioning Indicator (MAHFP): 
The MAHFP indicator captures changes in the household’s ability 
to ensure that food is available above a minimum level all year 
round.21 Households are asked to identify in which months (during 
the past 12 months) they did not have access to sufficient food to 
meet their household needs. 

4. HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS

Zimbabwe is dominated by a patriarchal system where men are normally 
considered the de facto heads of household. Over the last decade there 
has been an increase in the number of households headed by females. 
ZimVAC’s 2011 survey of 2,848 urban households throughout the 
country, for example, found that 68% of households were male-headed and 
32% were female-headed.22 This is higher than the 2008 AFSUN sample, 
where 23% of households were female-headed (Table 2). The increase 
in female-headed households is partly a function of migration dynamics 
in which males are more likely to make the first move to neighbouring 
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countries in search of work. Although some migrants later send for their 
families, this leaves an increasing number of females in charge of house-
holds. Only 8% of the households were male-centred (with no female 
partner or spouse). Nearly 40% were male-headed nuclear households 
and 32% were male-headed extended family households. 

Household heads were generally fairly young: 12% were in their twen-
ties, 30% were in their thirties and 21% were in their forties. The age 
profile of the entire sample was extremely youthful, with nearly half of the 
household members under the age of 20 (and 22% less than 10) (Figure 
2). Nearly 70% were under the age of 30 and 82% were under the age 
of 40. The proportion of elderly was very small. The general age profile 
of household heads and household members certainly seems to bear the 
imprint of the HIV and AIDS epidemic which has significantly reduced 
life expectancy in Zimbabwe.23 With 46% of the surveyed population 
aged below the age of 20 – and 57% being sons and daughters and grand-
children – the implications for household food security are immediately 
obvious.24 Although children do participate in income-generating activity 
(particularly in the informal economy), the majority are in school. 

FIGURE 2: Age and Sex of Household Heads and Members
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Household heads made up 18% of the total household membership, 
spouses 13% and children and grandchildren (57%) (Table 2). Other 
household members included brothers and sisters of the household head 
(5%), parents and grandparents (1%) and other relatives (6%). Less than 
1% were unrelated orphans, foster children or adoptees. This suggests that 
in Harare at least, insofar as families look after orphans, they are gener-
ally members of their own extended families. Overall, there were more 
females in the total sample population (53%) compared to males (47%), 
another indication of the impact of migration. 

TABLE 2: Household Members’ Relationship to Household Heads
N %

Relationship 
to Head
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Head 462 18.0
Spouse/partner 324 12.6
Son/daughter 1,121 43.6
Adopted/foster child/orphan 9 0.3
Father/mother 19 0.7
Brother/sister 124 4.8
Grandchild 349 13.6
Grandparent 4 0.2
Son/daughter-in-law 47 1.8
Other relative 105 4.1
Non-relative 8 0.3

Total 2,572 100.0

The survey found that 40% of the adult population were employed full-
time and another 14% were employed part-time or in casual work (Table 
3). However, these figures include both formal and informal employ-
ment and it is likely that the vast majority of those who reported full-
time employment were working in the informal economy. This would 
definitely have been the case for those in part-time or casual work. In 
2004, the ILO calculated that Zimbabwe had 710,015 people (or 37%) 
working in informal enterprises and 1,200,549 (or 63%) working in 
formal enterprises.25 In 2008, formal sector employment was estimated 
to have shrunk to 480,000.26 At the height of the economic crisis, the 
proportion working in informal enterprises would easily have exceeded 
those in formal employment. Formal sector unemployment in Zimbabwe 
was estimated at over 90% in early 2009, for example.27 Informal employ-
ment was “often survivalist in nature as people have no other option but 
to work, even if returns are meagre.”28 Despite this, as many as 43% of the 
adult population in the survey were not working at all, and nearly 30% 
had actually given up searching for work.
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TABLE 3: Work Status of the Sample Population
N %

Employed
Full-Time 633 40.0
Part-Time/Casual 217 14.0
Status Unknown 21 1.3
Unemployed
Looking for Work 226 14.0
Not Looking for Work 463 29.0
Status Unknown 39 2.0
Total 1,599 100.0

5. HOUSEHOLD POVERTY

5.1 Income Sources

In mid-2008, with inflation running at over 200 million percent and up 
to 80% of the population surviving on less than US$2 per day, Zimbabwe 
“had become a world leader in creating poverty.”29 Urban households 
required cash income to pay for their food as well as other essential 
services such as housing, transport and electricity. In a stable economic 
environment, with high levels of formal employment, households might 
have been able to survive on a single income source. In the highly vola-
tile economic environment of 2008, a single income source was generally 
inadequate. The survey found that over three quarters of the households 
were relying on more than one income source for survival and as many as 
27% had four or more sources (Table 4). 

