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Summary

This paper presents data on the food system census and food retail survey conducted in Kitwe, Zambia, 
in 2016 and examines the food system by interrogating the nature of retail trade in the area. The nature 
of employment, livelihoods and business characteristics illustrates marginal but sustainable businesses 
in which the food sector offers employment for women with few barriers to entry, but constrained 
opportunities for growth. The practices of food retailers in Kitwe, in terms of what foods they stock, 
bulk breaking, extension of credit and opening hours, provide insights into residents’ lived experience 
of poverty. The research findings show that the mix of products sold is not supportive of healthy diets 
and the authors argue that this is the result of infrastructure deficiencies experienced by retailers and 
consumers. The provision of appropriate infrastructure (for example, water, sanitation, storage and 
refrigeration) should be integral to policy framing in creating supportive structures for food retail as a 
livelihood activity. This could improve the health and safety of food retail, and enable retailers to stock 
more nutritious foods and purchase in greater volumes, thereby reducing cost to the consumer. This 
working paper argues that the existing role of the food retail sector in responding to the food needs 
of the poor could be enhanced by greater attention from policy makers to helping retailers overcome 
barriers to selling affordable and nutritious foods.

Keywords : food system, poverty, infrastructure, affordable food, nutritious food

Suggested citation : Tawodzera, Godfrey, and Chileshe, Mutale (2019), The Characteristics of 
the Food System in Kitwe, Zambia, Consuming Urban Poverty Project Working Paper No. 7, 
African Centre for Cities, University of Cape Town.
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1. Introduction
This report presents data on the food system census and food 
retail survey conducted in Kitwe in 2016. The survey included 
an initial retail mapping census of over 700 traders, and the 
subsequent administration of questionnaires to over 375 food 
retailers in the city. The survey purposely considered key food 
retail sites in Kitwe, but further investigated the two communities 
in which household surveys had been conducted: Ipusukilo and 
Wusakile. The study was carried out within a larger project: The 
Governing Food Systems to Alleviate Poverty in Secondary Cities 
in Africa Project, referred to as the Consuming Urban Poverty 
(CUP) project. CUP research was carried out in three secondary 
African cities: Kitwe (Zambia), Epworth (Zimbabwe) and Kisumu 
(Kenya). The overarching question the project sought to answer 
was: How and why do the relational dynamics of urbanisation 
and the food system influence poverty dimensions and food 
security in secondary cities?

This working paper begins with a brief contextual description 
of Kitwe, and then goes on to explain the methodologies, retail 
mapping exercise, sample areas and sample sizes used in this 
research. The purposive nature of the study is explained, with 
caution against broad generalisations being applied across 
the city. The paper then offers an explanation of the key area 
of analysis – food retailers – providing information on the 
demographic profiles of the traders sampled, trader education 
levels, and store ownership. Information on store location, spatial 
distribution and the typology of outlets is then discussed, as well 
as food sourcing strategies and store operations. The economic 
status and profitability of retail outlets, and questions about food 
retail governance in the city, including licensing and permitting, 
compliance experiences and the retailers’ relationship with 

the city, are also discussed. The paper then deliberates retailer 
challenges and operational difficulties, before concluding with 
policy and research-related questions.

Kitwe was the third largest city in Zambia in 2009 (UN-
HABITAT, 2009), but following the 2010 census, replaced Ndola 
as the second largest town.1 It is a mining centre referred to as 
the hub of the Zambian Copperbelt owing to its contribution 
to the country’s major economic activities. The area in which 
present-day Kitwe is situated was originally known as Nkana in 
honour of a local chiefdom (Kitwe City Council, 2017). In the 
1920s, English prospector George Gray was shown mining areas 
that had been worked by the indigenous population. Subsequent 
prospecting led to the discovery of copper deposits and the start 
of mining operations by the Bwana Mkubwa Mining Company.

After the successful production of copper, and the sinking and 
commissioning of the Mindolo North Shaft, the beginnings of 
what is today Kitwe was constituted as a Management Board, 
culminating in its designation as a town in 1931. On independence 
in 1964, Kitwe had a population of approximately 156 000. In 1967, 
Kitwe was granted city status and continued to grow. A decade 
later, in the 1970s, the city’s population reached about 500 000 
people (Tipple, 1976). However, the city’s population decreased 
following a decline in the mining industry in the 1990s, driven 
by structural adjustment processes and fluctuations in resource 
prices. Kitwe’s population bounced back to 517 543 in 2010 with 
an inter-census growth rate from 2000 to 2010 of 3.2%, which was 
higher than both the provincial and national growth rates of 2.2% 
and 2.8% respectively (Central Statistical Office (CSO), 2012). 
Currently, the city of Kitwe occupies an area of approximately  

1 For updated population figures, see http://citypopulation.de/Zambia-Cities.
html

Figure 1: Zambia and Kitwe location map 

(Source: Alexander and Park Ross for CUP)
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777 km2. The decline of mining, its subsequent privatisation and the concomitant loss of jobs has opened up Kitwe’s local economy to 
a thriving informal sector. Fraser and Lungu (2007) describe the growth of Kitwe’s informal sector as a result of the ‘casualisation’ of 
employment following privatisation.

The copperbelt has been central to the economic fortunes of Zambia, even before independence, but this success was hampered 
significantly following the crash in copper prices in the early 1970s. Given their proximity, there are strong links between Zambia and 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, despite attempts to protect local vendors, products and jobs.

Figure 2: Major towns in the Copperbelt Province 

(Source: Alexander & Park Ross for CUP)

As the world becomes increasingly urbanised, and more people 
live in cities, the demand for both the amount and variety of food 
needed by urbanites also increases and diversifies (Matuschke, 
2009). Changing food supply-and-demand dynamics in the city 
lead to the development of food systems that are complex and 
fluid. Some modern urban food systems are characterised by 
capital-intensive food processing and wholesale, state-of-the-
art logistics, private branding, labelling and packaging, modern 
retail and restaurants, and global integration (Tefft, et al., 2017). 
However, in many developing-world cities, the food system is a 
mix of formal (often seen as modern) and informal (often seen 
as survivalist). These are not two distinct systems, but rather 
one integrated system. Customers in the Global South make 
use of these different food system types at different times and in 
different ways that are not well understood compared to the well-
researched nature and ways in which food systems operate in the 
more developed economies of the Global North. Given this lack of 
knowledge, addressing the food system issues of southern cities, 
particularly secondary cities, is made all the more challenging.

The results of the food retail surveys conducted in Kitwe provide 
insights into the workings of the urban food retail system, the 
actors, the practices and the challenges. Kitwe’s food system is 
both a product of macroeconomic developments in the city and 

historical policy processes. Although mining dominated Kitwe’s 
economy in the 1970s and 1980s, the subsequent privatisation 
of the mines reduced formal employment, resulting in the 
movement of people into the informal economy to meet their 
livelihood needs (Hampwaye, 2008). A combination of formal 
and informal food sector activities co-exist to produce Kitwe’s 
food system.

2. Research methods
This section details the methods used to collect data in Kitwe. 
In order to understand Kitwe’s food system, three research 
components were employed: (a) a retail mapping census, (b) a 
retail survey, and (c) a reverse value chain analysis of key foods 
consumed in city. The analysis of data from these components 
was envisaged to yield information on the nature and operation 
of Kitwe’s food system, including: details of store typologies; the 
nature of food trade, including operating times; threats to trade; 
reasons for location; key foods; where foods are sourced; how 
foods are traded; the pricing system; and other governance issues, 
such as what permits, if any, traders held. The integration of this 
information enabled a better understanding of Kitwe’s urban food 
system.
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2.1 Retail mapping census

The retail mapping census enumerated and mapped food outlets 
across the city, but with a purposive approach focused on food 
retail outlets in Ipusukilo and Wusakile, including the main 
municipal market (Chisokone market), and other areas where 
formal retail developments are expanding. The retail mapping 
exercise had four key objectives: (a) to assist in differentiating 
the various retail typologies, identify trade localities, and 
ensure effective coverage across the city and typologies; (b) to 
understand key trading times; (c) to fully understand trader 
profiles, specifically in terms of gender; and (d) to enquire into 
the food products sold.

The mapping data was used to generate the sample framework 
used for the detailed food retailer survey. In total, 705 retail 
operators were mapped. The food retail outlet typology that was 
developed during this census activity, enabled a sample to be 
drawn for the subsequent retail survey. While the retail mapping 
did not provide detailed information on Kitwe’s food system, it 
did offer an overview of the spatial layout of food retail in the 
surveyed areas.

