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Summary

This working paper examines the levels and determinants of food insecurity in Epworth, a satellite 
city of Harare that has historically served as the capital’s labour source. Food poverty and food 
insecurity have reached epidemic proportions in Zimbabwe. Most people in Epworth live in informal 
conditions, with little or no access to water, electricity, sanitation or serviced roads. The CUP 
household survey identified the informal sector and self-employment as important sources of jobs 
and income in Epworth. It also found informal food retailers to be an important source of food for 
Epworth’s residents. However, this double dependency on informality has food security implications. 
The limited and inconsistent incomes generated through informal sector employment and self-
employment impact households’ abilities to purchase sufficient nutritious food. This, combined with 
the multiple deprivations identified by the Living Poverty Index, limits food security and potential 
dietary diversity. Because of the marginal incomes earned by informal sector food retailers in areas 
serving predominantly poor populations, retailers are effectively bound to selling what they know 
their consumers will purchase. This, combined with limited access to water, sanitation and fuel, means 
that they are more likely to sell a limited range of foods. This vicious cycle is reinforcing limited 
dietary diversity, which raises concerns about not only current food poverty issues, but also future 
implications for diseases associated with narrow diets, and the future disease costs for a population 
that is poor and unable to deal with the consequences. To address food poverty in Epworth it is 
essential to have a multi-pronged strategy aimed at alleviating household income poverty through 
improving livelihoods, while simultaneously improving access to basic infrastructure for households 
and economic enterprises. This will ensure that food is not just economically and physically accessible, 
but also able to be utilised by households to improve food security and long-term health.

Keywords : food insecurity, food poverty, informal sector, dietary diversity

Suggested citation : Tawodzera, Godfrey, and Chigumira, Easther (2019), Household Food Poverty 
in Epworth, Zimbabwe, Consuming Urban Poverty Project Working Paper No. 8, African Centre 
for Cities, University of Cape Town.
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1. Introduction
For close to two decades, food poverty and insecurity in Zimbabwe 
has been consistently high. This working paper examines the 
levels and determinants of food insecurity in Epworth, a satellite 
city of Harare, which has historically served as a labour source 
for the city. This food poverty study forms part of the Governing 
Food Systems to Alleviate Poverty in Secondary Cities in Africa 
project, branded as Consuming Urban Poverty (CUP), funded 
by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and the 
Department for International Development (DFID). CUP sought 
to answer the central question: How and why do the relational 
dynamics of urbanisation and the food system influence poverty 
dimensions and food security in secondary cities?

Food poverty and food insecurity have reached epidemic 
proportions in Zimbabwe, with close to 4.1 million people out of 
a total population of 16 million requiring food assistance between 
January and March 2017 (UN WFP, 2016). While food security 
studies in Zimbabwe generally focus on rural areas, which are 
perceived to be the problem areas, recent evidence shows that 
the food poverty situation in the urban areas of the country 
is equally dire. A 2009 Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment 
Committee (ZimVac) report indicated that 33% of all surveyed 
urban households in the country were food insecure (ZimVac, 
2009). Using a different methodology, Tawodzera, et al. (2016) 
found that 83% of households in Harare’s low-income areas 
experienced food insecurity. While the latter statistic paints 
an alarming picture of poverty and food insecurity in urban 
Zimbabwe, particularly in the large urban centres, little is known 
about the conditions in medium-sized and peri-urban centres 
like Epworth, where most urban growth is taking place. The 
purpose of this working paper is thus to explore the nature and 

extent of food poverty in Epworth, and to examine factors critical 
to household food security.

2. Epworth: An overview
Epworth is located 15km east of Harare Metropolitan Area 
(Figure 1). It lies on land donated by Cecil John Rhodes to the 
Wesleyan Methodist Mission Trust in 1892, which historically 
was a subsistence farming area (Butcher, 1988; Rakodi, 1995). In 
the 1970s, Epworth became an attractive destination for refugees 
fleeing insecurity in the rural areas due to the intensification 
of the war of liberation (Chikwete-Biti, et al., 2012). The 
church placed no restrictions on movement and welcomed the 
refugees, especially towards the end of the war (Rakodi, 1995). 
On independence, migration-control regulations that had been 
used by the colonial government were repealed, which further 
increased migration into areas like Epworth (Chikwete-Biti, 
et al., 2012). Because of its informal nature, Epworth provided 
an easy destination for new arrivals who could easily erect 
their own informal housing without the inhibitions that are 
usually prevalent in most urban areas (Butcher, 1988). In the 
post-independence period, particularly during the Economic 
Structural Adjustment Period (ESAP) years and the post-2000 
economic crisis, Epworth continued to grow rapidly. Epworth’s 
population ballooned from 20 000 people in 1980 to 120 000 in 
2009, and 167 462 by 2012 (Zimstat, 2012). Significant population 
growth occurred between 2005 and 2015 as poor macroeconomic 
conditions in the country fuelled in-migration, with most of the 
people attracted into the area by high levels of informality in 
housing and economic activities (Chidembo, 2017). People also 
moved to Epworth from other parts of Harare, where rentals were 
comparatively expensive.