TABLE 4: Number of Income Sources
No. of Income Sources N %
0 30 6
1 112 24
2 122 26
3 71 15
4 or More 124 27
Not Known 3 1
Total 492 100

Fifty five percent of households indicated that they received income from 
formal and informal wage work by household members and another 32% 
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acquired income from casual or part-time work. Other significant sources 
of income included remittances (12% of households) and rent (9% of 
households). On the other hand, it is striking how few of the households 
derived any income from the sale of agricultural produce grown in Harare 
(less than 2% of households) or grown in the rural areas and transferred 
to town (less than 1.5% of households). Only 2% of households received 
income from social grants (such as pensions).

In 2005, Lloyd Sachikonye characterised Operation Murambatsvina as 
a tsunami which swept away the urban informal economy of cities like 
Harare:

 For many of the poor and those in the informal economy in 
Zimbabwe, the tsunami was made up of waves and waves of 
demolitions on enterprises that they had slowly and painstak-
ingly built over the years. It was a relentless onslaught from the 
authorities with armed police at the frontline. The tsunami swept 
away small tuck shops, carpentry shops, hair saloons, repair shops, 
small industrial establishments, brick foundries, vending sites 
and grinding mills to name a few. These small and medium scale 
enterprises (SMEs) had multiplied steadily to provide livelihoods 
to millions as well as to the thousands who had been retrenched 
due to the economic structural adjustment programme (ESAP) 
and the  economic decline in the post-2000 period respectively.30

Others have shown how the informal economy quickly recovered after 
this draconian attempt to obliterate it from the urban landscape.31 Three 
years after the tsunami, this survey showed that the informal economy 
was booming again. As many as 42% of households obtained income 
from informal economy activity (Table 5). 

The average household income for the survey sample was the equivalent 
of R1,551 per month and the median was only R800 per month (Table 
5). The mean income for wage work was a mere R636 per month, less 
than for informal business activity (R1,284), casual work (R782) and 
remittances (R757). The mean income for those with a formal business or 
selling urban agricultural produce was higher, but the number of house-
holds in each case was very small.

The conversion from Zimbabwean Dollars to South African Rand (or 
even to USD) makes it easier to comprehend how little income house-
holds were generating at the time of the survey.32 However, this should be 
seen as illustrative rather than definitive since inflation was soaring and 
the exchange rate was changing almost daily at this time. There was also 
a significant difference between the official and black market exchange 
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rates.33 Food prices were also extremely high and volatile, making it 
extremely difficult for respondents to clearly know the purchasing power 
of the income they did earn.

TABLE 5: Sources of Household Income
N  % of Total 

Households
Mean Monthly 
Income (ZAR)

Wage work 253 55 636
Informal business 195 42 1,284
Casual work 150 32 782
Remittances (money) 56 12 757
Rent 41 9 143
Formal business 14 3 2,218
Pension/disability/allowance/grant 10 2 56
Sale of urban farm products 8 2 814
Sale of rural farm products 6 1 603
Gifts 6 1 157
Aid (cash) 1 <1 50
All sources combined 1,552
Note: More than one answer permitted
N = 462

FIGURE 3: Household Monthly Income (ZAR)
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5.2 Household Expenditures

The expenditure patterns of surveyed households clearly indicate that 
they were trying to survive under extreme conditions. In the urban envi-
ronment, most households tend to purchase the bulk of their food. The 
survey showed that 94% of households were purchasing food. Food and 
groceries constituted the single largest expenditure (averaging R472 per 
month) (Table 6). Other major draws on income were housing and utili-
ties (although the actual amounts spent were much smaller than for food). 
Nearly 60% of households had education-related costs which reflects the 
large number of children in surveyed households but also the premium 
placed on education, even in trying circumstances. Other indicators of 
the desperate times for many households included a very low savings rate 
(only 4% of households were saving anything) and the fact that 20% 
were using income to make more income by purchasing and re-selling 
goods. Those households were spending an average of R1,122 per month 
on purchase for resale. Intermittent power cuts meant that nearly 60% 
of households were forced to purchase alternative fuels such as firewood, 
paraffin and charcoal. Finally, only 6% of the households were remitting 
cash (presumably to family members in rural areas). This aspect of the 
Zimbabwean crisis has received insufficient attention as remitting levels 
were much higher in the past. 