2.2 Food retail survey

The food retail survey sought to respond to the overarching CUP 
project research questions and, as such, had a broad scope, using 
food retail sites as the entry point to enquire about the dynamics 
of urban poverty and how retailers engaged this challenge 
in terms of food retail as a livelihood strategy and in terms of 
services. A further cross-cutting theme was to use the retail 
survey to test governance processes, including ways of obtaining 
licences/permits and the power relations among the various 
actors (traders, gatekeepers and local board officials). Issues 
of product sourcing, connections to formal food systems, and 
questions about the nature of support for traders and the wider 
policy environment, were also investigated. In total 375 food 
retailers were surveyed. It is worth noting that these retail outlets 
comprised all food retail outlets and not just informal outlets. In 
conceptualising the survey, a number of previous framings of food 
retail were considered, particularly the differentiation between 
formal and informal food retail. It was a deliberate strategy of 
the survey to avoid the exclusion of any possible trader or store 
as a result of such differentiation. However, differentiation was 
regarded as critical in responding to the wider framing of the 
urban food trade, particularly in terms of informal traders. Key 
questions were asked about:

•	 Years in specific type of trade (informal food trader, shop 
owner, etc.)

•	 Years trading at store/outlet

•	 Registration or permit status, including testing the range of 
permits held (e.g. personal and store health certificates)

•	 Number of employees

•	 Estimated annual turnover

•	 Taxes and other levies and duties paid

•	 Nature of incorporation

•	 Connections to other food system actors.

The questions were extracted from a range of literature and policy 
framings on the informal food sector; more specifically, a framing 
that described what the formal food retail sector does and what 
other components of the sector do not do, practice or comply 

with. Some delineation between formal and informal food 
traders are explicitly detailed as policy suggestions or for data-
recording purposes. One such definitional categorisation is that 
of the International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) 
(ICLS, 2013). Within this context the informal sector refers to 
employment and production that takes place in unincorporated, 
small or unregistered enterprises. Further, the ICLS defines 
informal employment as employment without social protection 
through work both inside and outside the informal sector, and 
the informal economy as all units, activities and workers so 
defined, and the output from them.

Defining the actors involved in the food retail sector and 
attempting to capture some of the critical features of traders, 
specifically seeking to assess how their actual trading activities 
aligned with the poverty thematic of the CUP project, meant 
that another layer of questions was included in the survey. The 
hope was that these questions would allow for further detail and 
interrogation into the nature of operators and traders.

2.3 Five-item survey

The five-item survey was a reverse value chain analysis of key 
foods identified in Kitwe: maize, beef, fish, tomatoes and broiler 
chickens. The survey tracked these foods back along the value 
chain, identifying the multiple packaging and pricing processes 
that occurred along the way, stopping at the farm, lake, or 
international source or place where no further information 
was available. This reverse approach increased the likelihood 
of identifying more food suppliers in the area than would have 
been the case in a traditional farm-to-fork value chain analysis, 
which ordinarily pre-selects suppliers and tracks them forward 
into the consumer arena, often missing new, lesser known and 
unconventional supply chain actors, and even whole value chains. 
Together, these three different, but complimentary research 
methods produced novel data on Kitwe’s food retail system.

2.4 Research process

A consultative process was used to generate the food retail 
research components. Firstly, the components of the survey were 
discussed and agreed upon at an initial stakeholder workshop 
attended by core project members from all cities. The typologies 
and specific food and legislative components of the survey were 
discussed at a second consultative workshop held in each city. 
These consultative workshops were attended by a broad group 
of stakeholders, including city partner teams, and public and 
civil society participants. The survey was formally designed and 
then reviewed by each of the city partners. Following this review, 
changes were made to the language and framing of the questions. 
Context-specific food types, trading names, permit types, and 
so on, were included in the specific country surveys. With these 
changes implemented, the country partners convened a training 
session for prospective enumerators.

The surveys were conducted using hand-held tablets and open-
source software. While the survey tools had the capability to state 
the questions in a number of local dialects, all partners chose 
English as the main language of the survey. However, as different 
local languages are used in and across the research sites, it was 
agreed that the enumerators should, where necessary, translate 
specific questions informed by local colloquial and contextual 
nuances. Thus, the process of building understanding was 
essential. This enabled greater participation of enumerators in the 
process and built a sense of collaborative engagement.
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2.5 Sampling

Retail mapping involved the extensive recording of all (formal 
and informal) Ipusukilo and Wusakile food retail activity 
locations and their spatial layout. The questionnaire for this 
mapping exercise included a few questions about the typology of 
the store, the food sold, where food is sourced, and how frequent 
the shop restocks its commodities. The hand-held tablet’s global 
positioning system (GPS) function enabled the geographical 
location of each food retail activity to be recorded.

The CUP project uses a range of research methods and the work 
presented here draws on the largely quantitative food retail survey 
conducted as part of the wider project. Respondents were selected 
using a two-stage sampling procedure. First, a retail mapping 
exercise was conducted at sites across the city: Chisokone market; 
the central business district; the neighbourhoods of Ipusukilo, 
Wusakile and Chamboli; and sites around shopping malls, 
particularly Copperhill Mall and Mukuba Mall. A total of 705 
food retail outlets were identified during the mapping period 20–
29 July 2016 and used as the basis for sampling a more detailed 
geo-referenced survey of food retailers. The second substantive 
sampling procedure involved working out a representative 
sample of the 705 food retail outlets, which resulted in 375 retail 
outlets being selected for the actual retail survey (Table 1 and 
Figure 3). The survey addressed topics such as business structure 
and practices, foods sold and the sources of these foods, access 
to infrastructure, and challenges experienced by businesses. It is 
worth noting that the population of food retailers may differ at 
different times of the day, and that this census was carried out 
during the day due to security concerns.

Table 1: Sample areas for retail survey

Area
Proportion 
of survey

Final 
number of 
surveys

Formal mall 4% 14

Neighbourhood 31% 116

City market (Chisokone) 65% 245

Total 375

Field testing of the survey was carried out in Chipata, and any 
operational aspects and/or other areas of concern were identified 
and resolved. This survey was carried out 2–25 May 2017.

The sample frames were calculated to ensure that similar 
representation in terms of store typologies and gender mix was 
achieved. The typology representations were generally similar 
across the two neighbourhoods, and market stalls and ka ntembas 
dominated Chisokone market. Engagement with supermarkets 
was informed by the ability to gain access to the stores. We then 
engaged the different neighbourhoods in discrete survey exercises 
to ensure that the necessary sampling was maintained. The survey 
was led by Copperbelt University, Kitwe, with completed surveys 
checked for completeness and accuracy, and reviewed by the 
survey supervisor on a daily basis before being uploaded onto the 
web-based platform.

Figure 3: Kitwe survey areas

(Source: Alexander & Park Ross for CUP)
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3. Results
3.1 Profile of food retailers in Kitwe

Most survey respondents were food retail owners (83%), with a small proportion (17%) being operators. The high percentage of owner-
respondents meant that most of the information supplied was first-hand, coming from the owners themselves, who had detailed facts 
and figures about their business operations and the financial information sought by the survey. Several characteristics of food retailers 
are reported on in this section: respondents’ gender and age, education, and business ownership and management.

3.2 Gender and age

Kitwe’s retail space was dominated by women, but slightly less so than in the other two cities surveyed in CUP’s research. In Epworth, 
women traders made up 68% of the sample and, in Kisumu, this figure was 70% (see Working Papers No. 9: Characteristics of the Urban 
Food System in Epworth, Zimbabwe, and No. 5: Characteristics of the Urban Food System in Kisumu, Kenya). Just under 60% of all 
sampled Kitwe traders were women (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Age/gender of food retailers in Kitwe sample

 Age of respondent Male    Age of respondent Female

51–60

Ag
e 

ca
te

go
rie

s

Frequency of response

0 20 40 60 80 100

18–35

36–50

≥61

16–17

Unknown/No answer

The largest proportion of respondents were in the 36–50 age 
group (52%), followed by those in the 18–35 age group (37%). 
The dominance of these two age groups was expected, given 
that these are the prime earning age ranges of people likely to be 
economically active. Only 10% of those over age 50 were involved 
in food retail. This aligns with Zambia’s general demographic 
profile, in which just over 5% of the population is over the age of 
55 (CSO, 2012).

While the difference between genders is small in most age 
categories, female traders dominate the age category 36–50 
(62%). Figure 5 reflects that, in the early periods in trade, there 
is a clear similarity between genders, but that women have longer 
tenure and the difference between genders increases with longer 
periods in trade.

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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The age distribution suggests that many of the food retailers in the 
surveyed areas spend most of their working life in the business. 
It appears that males tend to enter the food retail business at an 
earlier age than their female counterparts, but they also exit the 
sector earlier. Some 48% of male food retailers were aged 35 or 
younger, compared to 30% of female traders in the same age 
category (Figure 4). This suggests that either male engagement 
in the food retail is more transient, or that young males are 
increasingly turning to the food retail sector in the absence of 
employment opportunities in other sectors. Whereas the food 
retail sector may have been dominated by women in the past, 
the possible indication of early entrance of males may reflect 
changing dynamics around who is engaged and for how long. 
Understanding these dynamics may lead to a better understanding 
of how Kitwe’s food retail sector functions and its ultimate impact 
on city residents’ food security. These findings have important 
implications for how the sector is framed, specifically that it is 
often transitory in nature (De Soto, 1989, 2000). The finding 
indicates that food retail is a long-term livelihood, specifically 
for women, and not something that is done only during times of 
economic hardship.

3.3 Education

The Zambian education system experienced various challenges 
in the 1980s and 1990s, including declining school enrolment 
rates, low levels of learning achievement, exclusion of vulnerable 
groups, a shortage of learning materials and appropriately qualified 
teachers, and inadequate educational infrastructure (MESVTEE, 
2013). Despite these challenges, the country’s adult literacy rate was 
83% in 2010, up from 67% in 2000 (MESVTEE, 2013). 

The national statistics were corroborated in the Kitwe surveys: 
only 6% of the surveyed retailers reported having no education 
at all; the majority of food retail business owners reported having 
at least a primary school education, with 26% indicating having 
attained a primary school level of education, 34% having reached 

lower secondary school level, and 29% attaining senior secondary 
school level. Relatively few food retail owners (5%), however, had 
attained a tertiary qualification of any kind (Table 2).

Table 2. Retail store owners’ level of education 

Level of education n=

Degree 2

Diploma/trade qualification 16

Senior secondary school 98

Lower secondary school 113

Primary school 89

No education 20

Total 338

3.4 Business ownership and management

Almost 90% of food retail shops were single-owner outlets; only 
10% had multiple owners. Most retail outlets were owned and 
operated by a single owner and just 8% of food retail owners 
delegated business operations to someone else. It is often 
argued that engaging in food retail, particularly informal retail, 
is something temporary that is done until a more permanent 
opportunity arises (Hart, 1973; Tokman, 1978).2 For this reason, 
it was considered important to understand the period of store 
ownership and operating. The survey identified a store operation 
trend that was not as transitory as some perspectives may suggest.

2 Although these are dated references, they still frame many thoughts about 
the informal sector. This is particularly relevant in Zambia, where the impact 
of structural adjustment resulted in a restructuring of the economy. The 
notion that, once the economy stabilizes, the informal economy operators 
will return to formal employment, is often heard in conversations with 
officials in Kitwe.

Figure 5: Periods in trade by gender

 Male    Female
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Only 17% of respondents had owned retail shops for less than a year, 33% for 1–5 years, 25% for 6–10 years, and 16% for 11–20 years. 
Strikingly, 5% of respondents had owned their businesses for more than 21 years (Figure 6). The fact that more than 20% of owners 
had owned food retail businesses for more than 10 years is indicative that these businesses are not transient, but rather an enduring 
component of the larger food retail system and a permanent feature of the city.

Nu
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f t
ra

di
ng

 y
ea

rs

Figure 6: Store ownership duration (n=338)

Percentage of respondents

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Less than 1 year

1–5 years

6–10 years

11–12 years

More than 20 years

More than half (51%) of food retail owners used public transport 
to commute to their stores, while close to a quarter (23%) lived 
within walking distance. A further 10% of store owners reported 
living at the store’s location. These are commonly situated within 
neighbourhoods, where people conduct retail operations from what 
is often referred to as ‘house shops’. The remaining 16% of traders 
lived some distance from their place of trade and used other means 
of transport, for example riding a bicycle, to get to their stores.

4. Store location, spatial distribution 
and typology of outlets

Similar to other African countries, Zambia’s food system consists 
of both formal and informal food retail stores. The range of retail 
outlets and their location are important to the food system’s 
efficiency, directly linked to issues of constraining or enhancing 
access to food by residents of any area. Working Paper No. 6: 
Household Food Poverty in Kitwe, Zambia, demonstrates how 
important a varied selection of retail typologies are to the residents 
of the neighbourhoods reviewed. Whereas economic access may 
depend on the price of food and household income levels, another 
important aspect is physical access Food may be economically 
accessible but spatially inaccessible because food retail outlets 
that serve the area are located far away or are difficult to get to 
(Greftenhuis, 2015). Hence, the presence or non-availability 
of retail food outlets may determine what foods are bought and 
at what frequency, and ultimately affects the food and nutrition 
security of individuals and households. It is therefore important to 
consider retail outlet location and distribution in Kitwe.

4.1 Retail store location

Over two-thirds (66%) of the retail stores enumerated in the 
Kitwe retail outlet survey were located in zoned/approved 
market areas, while 11% operated from houses in the surveyed 
neighbourhoods.3 Having a retail outlet operating out of a house 
is intended to not only save costs associated with renting business 
3 It was reported in section 3.4 that 10% of store owners lived at their store’s 

location, but here we report that 12% of the sample comprised house shops. 
The discrepancy is due to the fact that some operators rented house shops 
and did not live in them.

premises, but also serve those with day-to-day food access needs 
and limit costs associated with transport to and from more formal 
markets in the city. This, in turn, releases funds for greater food 
spend. Retail businesses operating from street edges constituted 
8% of the surveyed stores (Table 3). These are generally businesses 
that try to take advantage of both pedestrian and vehicular traffic.

Table 3: Surveyed food retail store distribution in Kitwe (n=375)

Place of trade n

Market (Zoned/approved) 247

House 41

Street-edge 29

Market (illegal/non-approved) 21

Mall 13

Stand-alone shop 5

Mobile store 1

Variable locations 18

Total 375

Other retail stores were located in illegal/non-approved market 
areas (6%). Such markets are set up by retailers without the 
approval of the local authorities and operators here do not pay 
fees to the city. However, this does not mean that they do not 
pay fees of some kind; these stores are often protected from 
eviction by non-state/official actors, with the costs often paid to 
local gatekeepers, local leaders or, at times, traditional leaders. 
Another group of traders were perhaps more opportunistic (5%), 
reporting trading at different locations informed by opportunity, 
need, seasonal options and other factors. Other retail stores were 
located at shopping malls (3%), and only a few food retail outlets 
were located as stand-alone shops (1%) or were mobile (just one 
operator from the entire sample).

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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4.2 Retail outlet location factors

Retail outlets do not locate haphazardly in the areas in which they 
trade. Rather, their location is generally the result of a variety of 
factors linked to the store’s sustainability and profitability (Mendes 
& Themido, 2002). Retail store location is a crucial part of retail 
strategy, saying a lot about its image and influencing its product 
mix/variety as well as pricing (Jaravaza & Chitando, 2013). What 
is sold and how much it costs is linked to how residents access the 
food retailed in these stores. Informed by the deliberate survey 
strategy that was applied, the majority of retail stores (263 out of 
the total 375 stores in the study) were in permanent locations. The 
majority of these retailers are located in formal trading markets, 
where the local authority allocates trading places, and there is no 
flexibility to change locations. Since traders’ livelihoods are linked 
to the ability to trade, they are often bound to a specific location.
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Figure 7: Retail store location factors
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Among the factors that determined the location of a store 
included the fact that retailers took advantage of opportunities 
presented by operating at a particular site. Some retailers located 
along street edges to take advantage of passing pedestrian and 
vehicular traffic, while others chose to locate in a specific zoned/ 
approved market because this offered some guarantee of passing 
trade, even if the future of the market (such as Chisokone) was 
less than certain. Retail outlets also located in places designated 
by type of product traded. This was evident in the larger markets 
where there are distinct sections for, for example, chicken, fruit 
and vegetable trading. While some factors were more important 
than others, it is instructive to note that retail outlets do not locate 
in an inopportune manner, but that their locations are a product 
of strategic consideration.

4.3 Nature of operation and retail store typology

The majority of retail stores surveyed in Kitwe (86%) identified as operating on a fixed or permanent basis, while 7% were cyclical or 
periodical. Others, making up a smaller proportion, were either seasonal (5%) or mobile (2%). Following a consultative process, key 
retail typologies were identified and agreed to by the different research teams (Table 4).
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Table 4: Retail typologies across the CUP sites

Kitwe Epworth Kisumu

House shop House shop Home-based operator

Ka table Table at intersection
Street vendor

Street vendor Street vendor

Mobile vendor (car or bike) Mobile vendor Mobile vendor

Market stand Market stand or market stall vendor Market stall

Ka ntemba
Tuck shop Independent kiosk

Ka shop

General dealer Grocery/general dealer Small shop/grocery

Wholesaler Wholesaler General wholesaler

Mini market / Small supermarket Superette Mini market / Small supermarket

Supermarket – national chain Large supermarket – independent Supermarket – local

Supermarket – international chain Large supermarket – chain store outlets Supermarket – international

Butchery Butchery / Ku butcher Butcher

Hammer mill Grinding mill / Chigayo Grinding mill

There were many different types of retail outlets in the study 
area, but the majority were ka tables (43%), which is essentially 
a small table on which a trader puts his or her wares to sell. 
Whether located in a market, on street sides or outside a house, 
the proliferation of the ka table as the most prominent type 
of retail outlet is indicative of the limited scale of operation of 
traders in that category. In most Bantu languages, as is the case in 
most Zambian languages, ‘ka’ is diminutive, and hence portrays a 
small operation. Some 28% of retail outlets were ka shops (small 
shops) operating on a small scale. The food distribution system 
in Ipusukilo and Wusakile is largely dominated by small-scale 
operators, whereas the more formal retailers are located in mall 
precincts on major transit routes.