TABLE 6: Household Expenditure Categories
N % of Total 

Households
Mean Monthly 

Expenditure (ZAR)
Food and Groceries 428 94 472
Housing 413 90 60
Utilities 411 90 27
Fuel 266 58 81
Education 263 58 40
Transportation 164 36 243
Medical expenses 120 26 58
Goods purchased to resell 98 21 1,122
Funeral costs 42 9 90
Remittances 30 6 109
Savings 20 4 722
Debt service/repayment 15 3 53
Home-based care 11 2 121
Insurance 7 1 21
Note: More than one answer permitted
N=456
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5.3 Lived Poverty

In the context of massive inflation, income-based measures of poverty 
are particularly unreliable as a guide to the prevalence and experience of 
economic hardship. To capture other dimensions of poverty, the AFSUN 
survey used the Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI).34 The LPI 
measures how frequently people self-report going without certain basic 
necessities such as food, clean water, medicine, fuel to cook food and an 
income over the course of the previous year. An LPI score is calculated for 
each household in the range 0.00 (complete satisfaction of basic needs) to 
4.00 (always without basic needs). The average LPI score for Harare was 
2.2. This was much higher than for any other city in the AFSUN survey 
(Figure 4) and indicates that the Harare households failed to satisfy their 
basic needs more frequently than those in any other city. Only 10% of 
the Harare households never or seldom went without the basket of basic 
needs (Table 7). 

FIGURE 4: Comparison of LPI Scores in Harare and Other Cities

TABLE 7: Lived Poverty Index (LPI) Categories in Harare
No. %

0.00-1.00 (Never to Seldom Without) 42 9.8
1.01-2.00 (Seldom to Sometimes Without) 152 35.3
2.01-3.00 (Sometimes to Often Without) 193 44.9
3.01-4.00 (Often to Always Without) 43 10.0
Total 430 100.0
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In the year prior to the survey, over 60% of households reported that 
they had frequently gone without clean water and electricity and only 
8% and 1% respectively said they had never done so (Table 8). These 
responses are consistent with the city’s constant power cuts and sanitation 
problems that led to the major cholera outbreak in 2008-9.35 Almost 60% 
of households reported that they had always/many times gone without a 
cash income in the previous year and only 11% said they had never gone 
without a cash income. These responses were consistent with reports that 
formal unemployment exceeded 80% by 2008. Interestingly, given the 
importance of food purchase, the equivalent figures for food were 40% 
going without always/many times and only 19% never going without. 

TABLE 8: Frequency of Going without Basic Needs
Gone Without 
Many Times/ 

Always  
%

Gone Without 
Once or Twice/
Several Times 

%

Never Gone 
Without  

%

Enough food to eat 40 40 19
Enough clean water for home use 67 37 8
Medicine or medical treatment 40 37 23
Electricity in home 61 37 1
Enough fuel to cook food 32 56 12
A cash income 59 30 11

6. LEVELS OF HOUSEHOLD FOOD  
 INSECURITY

As noted above, the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS) 
assigns all households a score on a scale between 0 (least food insecure) 
and 27 (most food insecure). The HFIAS shows that surveyed households 
in Harare were amongst the most food insecure in the region. The range 
in Harare was from 0 to 27 with a mean of 14.7 and a median of 16.0. 
Comparatively speaking, only households in Manzini, Swaziland, had 
similar levels of food insecurity (mean of 14.9 and median of 14.7). All of 
the other cities in the region had lower mean and median HFIAS scores 
than Harare (Table 9). 



16 African Food Security Urban Network (Afsun)  

THE STATE OF FOOD INSECURITY IN HARARE, ZIMBABWE

TABLE 9: HFIAS Scores in Harare Compared to Other Cities
Mean Median N

Manzini, Swaziland 14.9 14.7 489
Harare, Zimbabwe 14.7 16.0 454
Maseru, Lesotho 12.8 13.0 795

Lusaka, Zambia 11.5 11.0 386
Msunduzi, South Africa 11.3 11.0 548
Gaborone, Botswana 10.8 11.0 391
Cape Town, South Africa 10.7 11.0 1,026
Maputo, Mozambique 10.4 10.0 389
Windhoek, Namibia 9.3 9.0 442
Blantyre, Malawi 5.3 3.7 431
Johannesburg, South Africa 4.7 1.5 976

The HFIAP makes a finer distinction between food secure and food inse-
cure households by allocating each household to one of four food secu-
rity groups based on their HFIAP score: (a) food secure; (b) mildly food 
insecure; (c) moderately food insecure; and (d) severely food insecure. 
The surveyed households in Harare scored worse on the HFIAP indicator 
than those in any other city (Table 10). 