Table 5: Store typologies in Kitwe (n=375)

  n

Ka-table 157

Ka-shop 96

House-shop 42

Kantemba 32

Grocery/general dealer 16

Street vendor 7

Butchery 4

Mini-market 2

Unknown 19

Total 375

In an era where many government planners and economic 
development imaginings are fixated on supermarkets and 
their positive role in the food system, the importance of small-
scale food distributors is often ignored. In Kitwe, the smaller 
food retailers (ka tables and ka shops) are important players 
and the backbone of the food distribution system in the city, 

particularly in low-income areas. As Smith (1998) points out, 
small-scale operators, including those in the informal sector, play 
a significant role in bringing food to the city. Consumers, who 
would otherwise have had to travel to the city centre, are able to 
access food in the vicinity of their homes, save on transport costs, 
and benefit from the convenience of having food distributors that 
they can access any time of the day, including night time, as some 
outlets only close late into the night.

Other retail store typologies recorded included the house shop 
(12%), the ka ntemba (a type of kiosk) (9%), and the grocery/
general dealer (4%). House shops are an enduring feature of the 
township economy. They have a long history in Kitwe; one where 
stores were operated in more clandestine ways to avoid detection 
from colonial-era law-enforcement, which limited trade in 
residential areas of the city (Smith, 1998). In the modern urban 
food system, the house shop is an ever-present home-based 
business for entrepreneurial individuals who have no finance to 
rent or cannot find trading space. Unlike small-scale ka ntemba 
or ka table traders, who can easily negotiate and break bulk, 
the general dealer business model is not as flexible. Butcheries 
were found to exist in smaller numbers (1%), but they face 
competition from traders who sell meat products in quantities 
that are affordable to the poor. In some cases, however, there 
is a complementary relationship between the two, with traders 
buying their meat from the butcheries.

There were noticeable differences in the types of retail outlets 
operated by different genders. Females dominated the ka table 
and ka shop categories. This differs from the gender dynamics 
apparent in ka shops, where men dominate. This may, in part, 
be explained by the patriarchal nature of Zambian society and 
what these social structures mean in terms of access to finance 
and other matters. Even in the job market, men are generally 
advantaged. Thus, even for general dealers/grocery shops, there 
are twice as many men as there are women, despite the fact 
that there were more women traders sampled (Figure 8). The 
general trend, therefore, is that females dominate in owning and 
operating retail outlets that do not need huge initial investments: 
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ka table, ka shop, and street vending. Males, however, dominate in house shops, grocery and general dealer retail activities. It is likely 
that the financial returns derived from retail outlets may be higher in the businesses dominated by males. This gendered difference is 
informed by a number of factors including disproportionate access to base capital to establish a business, where it is far easier for males 
to access capital (Davies, 2016). Secondly, women traders retain other roles and smaller types of trade, or trade closer to home, enable 
women to trade and continue with family care.

Figure 8: Retail outlet type by gender
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Despite the expansion of supermarkets in Kitwe, food retail at 
municipal markets remains an important component of the city’s 
food system. The main market, Chisokone market, is centrally 
located and provides a wide variety of wares, not just food. The 
market forms part of a much earlier urban food system approach 
designed to bring affordable food to city residents. This was 
enabled through the 1937 Market Ordinance, also called the 
Lusaka Markets Act. This Act placed markets under the control and 
management of local authorities, regulating market buildings, what 
goods could be sold when and at what maximum prices, as well as 
giving local authorities the right to inspect and grade goods. The 
Act was repealed in 2007 and replaced with the Markets and Bus 
Stations Bill, the draft form of which included clauses about price 
ceilings. Following an internal government review, these price 
control clauses were removed (Battersby & Muwowo, 2019). The 
basis for the removal of these price ceilings provides insight into the 
nature of policy, but also the type of economy imagined in Zambia. 
Price ceilings were removed because they were ‘incompatible 
with the liberalised economy’ (Committee on Local Governance, 
Housing and Chief ’s Office 2006: 6). As Battersby and Muwowo 
(2019) suggest, these changes highlight the ways in which the 
governance of food retail has shifted in response to changing urban 
economies and politics in Kitwe. Markets and street trade have 
been, and remain, intensely political. Despite the politics, markets 
are dominant areas of trade, but they remain highly contested 
spaces. Many of the ka tables reported in this study were located 
within the Chisokone market.

4.4 Retail store operation dynamics

The food system operating in Kitwe can be argued to be responsive 
to the needs of the urban poor in a number of ways. It is able to 
respond to income poverty and the wider lived experiences of the 
city’s urban poor. As noted in Working Paper No. 6: Household 
Food Poverty in Kitwe, Zambia, a household’s ability to access and 
utilise food is not determined by economic access alone, although 
this is an important food security component.

Given the nature of poverty in the cities reviewed, and particularly 
in Kitwe, other costs compete with the cost of food. Residents, 
particularly those in poor areas, often engage in multiple livelihood 
strategies, which do not necessarily align with more traditional 
trading hours. Thus, another way of understanding whether a 
food system responds to specific everyday work/life/livelihood 
challenges is to look at how responsive a food system may be.

Survey results indicate that over 90% of the retail outlets in 
Ipusukilo and Wusakile open for business at least six days a week, 
from Monday to Saturday. The exception is Sunday, when only 
30% of retail outlets open for business. Weekdays are therefore 
busy food retail trading days compared to weekends in the survey 
areas. Just over 74% of food retail outlets indicated that their 
busiest times were between 08.00 and 11.30. These times coincide 
with daily commutes to places of work. The next busiest time was 
between 16.00 and 18.30, the return commute, but also a period 

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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during which purchases are made to meet food requirements for 
evening meals. The least busy period was the late evening hours. 
Despite the reduced flow, some food retail outlets remain open in 
order to cater for late-night customers, especially those returning 
home late from work. In the early morning hours (04.30–08.00) 
fewer customers (14%) patronise food retail outlets, but some do 
open to supply whatever food is needed by workers who leave early 
for work. The operating hours of food retail outlets in Wusakile and 
Ipusukilo are geared to the lived reality of the area, where shopping 
can be done at times aligned with residents’ day-to-day needs. 
This flexibility and the ability to accommodate these realities is an 
important feature of the less formal food distribution arrangements 
that are integral to the city’s food system.

Table 6: Busiest operating times for food retail outlets (multiple 
response) (n=871)

Time n

04.30–08.00 51

08.00–11.30 263

11.30–14.00 107

14.00–16.00 125

16.00–18.30 224

18.30–21.00 95

21.00–04.00 6

The study also sought to understand variability across the months 
of the year. Survey results revealed that the busiest trading 
months were from October to December (Figure 9). This can be 
explained by the increase in spending towards the end of the year 
as customers use their savings from earlier months to buy and 
stock food for the Christmas festive season. Increased buying 
starts in October and peaks in December, creating more business 
for food retail outlets. Many of the poor engage in savings clubs 
(chilimba) and use these saved funds for essential items and 
goods that may not be regular household food options (Davies, 
2016). Heavy festive-period spending is, however, followed by 
lean months, where most households do not have enough money. 
Those that are able to spend do so frugally in order to stretch their 
limited resources over time. January and February in particular 
are difficult months for most households, and are the months 
food retail businesses generally experience reduced patronage. 
As the year progresses, however, spending on food increases, as 
evidenced by the increasing proportion of outlets that reported 
increased business into the year. The majority of food retail stores 
operated throughout the year.
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Figure 9: Busiest trading months of the year (n=375)
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4.5 Produce sold by retail outlets

According to the survey results, a large proportion of the 
reviewed retail outlets sold sugared drinks (127 outlets out 
of the sample of 375 outlets surveyed), followed by sugar (123 
outlets), sweets (113 outlets), eggs, tea/coffee, and snacks/chips/
crisps (all 108 outlets). With the exception of eggs and tea/
coffee, these foods are generally carbohydrate-dense and non-
nutritive, adding very little in terms of nutrients to consumers’ 
diets. Sugared drinks and sweets contain huge amounts of sugar, 
which, added to the sugar used in tea/coffee, are detrimental to 
health (Frantsve‐Hawley, et al., 2017). Added sugar is recognised 
as one of the major contributors to obesity (Vermunt, et al., 2003). 
Additives (preservatives, enhancers, sweeteners, colourants) put 
into snacks, crisps and even drinks also contain chemicals that 
can have negative effects on human health (Frantsve‐Hawley, et 
al., 2017). The proliferation of food retail stores trading in non-

nutritive foods is a cause for concern as consumers in the low-
income neighbourhoods included in the survey are exposed to 
foods that are not good for their health (Figure 10).