TABLE 10: HFIAP Scores in Harare Compared to Other Cities
Food Secure 

%
Mildly Food 

Insecure  
%

Moderately 
Food 

Insecure %

Severely 
Food 

Insecure %
Harare, Zimbabwe 2 3 24 72
Lusaka, Zambia 4 3 24 69
Maseru, Lesotho 5 6 25 65
Maputo, Mozambique 5 9 32 54
Manzini, Swaziland 6 3 13 79
Msunduzi, South Africa 7 6 27 60
Gaborone, Botswana 12 6 19 63
Cape Town, South Africa 15 5 12 68
Windhoek, Namibia 18 5 14 63
Blantyre, Malawi 34 15 30 21
Johannesburg, South Africa 44 14 15 27

In general, in every city except Johannesburg and Blantyre, less than 20% 
of households fell into the food secure category. Only 2% of the Harare 
households were food secure, the lowest proportion of all eleven cities. 
Contrariwise, Harare had the second highest proportion of severely food 
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insecure households (72% after Manzini at 79%). Harare households 
were not significantly more food insecure than those in a number of other 
cities, however. In every city except Johannesburg, over 60% of house-
holds were severely food insecure. Poor urban communities throughout 
the region were therefore experiencing the kinds of livelihood pressures 
and food insecurity struggles faced by households in Zimbabwe.

The HDDS shows that dietary diversity was very poor for most of the 
surveyed households in Harare. As many as two thirds of the households 
(68%) had eaten from five or fewer of the twelve different FAO food 
groups in the 24 hours prior to the survey (Figure 5). Nearly a third (29%) 
of the households had eaten from three groups or less. Dietary diversity 
was worse in Harare than in all other cities. The comparative figures for 
the eleven survey cities as a whole were 48% (five or less groups) and 23% 
(three or less groups). Only 33% of Harare households ate food from 6 
or more food groups compared with 51% of households in the regional 
sample. 

FIGURE 5: Household Dietary Diversity Scores
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Narrow household diets reflect a deeper food insecurity problem that 
goes beyond the issue of food availability. But, what kinds of foods did 
these households consume? Most ate cereals or foods made from grains, 
vegetables, sugar and foods made with oil, butter, or fat (Table 11). Less 
than 20% of households consumed fruit, meat or poultry, eggs or dairy.

TABLE 11: Food Groups Eaten By Households
N %

1  Cereals (foods made from grain) 455 99
2  Roots or tubers 57 12
3  Vegetables 423 92
4  Fruits 70 15
5  Meat, poultry or offal 103 22
6  Eggs 40 9
7  Fresh or dried fish or shellfish 81 18
8  Foods made from beans, peas, lentils or nuts 84 18
9  Cheese, yoghurt, milk or other milk products 54 12
10  Foods made with oil, fat or butter 261 56
11 Sugar or honey 295 64
12  Other foods 284 62

Another aspect of food insecurity is the regularity and consistency of 
access to food. The Months of Adequate Household Food Provisioning 
(MAHFP) indicator shows that about 92% of the households in the 
survey had experienced some months of inadequate food provisioning 
during the year preceding the survey. The months of greatest inadequacy 
were from June to October (Figure 6). During these months, more 
than 50% of households experienced food shortages. In the month of 
September, three quarters of households did not have sufficient food to 
eat. The pattern of food shortages seems to follow the agricultural seasons 
in the country. More households reported being adequately provisioned 
during the country’s agricultural season (November-May) while severe 
shortages were reported for the dry winter months (July-October). Food 
prices (especially cereals) also tended to be lower during the agricultural 
season. In addition, strong rural-urban linkages and high levels of urban 
agriculture increased the seasonality of the urban food supply for poor 
households. 
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FIGURE 6: Months of Inadequate Food Provisioning of Households

7. DETERMINANTS OF FOOD  
 INSECURITY

7.1 Household Size and Structure

Although household size is not necessarily a significant determinant of 
food security status in urban areas, it does have a considerable impact 
if household incomes are low and do not differ substantially. In such 
circumstances, larger household size would mean greater food insecurity 
as more mouths rely on meagre income to survive. In normal economic 
times, the addition of (adult) household members has the potential to 
increase household income and therefore the food security of all house-
hold members. In the region as a whole, the survey did not find a strong 
relationship between household size and degree of food insecurity.36 In 
Harare, however, with unemployment at over 80% and household income 
from all sources being extremely constrained, we anticipated a stronger 
relationship between household size and food security. 

The survey found that there was a slight tendency for larger households to 
be more food insecure: for example, 69% of households with 1-5 members 
were severely food insecure compared with 76% of households with 6-10 
members and 90% of households with more than 10 members (Table 12). 
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However, the difference was not statistically significant primarily because 
the absolute number of food insecure households in the sample is so high. 
Additionally, the number of households with more than 10 members 
is relatively small. A similar observation can be made about household 
structure. Although proportionally more female-centred households are 
severely food insecure, the sheer number of households in each category 
that are severely food insecure renders any differences between types of 
households statistically insignificant.

TABLE 12: Household Food Security by Household Size and Structure
Food Secure 

%
Mildly Food 

Insecure  
%

Moderately 
Food 

Insecure %

Severely 
Food 

Insecure %

N

No. of Persons
1–5 2 4 25 69 255
6–10 1 1 22 76 188
> 10 0 0 10 90 11
Household Type
Female-Centred 2 2 18 78 102
Male-Centred 3 3 21 73 33
Nuclear 2 2 25 71 171
Extended 1 4 28 67 148

7.2 Household Poverty

The relationship between food security and the general income poverty 
of the survey population is immediately apparent. Cross-tabulating 
food security with income terciles, for example, shows that while no 
households in the lowest tercile were food secure, only 4% in the upper 
tercile were food secure. Income does, however, have an influence on 
the severity of food insecurity. While 86% of households in the lowest 
tercile were severely food insecure, the figure dropped to 63% of those in 
the upper tercile, a statistically significant difference (Table 13). The rela-
tionship between poverty and food insecurity was even stronger with the 
Lived Poverty Index (LPI). Nearly 10% of the households in the highest 
category (never to seldom without various basic needs) were food secure 
and 34% were severely food insecure. The equivalent scores for the lowest 
category (often or always without) were 0% and 93%. In general, as the 
LPI score improves so does the food security status of the household. 
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TABLE 13: Household Food Security Status by Poverty Measures
Food Secure 

%
Mildly Food 

Insecure  
%

Moderately 
Food 

Insecure %

Severely 
Food 

Insecure %

N

Income Terciles
Poorest (<R500) 0 1 13 86 116
Less Poor(R500–1,199 1 3 25 71 161
Least Poor (R1,200+) 4 4 29 63 150
Lived Poverty Index
3.01-4.00 (Often– 
Always Without)

0 0 7 93 42

2.01-3.00 (Sometimes–
Often Without)

0 0 17 83 193

1.01-2.00 (Seldom–
Sometimes Without)

2 5 30 63 146

0.00-1.00 (Seldom–
Never Without)

9 12 45 34 42

As a general rule, the poorer the household, the greater the proportion 
of its income that is spent on food purchase. The surveyed households in 
Zimbabwe said they spend, on average, 62% of their income on food. Not 
only is this an extremely high figure, it is well ahead of all the individual 
cities in the AFSUN survey and the regional average of 50% (Table 14). 

TABLE 14: Proportion of Income Spent on Food
N % of Income Spent on Food

Harare, Zimbabwe 417 62
Cape Town, South Africa 985 55
Lusaka, Zambia 357 54
Maputo, Mozambique 314 53
Msunduzi, South Africa 456 52
Johannesburg, South Africa 886 49
Blantyre, Malawi 424 46
Maseru, Lesotho 628 46
Gaborone, Botswana 374 46
Manzini, Swaziland 345 42
Windhoek, Namibia 430 36
Total 5,616 50
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7.3 Rising Food Prices

Food price increases in Harare in 2008 can be attributed to increasing 
global food prices and internal inflation. It was normal, particularly 
between July and October 2008 when inflation peaked, for the price 
of food to increase threefold in a single day. Between 2007 and 2008, 
international and regional food prices rose to unprecedented levels.37 
Zimbabwe had become a major food importer over the previous decade, 
which left it particularly vulnerable to price increases. The price of the 
food staple, maize, rose far more steeply in Harare in 2008 than it did in 
other Southern African cities (Figure 7). Such price rises were particu-
larly devastating for poor urban households. Only 3% of the surveyed 
households noted that they had avoided going without food because of 
price increases in the previous six months. Some 11% of the households 
reported going without food about once a month and 16% once a week, 
while over two-thirds of the households were fairing much worse. Over 
a third (38%) said they were going without food due to price increases 
more than once a week and 32% said they were affected every day.

FIGURE 7: Maize Prices in Urban Southern Africa, 2007-9

Food price increases also had a major impact on dietary diversity. While 
only 18% households said they had gone without vegetables due to price 
increases in the previous six months, more than 50% of households had 
gone without every other food group due to price increases (Figure 8). 
The most inaccessible foodstuffs were milk and milk products and eggs 
(over 80% went without); meat, poultry, roots, tubers and fruit (over 
75%); and foods made with oil, fat or butter and fish (over 60%). As 
many as 57% of households had gone without staple cereals due to price 
increases as well. 
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FIGURE 8: Types of Food Not Consumed Due to Price Increases

The frequency of going without food due to price increases in the previous 
six months was strongly correlated with food insecurity. A surprisingly 
high 51% of those who said they had not gone without food due to food 
price increases were also severely food insecure on the HFIAP scale (Table 
15). This suggests that these households, though very food insecure, were 
relying on non-market sources for some or all of their food. At the same 
time, as the frequency of going without food increased, so did the propor-
tion of households who were severely food insecure. Thus, 73% of those 
households that had gone without food “several times” were severely food 
insecure while 97% of those who said they “always” went without food 
were also severely food insecure on the HFIAP scale.