Evans, et al. (2015) advance several factors that result in people in 
low-income neighbourhoods ultimately consuming less healthy 
foods: high price of healthy food, inadequate geographical access 
to healthy food, poor quality of available healthy food, and 
overall lack of quality of foods available at nearby retail stores. 
This discussion cannot focus only on supply and demand and the 
relationship with price, but also needs to consider infrastructure. 
If a trader lacks storage facilities to preserve perishable (and often 
more healthy) foods, a key business strategy is to sell foods that 
do not spoil. These foods are often highly processed foods that 
can also be easily stored. For most retailers, business profitability 
rather than health consciousness drives what is traded.
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Figure 10: Produce sold by sampled stores (multiple response) (n=1326)
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Less than 10 traders reported selling live chickens, fresh meat 
and frozen fish. Slightly more (but still less than 20) traders sold 
frozen meat, dry pulses and fresh fish. Specialist stores exist across 
the food retail continuum. The limitations imposed by poor 
infrastructure could also influence the strategic decisions made 
by store operators on where they focus their sales. Whereas fish is 
part of the local diet, most consumers purchased fresh fish from 
large markets in the city. Given the infrastructure limitations of 
the surveyed areas, the number of retail outlets trading in dried 
fish (32) was far higher than those trading in fresh fish. The 
types of foods that were being sold not only depended on the 
dietary demands in the area, but also the presence or absence of 
infrastructure. Additionally, as Parpart (1986) reported, European 
foods such as tea, sugar and bread have slowly become ingrained 
into Kitwe’s food system, since 1940s mineworkers tried to adopt 
‘proper’ urban lifestyles. Like most urban areas across the African 
continent, Kitwe’s diet has become ‘westernised’ and the city’s 
food system supplies more processed than unprocessed foods.

5. Sources of food for retailers
The previous section indicated the various foods that are stocked 
and sold by food retail outlets in Kitwe. These are the foods that 
Kitwe residents generally have access to and which form their 
daily diets. Understanding where foods are sourced or originate is 
central to understanding urban food systems; their sustainability 
depends on availability or non-availability. This is particularly 
important because, while some respondents reported engaging in 
local food production (see Working Paper No. 6: Household Food 
Poverty in Kitwe, Zambia), this was insufficient to meet household 
dietary needs, let alone produce a surplus to serve the wider city.

Survey results show that the retail outlets’ food sources were varied 
and depended on the type of food being sourced. There were 
two major sources of food: product suppliers and wholesalers. 
Deliveries to stores were also significant. Other sources, such as 
own production, own processing, other traders, other markets, 
and municipal markets, were used by fewer retail outlets as food 
sources. While the survey identified more than 20 foods being 
traded in Kitwe, Table 7 shows the sources of the 16 major foods 
that were being traded in the area.

Wholesalers were the dominant source for sugared drink. 
Vegetables were sourced mostly from product suppliers, with 
only a few retail outlets sourcing vegetables from own production. 
The low proportion of retailers sourcing from own production 
indicates the low contribution of urban agriculture to food retail 
activities in the city, with most products grown through urban 
agriculture being consumed by the households growing these. 
The fact that the majority of retail outlets sourced foods from 
wholesalers and product suppliers underlines the critical role that 
small food-retail outlets, such as those found in Kitwe, play in 
the distribution of food in low-income areas. While supermarkets 
may be increasing their role in the food system sector, the results 
from Kitwe show that small-scale players have a significant role in 
moving food from suppliers to consumers (Reardon, et al., 2015; 
Reardon, et al., 2003; Tschirley, et al., 2013; Weatherspoon & 
Reardon, 2003). The linkages between suppliers, wholesalers and 
food retailers in Kitwe indicates two critical yet under-reported 
factors. The first is the connection between formal and informal 
trade. Here, wholesalers and product suppliers supply directly 
to traders. In a city where traders are often seen as a nuisance 
and frequently relocated or, at worst, prohibited from trading, 
the impact of such actions not only impacts the traders and their 
consumers, but also the viability of the food economy of the city 
as a whole (Joubert, et al., 2018: 58). The second factor is how 
traders and suppliers connect in space. Wholesalers and suppliers 
often locate their businesses close to areas of intense trade. 
Informed by a spatial logic that enables access and reduces costs, 
these connections generate a vibrant economy. However, given 
the planned relocation of markets and the frequent relocation 
of traders, the spatial disconnect that seems obvious in these 
findings, and even on a cursory walk of the city, appears to be lost 
on city officials who view informality as something that needs to 
be relocated to the outskirts of the city.

Another significant finding of this study is that retail outlets also 
source their food from other traders, bringing to the fore the 
linkages that exist within the city’s retail food system.

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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Having discussed the sources of food for food retail outlets in Kitwe, the discussion now shifts to the question of how foods are 
transported. Methods of transport are important because these can affect the pricing of goods. The survey results show that the food 
retail businesses surveyed in Kitwe use various modes of transport to ferry products from suppliers, including but not limited to: private 
transport, public transport, formal deliveries, informal deliveries, and transporting their products on foot. Transportation on foot was 
particularly relevant in cases where street traders needed to get into nearby markets to purchase vegetables or eggs for reselling on the 
streets. In some instances, outlet owners bought bread from nearby bakeries and even supermarkets to resell at their outlets, often just a 
few metres from the source. Here again, the proximity to wholesalers and product suppliers is a critical consideration.
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Figure 11: Methods of transporting food products to retail stores (n= per food type)

Delivery mode per product category
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Livestock (n=3)
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Sweets (n=111)
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Dry grains (n=49)

Roots and tubers (n=30)
Groundnuts (n=28)

Dried fish (n=28)
Dry pulses (n=28)

Fruits (n=21)
Frozen fish (n=15)
Fresh fish (n=12)

Formal delivery was more common for items such as fresh 
meat, dairy products, eggs and bread. Given the perishable and 
fragile nature of these items, sources incentivise trader access by 
supplying trader stores. Retailers with private vehicles use them 
to transport goods to their outlets. Light products such as tea, 
coffee and sweets, and products with extended shelf lives can 
easily be transported in private vehicles.

Understanding the mode of delivery to the store offers insight 
into how traders operate and how these businesses are connected 
to the wider food system. However, given the nature of retail 
operations, the different types of stores and earlier points made 
about infrastructure, understanding the frequency of supply 
is also important. Figure 12 details the reported frequency of 
delivery of different food types to stores.
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While daily restocking of items with limited shelf life, such as 
bread, is expected, other products offer insight into strategies 
applied in managing stock levels and how stores account for 
limitations in the workplace. Vegetables are generally procured 
daily or every other day – in part in response to the type of 
vegetable sold, which is often fresh and ready for use on the same 
day (Joubert, et al., 2018). Given the limited infrastructure in the 
areas reviewed, many traders lack facilities to keep stock fresh. 
A similar trend is observed for roots and tubers, groundnuts, 
traditional foods, and fish and meat.

Other enquires into Kitwe’s food system emerged from the 
perspective that, in order to understand the food system and its 
stakeholders, one needs to understand not only the routes that 
foods take to get to market, but also how power, price, policy 
and retailer knowledge contribute to what foods enter the food 
system. Traditional urban food system value chain and material 
flow analysis starts at the site of production or harvest, and then 
moves ‘towards’ the urban consumer. This ‘farmer-first’ approach 
skews and, we argue, misrepresents analysis of the connection 
between the farmer and the city/region, and between the food 
flows into the city (Mwitwa, et al., 2016). Starting with the 
farmer makes a host of assumptions about the food system that 
result in flawed analysis. This CUP research viewed the retailer 
as not only a key decision maker in the food system, but also 
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Figure 12: Restocking frequencies as a proportion of food type (retailer n=375; n= per food type)

Frequency of delivery as a proportion of each food type
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one who is influenced by the food system. To this end, a survey 
was conducted that traced five key food items, foods frequently 
consumed in Kitwe, from the retailer back to the source. This 
process was very different from the more traditional farm-to-
fork value chain analysis, with its assumption that local farmers 
are the primary providers to the city. This assumption required 
testing and review. The notion of local city-scale and city-region 
food systems are emerging as a key trend. Our concern is that 
preliminary reviews of the food systems of these and other cities 
seem to tell a different story, which is why CUP research sought 
to test these assumptions. There is a rapidly growing body of work 
that pronounces the benefits of the city-region, which has not 
been subjected to adequate critique at this time. For example, the 
World Bank describes cities of less than one-million inhabitants 
as ‘agri-cities’ (Tefft, et al., 2017: xiii), making a number of 
normative assumptions about the nature of many secondary 
cities. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) engages the 
debate on the city-region in a similar manner, and Kitwe was the 
subject of one such report (Mwitwa, et al., 2016).