TABLE 15: Household Food Insecurity and Frequency of Going Without 
Food Due to Price Increases

Food Secure 
%

Mildly Food 
Insecure  

%

Moderately 
Food 

Insecure %

Severely 
Food 

Insecure %

N

Never 6 12 31 51 86
Just once or twice 0 4 48 48 71
Several times 2 0 25 73 109
Many times 1 0 12 87 145
Always 0 0 3 97 36
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8. SOURCES OF HOUSEHOLD FOOD 
8.1 Surviving on Informal Food 

Poor households in Southern African cities obtain their food from a 
variety of formal and informal sources. Supermarkets are more impor-
tant than the informal economy in some cities and the reverse is true 
in others. What is clear is that these are the dominant sources of food 
for households in most cities.38 In the eleven cities as a whole, 79% of 
households indicated that they source food from supermarkets and 70% 
that they do so from the informal economy. Also important in some cities 
are smaller formal-sector outlets including corner stores, grocers, butch-
eries and fast-food outlets. In total, 68% of households said that they use 
these outlets. Food transfers from rural households are important in some 
cities (such as Windhoek and Lusaka) but not in others (such as the South 
African cities). Urban agriculture is important in cities like Blantyre and 
insignificant in cities such as Windhoek. Overall, however, only 21% of 
households produce any of their own food. 

Food sourcing in Harare differed significantly from the regional picture 
(Figure 9). The strategies used by poor urban households to buy food 
clearly reflect the precarious social and economic situation prevailing in 
the city at the time:

in all other cities. Only 30% of households sourced food from 
supermarkets, compared to a regional average of 79%. Price 
controls by government made it difficult for the supermarkets 
to source and sell their products at realistic profit margins, and 
most of them have either closed or were operating at very low 
capacity. Harare is well-served by supermarkets but the super-
market shelves themselves were often bare;

getting stock at this time. They were patronized by only 17% 
of surveyed households in Harare, compared with the regional 
average of 68%;

food through informal channels (compared to the regional average 
of 70%). Much of this food was imported from South Africa by 
informal traders and sold on to urban households through informal 
markets, by street vendors and house-to-house.39 In other words, 
but for the informal economy which the government tried to 
destroy in 2005, the food insecurity of urban households would 
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have been completely catastrophic. Nearly 80% of households 
obtained food from informal sources at least five days a week, 
suggesting that they were buying in small quantities that necessi-
tated more frequent patronage (Figure 10). In this way, they could 
negotiate whatever smaller amounts of food their money would 
buy. 

food borrowing and informal food transfers from the rural areas 
(both signs of desperation). Levels of participation in urban agri-
culture were also significant as desperate households tried to eke 
out food on their own land or in public spaces (see below). 

FIGURE 9: Food Sources in Harare and Other Cities
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FIGURE 10: Frequency of Patronage of Food Sources

8.2 Urban Agriculture

In the 1990s, economic hardship forced those households who could access 
land to try and supplement their food basket through home production.40 
By 2008, urban agriculture had become ubiquitous throughout the city:
 The profile of urban cultivators has changed over time as a result of 

the economic downturn. In the past, it was mainly the poorer citi-
zens who used open spaces (off-plot) for crop production. But now 
there is competition amongst people of all income brackets. People 
with higher incomes, who could afford to buy their own food, say 
five years ago, now have found their incomes so eroded by inflation 
that they cannot afford to buy all food provisions. They have to resort 
to urban agriculture to supplement their diets and their incomes. It is 
now common to see families from high-income residential areas culti-
vating open space areas that used to be cultivated by their employees 
and residents from lower-income areas.41

Toriro estimates that there were as many as 500,000 urban farmers in 
Harare in 2008. This survey found that 60% of households were engaged 
in urban agriculture (growing crops or keeping livestock) and that 40% 
relied on home production for food at least once a week (Figure 10). Harare 
was second only to Blantyre of the eleven cities surveyed in terms of the 
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degree of participation in urban agriculture (Figure 11). However, only 
6% of households derived any income from the sale of home produce, 
confirming that urban agriculture was not income-generating so much as 
a survival strategy for the vast majority of households.

FIGURE 11: Urban Agriculture in Southern African Cities

8.3 Informal Food Transfers

Food transfers proved to be important to the survival of many households 
in Harare. These transfers come from family or friends in the rural areas, 
other urban areas, or other countries where Zimbabwean migrants are 
now domiciled. Some urban households also maintain plots in the rural 
areas where they grow crops which they transfer to the city for their own 
consumption. A total of 192 surveyed households (or 42%) had received 
food transfers in the previous year (Table 16). Some 37% of these house-
holds received transfers from the rural areas, 43% from other urban areas 
and 20% from both rural and urban areas. 

The most important type of food received was cereals, mostly maize and 
rapoko, which are staple crops in the country (Table 17). While urbanites 
used to get these cereals from the urban market, perennial food short-
ages in the city have forced them to obtain maize and rapoko directly 
from rural family and friends. Fresh vegetables, as well as the dried variety 
known locally as mufushwa, constituted 17% of the transfers and foods 
made from beans, peas, lentils or nuts, 15%. Transfers of fruit, meat and 
dairy were relatively unimportant.
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TABLE 16: Transfers as Food Sources for Urban Households
Source of Transfer N % of Households
Rural areas – Relatives 105 24
Rural areas – Friends 19 5
Urban areas – Relatives 92 21
Urban areas – Friends 48 11
Rural areas only 71 37
Urban areas only 82 43
Rural & urban areas 39 20
N 192

TABLE 17: Type of Food Transferred from Rural Areas
N %

Cereals (foods made from grain) 105 48
Roots or tubers 10 5
Vegetables 38 17
Fruits 6 3
Meat or poultry or offal 7 3
Eggs 2 1
Fresh or dried fish or shellfish 1 -
Foods made from beans, peas, lentils or nuts 33 15
Cheese, yoghurt, milk or other milk products 7 3
Foods made with oil, fat or butter 7 3
Sugar or honey 1 –
N 217

Regardless of the nutrient content of the food transfers, households 
receiving food from the rural areas indicated that this food was vitally 
important for their survival (Table 18). About two-thirds of the house-
holds receiving food from rural areas (67%) indicated that the transfers 
were very important, while 16% viewed them as critical to their survival. 

The picture that these responses paint underscores the critical role that 
transfers play in the survival of urban households in Harare. It is no wonder 
that the majority of the households receiving food (91%) indicate that the 
reason for this food is to help the household to feed itself (Table 19). 
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TABLE 18: Importance of Food Transfers
N %

Not important at all 1 -
Somewhat important 6 3
Important 25 13
Very important 126 67
Critical to our survival 31 16
Total 189 100

TABLE 19: Reasons for Sending Food and its Uses in the Urban Area
N %

Reasons for 
sending food
 
 

To help this household feed itself 184 91
As gifts 18 9
Other reason for sending food 1 -
Total 203 100

Use of food
 
 

Eat it 188 89
Sell it 6 3
Give it away to friends/relatives 16 8 
Feed it to livestock (including chickens) 1 -
Total 211 100

Selling of 
food
 
 

Sell on the street (hawker/vendor) 2 1
Sell it from home 6 3
Not applicable 186 96
Total 194 100

9. CONCLUSION

The AFSUN Harare survey was implemented at a time when the entire 
country was experiencing acute food shortages. This report therefore 
provides a picture of the situation in Harare at its very worst. The city 
was literally under siege from a toxic mix of economic mismanage-
ment, political crisis and policies that had turned the country from a net 
exporter to a massive formal and informal importer of food. The city was 
also recuperating from the government’s 2005 attempt to obliterate the 
urban informal economy on which so many depended for their survival. 

The AFSUN survey highlights a number of dimensions of urban food 
security at this time.
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Firstly, the survey suggests that the 2006 and 2009 ZimVAC Urban 
Food Security Assessments underestimated the levels of poverty and 
food insecurity in Harare.42 A significant proportion of households in 
the study areas were living in conditions of extreme poverty where they 
were unable to meet their everyday basic food requirements as well as 
other essential needs. The food insecurity access scales used by AFSUN 
showed that 72% of households were experiencing severe food insecurity 
and another 24% moderate food insecurity. Only 2% of households were 
food secure. This compares with the 2009 ZimVAC finding that only 
33% of households in Harare were food insecure.43 In part, the difference 
is a function of the different methodologies and measurements of food 
insecurity employed by AFSUN and ZimVAC. However, the AFSUN 
scales are well-tried international measures that have stood up to testing 
in a variety of comparative contexts and, as such, do seem to provide an 
accurate picture of the situation on the ground in 2008.44 

The other possible source of difference is that the two surveys were 
conducted in different areas of the city and, in the case of the ZimVAC 
households surveyed, outside Harare in neighbouring Chitungwiza.45 
One of the areas sampled by ZimVAC was the low-income suburb of 
Epworth. Unfortunately, the ZimVAC report does not disaggregate 
the findings for Epworth. One of the authors of this report conducted a 
separate survey of Epworth in early 2009, however, and found an average 
HFIAS score that was very similar to that in the AFSUN survey.46 The 
proportion of severely food insecure households was 59% and 31% were 
moderately food insecure. The proportion of food secure households was 
only 3%. This suggests that the situation may have been improving for 
some of the most food insecure households by mid-2009. At the same 
time, the Epworth figures for 2009 indicate much higher levels of food 
insecurity than the 2009 ZimVAC survey. 