Methodologically, traders were asked for the contact details of 
their suppliers and the value chain was traced back along the 
supply networks to identify the supply source or the review 
was terminated when the international networks became too 
opaque to follow further. This review identified a wide range 
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of goods and products entering the Kitwe food system from 
diverse sources. While there is a local ‘regional’ food system, this 
is by no means the dominant system, and it is not the primary 
system that services the city. To assume so, or to argue that this 
is the case, would be wrong. This assertion is reinforced by the 
ongoing tensions in Zambia about import quotas and support 
for national producers. In one instance, the supermarket chain 
Shoprite was issued with instructions by national government 
ministers to ensure local content, but this was later overturned 
as it contravened Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) trade rules. In another example, national legislation 
(Statutory Instrument No. 1 of 2017) was passed to limit the sale 
of certain items to Zambians only, which motivated Kitwe City 

Council to hold a meeting in September 2018 to advise Kitwe 
marketeers and others of its implications.4

The CUP Food System survey considered five key food items, 
including maize meal, a key component of nshima, which is a 
staple food of Zambia. The other food items investigated in the 
reverse value chain exercise were beef, fish, tomatoes and broiler 
chickens. The survey found that maize entered the Kitwe food 
system from a variety of sources and through a diverse collection 
of actors. While volumes and sources shift according to season in 
response to local demand and supply, Figure 13 provides some 
insight into the complex nature of the maize meal supply chain 
and the varied origins of this product.

4 See https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1080719768752329&id= 
155415637949418

Figure 13: Kitwe maize value chain

(Sibanda and Von Blottnitz for CUP)
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6. Retail store operating strategies
The retail environment in Kitwe, as in many other secondary cities 
across the African continent, is beset with many challenges. The 
first relates to the proliferation of businesses that deal with the 
same products and are located in close proximity to each other 
– something that has been described as ‘involution’ (Rogerson, 
1996: 173). The second challenge relates to the fact that these 
retail outlets operate in areas where the majority of the people 
are poor and, therefore, unable to afford food that is packaged 
in quantities considered standard by manufacturers or similar 
to those sold in supermarkets. The third challenge concerns a 
poor population that does not always have money to purchase 
food (see Working Paper No. 6: Household Food Poverty in Kitwe, 
Zambia). To ensure their survival in such challenging economic 
environments, retail outlets have to adapt and innovate in ways 
that suit the needs of their customers. One of the survival tactics 
adopted by the surveyed retailers was to bulk-break food products 
into smaller, more affordable package sizes. Most retail outlets 
surveyed in the study were bulk breaking. For fish especially, the 
retailers indicated that they would purchase the product in bulk 
and then repackage it into quantities that were cost-appropriate 
to their customers spending capacity (Table 8).

Table 8: Bulk breaking of selected food items in Kitwe as a 
percentage of each food type

n=
% of food 
type

Fresh meat 6 100

Fresh fish 12 100

Frozen fish 15 100

Roots and tubers 29 97

Vegetables 56 97

Traditional foods 23 96

Fruits 20 95

Sweets 103 93

Groundnuts 25 93

Dry grains 44 92

Frozen meat 10 91

Dry pulses 24 89

Smoked fish 7 88

Oil and fats 81 85

Eggs 95 82

Dried fish 22 82

Sugar 99 81

Sugared drinks 92 68

Dairy 53 63

Bread 68 63

Figure 14: Bulk breaking oils in Kitwe local market

(Photo: Samantha Reinders for CUP)

The practice of bulk breaking certain items, such as bulk fish 
purchases, into smaller portions follows a logical process, but it 
was when retailers were asked about other bulk-breaking practices 
that the real nature of the economy emerged. A product that is 
frequently decanted into smaller quantities is oil, and it is here 
that the affordability question, and the intersection between food 
prices and poverty become evident. Other products frequently 
‘bulk broken’ include maize meal and even bread. The practice of 
breaking a loaf of bread into affordable portions provides insight 
into the limited cash circulating in Kitwe’s retail economy.

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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Another strategy being used by retailers in the low-income areas of Kitwe is offering credit to their customers. A total of 31% of the 
respondents indicated that they offered credit to their customers. Informed by feedback received in the debriefing of enumerators, the 
underlying reason given for granting credit is the need to preserve the customer base and mitigate against the competition that exists in 
an environment where many traders sell identical food items. Offering credit creates a loyal clientele that may keep the business going, 
and is directly linked to what could be considered community solidarity, wherein traders offer credit driven by concerns that people 
may otherwise go hungry. Some retailers talked about a community aligned approach to business, where the business is embedded in a 
community and needs to respond to its needs. A further reason is a form of adverse compliance, where credit is offered simply because 
other traders also offer credit. One operator, a formal supermarket at a mall development, indicated that it was corporate policy to offer 
credit, but it was noted by a number of traders that the credit applications were onerous and required banking details.5 Specific reasons 
for offering credit are presented in Figure 15, but underlying these reasons is a key business strategy being applied to attract and/or 
retain customers.

5 This information was collected outside the main surveys, but was relayed during the interviews and captured during the debriefing of enumerators.
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Figure 15: Reasons for offering credit (multiple response) (n=293)
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Most of the retailers who offer credit provide this service to their regular customers (67 responses) and to customers that have a good 
credit record (66 responses) (Figure 16). The enumerators reported that the retailers surveyed indicated that they have customers 
whom they have been dealing with for a long time, to the point where they now know each other well. These customers were said to 
frequently get goods on credit and pay back consistently, presenting no risk to the business. Some retailers indicated that they start by 
giving small amounts of credit to new customers, coupled with short pay-back periods. Once a customer demonstrates trustworthiness, 
the credit value increases. Some retailers also indicated that they give credit to known locals (25 responses). This is a strategy that 
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Figure 16: Credit beneficiaries (multiple response) (n=181)
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speaks to other community level practices where the poor have to 
constantly work at building and maintaining networks. Offering 
credit may accrue benefits for the retailer at a later stage, which 
may not be of a monetary nature, but essential when the trader is 
in a situation where he or she needs assistance. A central feature 
of most networks and the maintenance thereof is the notion of 
reciprocity.

While immediate family member were also offered credit (16 
responses), some retailers opined that this was a risky category 
as there was very little one could do if they defaulted on their 
debt. A few retailers also indicated that they could offer credit to 
anyone at their discretion (7 responses). In the overall scheme of 
the food retail trade, offering credit was largely a measure that 
was geared towards maintaining one’s customer base and, in that 
way, increasing the viability of the business.

Only 7% of retailers offering credit indicated that they charged 
interest. Their rationale for charging interest was that some 
customers took too long to repay them. Moreover, in an 
environment where businesses compete for customers, charging 
interest was argued to limit one’s customer base.

The amount or value of credit offered was informed by the 
customer’s credit history, how well the trader knew the customer, 
or at the discretion of the retailer. Some retailers reported that 
their maximum credit was limited to the customer’s average daily 
or weekly wage. Bad debt was generally not a problem, with 82% 
of those offering credit indicating that they lose less than 5% of 
their income to bad debt. Only 1% of retailers reported losing 26% 
or more of their income to bad debt. The respondents who offered 
credit were asked to rate their perception of debt repayment. 
Over 60% said that it was either good or average, while 39% said 
that debt repayment was not ideal. This indicates that, although 
offering credit this is a necessary strategy, the poverty challenges 
in the areas under review place a real strain on such practice.

Retailers connect to producers, manufacturers and wholesalers, 
and these linkages and the way they function are critical if food is 
to move downstream to reach the consumer.

7. Food retail business profitability and 
income generation

Kitwe’s history is that of a city that thrived on the back of the 
mining sector in the 1970s and early 1980s. The economic 
challenges that followed in the late 1980s and the 1990s meant 
that many people were made redundant as industries and the 
state shed jobs. Without a source for stable jobs, most of these 
people entered the informal sector and initiated businesses to 
generate essential livelihoods. A key question when assessing the 
Kitwe food system is whether these businesses are profitable or 
merely survivalist?

Accessing information about the profitability of informal 
businesses, as one may do with a profit and loss report for a 
formal business, is difficult. Many smaller and mostly informal 
economy operations seldom keep records. This, coupled with a 
distinct apprehension for disclosing sensitive information about 
one’s business for fear that it may be passed on to authorities, 
compounds the challenge. As such, the survey sought to 
understand how retailers evaluated their business profitability, 
but rather than ask them about specific income-related aspects, 
they were asked to compare their business performance with 
other similar businesses in their area. Importantly, most retailers 

seemed to believe that they were performing in ways similar to 
most other businesses. Most suggested that their stores were 
faring slightly better or similar to that of other retailers in their 
area. Approximately one-third (29%) of the surveyed retailers 
reported that the profitability of their businesses was the same 
as other businesses in the area, while 22% thought that they were 
faring better, and only 14% indicated that they were worse off 
(Figure 17). Just under one-third responded by saying that they 
did not know, suggesting that they had a fairly insular operating 
strategy.