Secondly, the AFSUN survey provides considerable insights into the 
factors that increased the vulnerability of the urban poor to food insecurity 
at the height of the crisis. These mainly revolve around issues of poverty 
and unemployment which barred households from accessing sufficient 
income in order to meet their non-discretionary basic needs, especially for 
food. One of the questions that arises, therefore, is how different Harare 
was from other cities in the region? Were the urban poor of the poor 
neighbourhoods of Harare significantly worse off and more food insecure 
than those in other cities? On most measures of poverty, hardship and 
food insecurity, Harare was the most difficult city to be poor in in 2008. 
At the same time, the pressures and challenges facing the urban poor in 
Harare differed in degree rather than kind from those confronting the 
urban poor in other countries and cities. In other words, it is not possible 
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to simply “write off” the food insecurity of the urban poor in Harare 
as a function of the particular, even unique, constellation of economic 
and political crises affecting that country. Poor urban neighbourhoods 
throughout the region were suffering under a more generalised crisis of 
food insecurity.47

Thirdly, the survey showed the critical importance of the informal 
economy for many households in the city. Operation Murambatsvina was 
extremely disruptive and had a major impact on the livelihoods of many. 
Yet, only three years later, the informal economy had clearly “bounced 
back” and many households were participating out of necessity in order 
to make income and to access food. At a time when formal sector food 
supply chains were simply unable to make food available for purchase, the 
informal economy ensured that households with income could continue 
to access food. 

Fourthly, a significant number of households in the survey were reliant 
on non-market channels for accessing food. Three in particular are worth 
highlighting: urban agriculture, rural-urban food transfers and social 
networks. Across the region, the AFSUN survey showed that urban 
agriculture was far less significant than conventional wisdom suggested.48 
However, in Harare, urban agriculture was a critical survival strategy.49 
Very few were actually selling and making income from home produce. 
Instead, faced with conditions of extreme food insecurity, they were 
consuming the food themselves. Rural-urban informal food transfers 
were also extremely important for a significant number of urban house-
holds. Potts has shown that urban households in Zimbabwe do maintain 
strong rural links.50 By 2008, their ability to remit money to the rural 
areas had virtually dried up even as they began to rely more on their rural 
counterparts to help them survive in the city through food transfers.

Finally, the survey showed the importance of social networks and, in 
particular, the large number of households that were borrowing and 
lending food from each other. Informal social protection appears to have 
been a significant response to the crisis. On the other hand, the absence 
of formal safety nets for the urban poor was evident and suggests the need 
for far more attention to social protection as a mechanism for alleviating 
poverty and food insecurity in the urban areas of Zimbabwe.

The final question is whether food security in Harare has improved 
since the survey was undertaken. Using its methodology, ZimVAC has 
suggested that between 2009 and 2011, levels of food insecurity in Harare 
fell from 33% to only 13%.51 Even allowing for the fact that their method-
ology may underestimate the extent of food insecurity in Harare, we can 
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assume that there is some internal consistency between the 2009 and 2011 
studies. This means that there is at least a testable hypothesis that levels 
of food insecurity have more than halved in the last 2-3 years. Whether a 
similar result would be obtained using the AFSUN methodology remains 
to be seen. However, a follow-up survey is planned for 2012 and should 
provide a reliable basis for assessing changes in levels of food insecurity 
since the formation of the Government of National Unity in early 2009 
and the partial economic recovery that has followed.52  
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Harare is at the epicentre of the economic meltdown and political crisis that has 
devastated Zimbabwe over the last decade and led to a mass exodus from the 
country. Those who remained in Zimbabwe’s largest city and capital endured 
unprecedented hardship as the formal economy collapsed, unemployment soared 
and poverty deepened. Household surveys conducted in Harare with official sanc-
tion between 2003 and 2009 appear to demonstrate that food insecurity was 
not a particularly serious problem, a conclusion sharply at odds with reality. In 
2008, at the height of the crisis, AFSUN therefore implemented its own baseline 
food security survey in Harare using a well-tested and reliable methodology. This 
paper presents and discusses the results of that survey and shows that Harare 
had become the most food insecure city in the SADC region by 2008. Levels of 
food insecurity were extraordinarily high as poor households struggled to find 
the income to purchase what little food was available in the shops and informal 
markets. The paper demonstrates that participation in the informal food economy 
was the major response to the crisis, providing poor households with a modicum 
of food and income. Urban agriculture for home consumption also grew in 
importance as a crisis response. While the political and economic situation in 
Zimbabwe has stabilised somewhat since 2008, the long-term impact of many 
years of enforced food insecurity on the city population is incalculable. This paper 
concludes with the recommendation that ongoing monitoring of the urban food 
security situation in Harare is essential in order to begin to develop national and 
municipal policies that could ensure a food secure future for the city.