 Better

 The same

 Worse

 Don’t know

 Declined to answer

Figure 17: Business profitability comparison (n=375)
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Stores were asked to clarify which products generated better 
returns. Sweets, roots and tubers, and fruits were reported to 
be the most profitable food items, and the profitability of sweets 
meant that they are always present in the market. The food items 
reported to have poor profit margins included dairy products 
and eggs. However, a large number of surveyed retailers reported 
selling these items (eggs by 117 respondents and dairy by 84 
respondents). While some retailers reported that most eggs were 
imported and were high-cost items, the choice to stock them 
reflects a demand from customers and a responsive food retail 
sector. Retailers sometimes chose to stock loss-leaders in order to 
attract customers to their stores. Low profitability is informed by 
a number of factors: poor consumers are generally unable to pay 
high prices, thereby lowering margins, and some products have 
high losses due to their perishable nature. This provides insight 
into two separate but aligned factors: the first is the high level of 
poverty in the area and the strategic spending of customers who 
are always seeking the most affordable foods; and the second is 
whether perishability would be reduced if retailers had access to 
better storage facilities, particularly, in this case, refrigeration.

Given the history of structural adjustment in Zambia and the 
shrinkage of the formal economy, many who lost employment 
sought livelihoods through engagement in the informal sector 
(Chileshe, 2014). The survey sought to engage with how these 
livelihoods now contribute to household incomes. According 
to the survey results, 24% of operators reported that their retail 
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outlets were contributing more than 75% of their monthly 
household income, and 18% of food retailers were deriving 
51–75% of their monthly income from their retail outlets. Food 
retail is clearly important to Kitwe’s economy, contributing to 
more than half of the household incomes of a large proportion 
of retailers. This finding suggests that food retail is an important 
component of household livelihood, and that households rely on 
multiple income streams. This raises important questions about 
governance and the approach demonstrated by city officials, 
who seem to regard the informal food economy as something 
of a nuisance, clearing traders, relocating them to markets far 
removed from customers, and have proposed closing one of the 
main market areas. In light of earlier discussions on product 
sourcing and the relationship with the formal economy, mainly 
formal retailers and wholesalers, the economic implications for 
the wider Kitwe food economy of opposition to informal food 
trade is questioned.

8. Food retail regulation: licences and 
inspections

Retail outlets that deal with or sell food in Zambia are required 
by law to apply for a health-related licence, a health certificate, 
aligned to the nature and location of trade. This ‘certificate of 
acceptability’ is issued after inspection of the premises where 
food is handled and/or sold. Depending on the type of food being 
handled, various other permits may be applicable, including a 
medical certificate. Besides permits directly related to handling 
food, there are also permit requirements for business space. This 
study thus sought to find out which permits were held by food 
retail outlets in Kitwe, the fees paid and any issues related to the 
ease or difficulty of getting these permits.

The results of the study show that 49% of retail businesses 
reported that they operated in localities where they were not 
required to have a licence. Another 31% reported trading without 
a licence, and only 16% had some form of licence. Some retail 
owners, particularly those trading without licences, indicated 
that they had no knowledge of the licences they were required to 
have or the procedures to acquire them.

Those who did have licences (57 of the 375 traders surveyed) 
indicated that they had either permits (6%) or operating licences 
(6%), while others (2%) operated on daily vending-fee tickets that 
allowed them to operate legally for days they paid. A further 21 
traders (6%) refused to answer the licence question and it could 
be assumed that they operated without a licence. Purchasing a 
daily permit was common among operators in market areas 
monitored by inspectors, where the ability to trade and not face 
penalties or denial of the ability to trade was dependent upon the 
purchase of such permits. Daily permits were seen as an efficient 
way of operating as one only needed to pay on the days that the 
business was active. According to the feedback from traders, 
negative aspects of permit-based trade were that the location 
was contingent on the available space in the market and that the 
space allocated could be in an area of the market with limited 
foot traffic. Some respondents cited holding a form of trader 
agreement, where retail owners had agreements with traders to 
use their permits to trade, especially on days where the permit 
owner had no food to trade (Table 9).

Table 9: Reported operating licence types (n=345)

n= %

No licence required 182 49%

Operating licence 21 6%

Trading without a licence 115 31%

Daily vending fee 8 2%

Pay market operator 2 1%

Permit 21 6%

Trader agreement 4 1%

Rent space with licence 1 0%

Refused to answer 21 6%

Total 375 100%

The existence (or absence) of a licence was not verified during 
the survey as requesting a licence was found to be a limiting 
factor when engaging with traders during the pilot phase of 
this research. As such, a conscious decision was made to only 
ask respondents whether, if they were asked by the responsible 
authorities, they would be able to show the licences they held. In 
response to this, only 16% indicated they would be able to show 
their licences.

Accessing licences is a challenge for many traders. In the case of 
Epworth (see Working Paper No. 9: Characteristics of the Urban 
Food System in Epworth, Zimbabwe), it was found that applying 
for the various licences required took up a significant amount of 
time. In the case of Kitwe, the respondents were asked where they 
had acquired their licences. Of the 57 traders who had responded 
that they traded with a licence, 74% indicated that they their 
licence was supplied by the municipality, 14% had national 
licences, and 5% received their licence from market operators.

Holding a trading licence implies that the trader will be insulated 
from officious policing, harassment and, ideally, have a more 
permanent store location. The high number of traders who 
reported not having to hold a trading permit, or knowing that 
they needed a permit and choosing to trade without one, reflects 
a disconnect in how retail trading is managed in Kitwe. Not only 
is the city missing out on the collection of a large portion of 
revenue, but the traders may also be significantly more vulnerable 
to arbitrary enforcement. As such, it was important to understand 
how inspections and enforcement were conducted.

Some 19% of retailers indicated that their stores were subject 
to regular inspections, while 9% reported that their stores were 
subject to infrequent inspections; two-thirds (66%) had not been 
inspected at all. This absence of inspections may be a reason for 
the low rate of permit holding. Most of the food retailers were 
now aware of the relevant paperwork and who was responsible 
for carrying out inspections. However, the few that knew who 
should carry out inspections indicated that inspections were 
done by the local authority (26%), health officials (13%), market 
operators (4%) and to a far lesser extent, by revenue authorities.

The low rate of permit holding coupled with the low reporting of 
inspections is an interesting research finding. In poor secondary 
cities, licensing is an important source of revenue for the city. The 
figures for Kitwe are far lower than those for Epworth and Kisumu, 
the other two cities in the CUP survey. Kitwe is experiencing an 

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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influx of formal retail, mostly in the form of mall developments 
with supermarkets as the main anchor tenants (particularly South 
African supermarket operators). This appears to be the key focus 
of city officials, who favour formal over informal retail, and was 
perhaps most evident in the clearance of street traders in Matuka 
Avenue to make way for parking in early 2017 (Joubert, et al., 
2018: 58). However, given the state of the economy, the high levels 
of food insecurity, and the importance of such traders and market 
operators in the food access strategies of the poor in Kitwe, this 
apparent disregard for less formal trading typologies requires 
further interrogation and policy focus.

Throughout Africa, street traders operate under severely 
precarious conditions. Street trading is also deeply political, and 
the fortunes and legitimacy of traders often change alongside 
changes in political leadership at national and local government 
levels. In Zambia, and in Kitwe, this is very much the case.

For market traders operating out of designated market areas, the 
issues are often even more complex. Chisokone market provides 
interesting insights into these challenges. Whereas the market 
occupies 15 acres of land, the officially gazetted area comprises 
just 1.9 acres (Battersby & Muwowo, 2019: 130). Chisokone 
Sections B, C, D, Chisokone Kingston and Chisokone furniture 
market are on ungazetted land zoned for formal commercial 
activity. These sites have been occupied since at least the early 
1990s (Brinkmann, 2014). Importantly, marketeers on ungazetted 
land have, in practice, gained legitimacy by paying daily market 
fees to the city council.

Despite talk of relocation, local government continues to upgrade 
the market site, even though these additional sites are technically 
illegal. In part, this is due to the fundamental belief that designated 
market spaces are the correct places (Battersby & Muwowo, 
2019). Kitwe City Council also has an office managed by a market 
master, and cashiers who collect levies. As Chabalengula (2009) 
suggests, the whole market is therefore tacitly legitimised by the 
state, which provides political agency to marketeers. Historically, 
market associations played an important role in advocacy, 
lobbying and collective bargaining to improve market conditions 
(Larsen, 2009: 34).These associations were and still are aligned to 
different political parties, despite the Markets Act being replaced 
by the Markets and Bus Stations Act in 2007 which disallowed 
third-party associations to operate within markets (Larsen, 
2009: 32). Although marketeers remain a relatively powerful 
constituency, in Zambia, and in Kitwe, there are multiple and 
competing market associations, with rarely a single marketer 
voice, which reduces their potential impact.

The market levies and taxes that marketeers pay to local 
government form the basis of a type of social compact. They 
feel that their payments to the Kitwe City Council legitimises 
their use of the land, and leads them to expect services and 
infrastructure to be provided (Chabalengula, 2009: 36). However, 
marketeers also withhold levy payments when services are not 
delivered (UN-HABITAT, 2009). The ongoing precarity of tenure 
of the majority of Chisokone marketeers, and the relationships 
between local government and marketeers, has hindered local 
government’s ability to adequately improve market infrastructure, 
making market relocation an attractive option (Battersby & 
Muwowo, 2019).

Street traders appear to follow similar politics in Kitwe. The fact 
that only 16% of traders reported paying for any form of licence, 
and over 50% of traders reported that no licence was required, 
raises questions about the politics of street traders. If licences 

were required, would this provide street traders with a form of 
agency that would give them greater legitimacy and recognition? 
This question is answered, in part, by the street-trader clearances 
observed during the CUP research. Street trading is technically 
illegal in Zambia and is framed in law as a public nuisance. The 
2017 street clearances in Kitwe are far from unique, with various 
other street clearances being documented in Zambia, including 
Kitwe (Hansen, 2004). The CUP food retail census of Kitwe, 
conducted in June 2016, found significant food trade taking place 
outside formal market spaces, particularly outside the Shoprite 
supermarket, one street away from Chisokone market. These 
traders were removed and relocated to a new shelter that was to 
be erected in Chisokone market (Ntambi, 2017). The removal 
of traders in January 2017 was justified as necessary to enable 
Kitwe City Council to provide better infrastructure for them, 
in support of their trading activities, and to improve its revenue 
collection, which, in turn, would improve its capacity to improve 
infrastructure (Ntambi, 2017). However, as of the drafting of 
this report, no substantive upgrades to Chisokone had not been 
completed.

9. Access to enabling infrastructure
Trading requires infrastructure and, while infrastructure 
needs may differ according to trader typology, access to basic 
infrastructure is essential. Where infrastructure is present, the 
ability of retail outlets to deliver services is enhanced; the same 
can be argued in the converse. Key infrastructure identified 
in the study that was accessible to many retail stores included: 
waste disposal facilities (48% of all retailers), electricity (40% of 
retailers), shade (40% of retailers) and formal trading structures 
(33% of retailers). These levels were nevertheless inadequate, 
given that more than half of the retail outlets had no access to 
these facilities. Waste disposal facilities are critical, particularly 
for businesses that generate a lot of waste (e.g. vegetable markets). 
This situation is worsened by the fact that only 31% of the retail 
outlets had access to sanitation facilities, posing a major challenge 
to the food and wider health system. A low proportion of retail 
stores with access to piped running water (22% of all stores) 
further compounds the situation. Fuseini, et al. (2019) point out 
that this infrastructural deficit affects the food system negatively, 
and that fresh produce, meat/fish, or prepared foods may be 
compromised in terms of food safety. The absence of adequate 
infrastructure could also be a reason why a high proportion of 
retail stores in the area choose to sell processed foods (Fuseini, et 
al., 2019). This potentially increases the burden of disease for low-
income residents who are dependent on these retailers for food.

In 2018, cholera outbreaks in Kitwe resulted in markets being 
closed for public health reasons.6 In the political discourse 
around this closure, it is often the traders who are accused by the 
municipality and politicians of not operating according to health 
norms, but it is the absence of adequate infrastructure that drives 
a large part of the challenge (Figure 18).

Infrastructure is a key determinant of how a particular business 
operates. Without access refrigeration, as an example, a trader 
selling perishable goods would need to manage stock according 
to item lifespan. If frequent deliveries are required, this impacts 
on the cost of the items sold. The fact that only 92 of the 333 
respondents reported having access to refrigeration means that 

6 See https://zambiareports.com/2018/01/05/kitwe-council-bans-sale-fresh-
foods-wake-cholera-crisis/; https://zambiareports.com/2018/01/10/kitwes-
chisokone-market-closed-wake-cholera-outbreak/; and https://www.
lusakatimes.com/2018/01/01/kitwe-mayor-welcomes-president-lungus-
interventions-stop-spread-cholera-lusaka/
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the stocking of these foods is limited. The absence of access to 
storage facilities also means that retailers are driven to stock 
items with an extended shelf life, which generally include 
processed foods or foods such as sugared drinks that that have 
a disproportionate impact of health. While retail stores in Kitwe 
play a significant role in the city’s food system, the absence of key 
infrastructure directs the nature and types of products sold.

10. Retailer challenges and  
perceived operating constraints

The food retail trade in Kitwe faces significant infrastructure 
challenges. As discussed, access by retailers to running piped 
water, sanitation and waste disposal are among the major 
challenges. Food retail businesses are also exposed to other 
challenges that threaten business viability, including competition 
from other businesses (121 out of 328 responses), which is related 
to the proliferation of the same types of businesses that sell the 
same products. From one street and one neighbourhood to the 
next, the products are generally the same. Whereas competition 
may reduce prices and enable more affordable food for consumers, 
when traders are forced to reduce prices significantly, this can 
have a negative impact on business viability.
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Figure 18: Access to supportive infrastructure by food retailers in Kitwe (multiple response) (n=333)
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The Kitwe data was striking and the level of reported crime was 
a significant outlier in responses; in the other secondary cities 
surveyed, crime was far less prominent (Figure 19). In Kitwe it was 
reported by 105 of the respondent stores (out of a total of 328) that 
crime was a significant threat to business. This may align to the 
lack of recognition of such trade in the area, but may also speak to 
a strained social compact between traders, other businesses and the 
city council. When read with the threat posed by what was referred 
to as ‘gangsters’ (31 respondents), this raises questions about city 
governance and the environment in which traders operate. One 
street trader who operated without a licence mentioned that, if 
robbed, police would not list the crime as they would then also 
need to charge the trader based on the illegal status of his or her 
business. While this places traders in a precarious situation, it also 
allows criminals to operate with impunity.

The majority of retail businesses surveyed are small-scale and 
have no insurance. Once robbed, it takes time to raise enough 
capital to start over. This is made even more difficult by the fact 
that few traders have access to finance. Importantly, access to 
finance is limited for traders, with many traders citing their own 
finances as a severe business limitation (81 respondents). The lack 
of access to finance also means that few businesses can afford to 
expand.
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Figure 19: Business operating constraints and limitations (multiple response) (n=328)
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Combined, the issues of relocation plans (34 of 328 responses), 
regulation (12 responses), and bureaucratic processes and city 
planning (57 responses) speak to a strained relationship between 
traders and Kitwe City Council. The survey was conducted at 
a time when the city council was engaged in negotiations with 
trader groups over the possible relocation of the main Chisokone 
market, and the increased use and occupation of Nakadoli market 
on the outskirts of the city. Attributing direct causality to these 
responses and the city plans is not possible, but it does reflect 
strained relationships.

While the number of supermarkets in Zambia is increasing and 
competition with the other food traders is foreseen, the current 
situation is that supermarkets are not yet seen as a major threat 
to these businesses (only 11 respondents). This may be due to 
the dualistic manner in which the poor purchase, as detailed in 
Working Paper No. 6: Household Food Poverty in Kitwe, Zambia, 
which indicates that residents of Ipusukilo and Wusakile have 
particularly clear purchasing profiles.

11. Conclusion
This paper examined Kitwe’s food system by interrogating the 
nature of retail trade in the area. The current food retail sector in 
Kitwe is informed by the historical economic conditions of the city, 
through its growth as a mining town, its subsequent economic 
decline, and its re-emergence as an economy centred on the 
service sector. The nature of employment, livelihoods and business 
characteristics illustrates marginal but sustainable businesses in 
which the food sector offers employment for women with few 
barriers to entry, but constrained opportunities for growth.

This working paper has shown how the practices of food retailers 
in Kitwe, in terms of what foods they stock, bulk breaking, 
extension of credit, and opening hours, provide insights into 

Kitwe residents’ lived experience of poverty, making demands 
of a deeply embedded local food retail sector that needs to be 
responsive to consumer needs, and the poverty experienced by 
retailers in the forms of financial and infrastructure deficits. The 
working paper illustrated that poverty and the food system are 
connected in a number of ways through supply and demand 
issues. This, therefore, presents opportunities for policy makers to 
engage the food sector as a viable entry point to alleviate poverty.

Markets and street trade have been, and remain, intensely 
political. The over-arching policy and planning position of 
the Kitwe City Council favours modernisation and a desire to 
remove or control the informal sector. These policy and planning 
positions are not informed by the needs of the overall food system 
or the food security implications of their interventions (Battersby 
& Muwowo, 2019).

Food retail in Kitwe provides access to food through business 
practices informed by the lived experience of Kitwe’s residents. 
However, it was also found that the mix of products sold is 
not supportive of healthy diets. We argue that this is the result 
of infrastructure deficiencies experienced by retailers and 
consumers. The provision of appropriate infrastructure (for 
example, water, sanitation, storage and refrigeration) should 
be integral to policy framing in creating supportive structures 
for food retail as a livelihood activity. This could improve the 
health and safety of food retail, and enable retailers to stock 
more nutritious foods and purchase in greater volumes, thereby 
reducing cost to the consumer. To a large extent, the reputation of 
informal food retail as unsafe is a function of access to requisite 
infrastructure (Skinner & Haysom, 2016). This working paper 
ultimately argues that the existing role of the food retail sector 
in responding to the food needs of the poor could be enhanced 
by greater attention from policy makers to helping retailers 
overcome barriers to selling affordable and nutritious foods.

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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