Figure 1: Location of Epworth

(Source: Alexander and Park Ross for CUP)
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The current governance regime can be traced back to 1986. 
After realising that Epworth was growing beyond the capacity 
of the church to manage it, the church ceded the administration 
of the area to the government, which established the Epworth 
Local Board (ELB). Despite the presence of a local board, and 
the oversight of the Ministry of Local Government, Epworth has 
hardly developed beyond its 1986 status and still has only two 
tarred main roads. Most homeowners in the area do not have 
title deeds, and access to tap water and electricity is minimal 
(Marongwe, et al., 2011; DSHZT, 2009). Epworth is considered 
one of the poorest urban areas in Zimbabwe: about 70% of its 
residents live in informal conditions, where access to key city-
provided services such as energy, water and sanitation are 
limited or absent, and housing structures range from self-built 
brick structures to shacks, where poverty is endemic (Zimstat, 
2012, 2015). Approximately 78% of the households and 82% 
of individuals in the area live below the poverty datum line 
(Manjengwa, et al., 2014). There is limited formal employment. 
The few who are in formal employment work in the suburbs of 
Greendale, Hatfield and Eastlea, mostly as domestic workers and 
security guards. It is within these conditions that a food poverty 
survey was carried out in Epworth in 2016.

3. Understanding Zimbabwe’s political 
economy

To understand food poverty and its dynamics in Epworth, one 
needs to appreciate the broader national economic and political 
context that has prevailed in Zimbabwe for the past few decades. 
Epworth’s food system is enmeshed within Zimbabwe’s food 
environment. The following discussion centres on four distinct 
periods that had direct impact on Zimbabwe’s food environment: 
the independence era (1980−1990); the ESAP era (1990−2000); 
the fast track land reform and hyperinflation era (2000−2009); 
and the dollarisation era (post-2009). In each of these epochs 
there are clear and distinct issues that altered and sometimes 
irreversibly shaped the country’s food dynamics.

3.1 The independence era (1980−1990)

On independence in 1980, Zimbabwe inherited an economy that 
was relatively sophisticated and one of the most diversified in 
the region (Chitiga, 2004). In the first decade of independence 
(1980−1989), Zimbabwe’s GDP grew at an average annual 
rate of 4.85% which was higher than most other countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa (Makochekanwa, 2010). Although a debt 
of slightly over USD697 million had been inherited from the 
Rhodesian government, the economy was still relatively stable 
(Grant, 2007). Agriculture, a vital sector of the Zimbabwean 
economy, was booming and providing employment and 
livelihoods for 70% of the population (Poulton, et al., 2002). 
Good rains in the early 1980s saw an increase in agriculture 
and food production in both the commercial and communal 
areas (Rukuni, 1994). Between 1979 and 1985 maize production 
doubled, and after the 1985/86 harvests the government held  
1.8 million tons of maize in national stocks, which was 3.5 times 
the levels achieved in the 1970s (Rohrbach, 1989). Generally good 
rainfall in the years following independence improved farming 
output and strongly boosted Zimbabwe’s growth. Although 
there were severe droughts in 1982/83 and 1986/87, the impact 
on the availability of food was insignificant as the government 
drew on its large reserves (Rohrbach, 1989; Munangagwa, 2009). 
What was a problem, however, was that the new government had 
inherited an uneven pattern of development along the urban-
rural axis and between races (Tevera, 1995). The new government 
thus followed a growth-with-equity approach aimed at reducing 

socio-economic disparities, with the state as the engine of growth 
and development (GOZ, 1981). The first decade of independence 
was thus generally good; the processes that had been initiated 
with the aim of undoing social injustices started to bear fruit 
within the context of limited political, food system or economic 
crises.

3.2 The ESAP era (1990−2000)

The stable economic environment of the early 1980s was followed 
by a decline in GDP, particularly towards the end of the 1980s. 
This was the result of the growth-with-equity approach being 
skewed towards equity at the expense of growth. Thus, in 1990, 
at the suggestion of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 
the World Bank, the government embarked on the ESAP. The 
programme was aimed at liberalising the economic system by 
allowing for an open market economy driven by a strong export 
base (Munangagwa, 2009). The main goals of this programme 
were to: (a) achieve GDP growth of 5% from 1991 to 1995; 
(b) raise savings to 25% of GDP; (c) reduce the budget deficit 
from over 10% of GDP to 5% by 1995; and (d) reduce inflation 
from 17.7% to 10% by 1995 (Kanyenze, 2004). The ESAP was 
implemented to achieve economic recovery and sustained growth 
through balancing the budget, strengthening the private sector 
and removing controls on trade. The actual modalities involved 
reducing government expenditure by retrenching 25% of the civil 
service, withdrawing subsidies for food and government services, 
introducing user fees in the health and education sectors, and 
the privatisation and commercialisation of state-owned entities 
(Zhou and Zvoushe, 2012).

The ESAP did not have the desired effects. Economic growth 
under the new macroeconomic policies was a complete failure 
(Kanyenze, 2004). Whereas the economy had been growing at 
an average of 4.8% per annum in the 1980s, under ESAP it only 
grew by an average of 0.8% per annum (Munangagwa, 2009). 
This adversely affected many aspects of urban life. Firstly, many 
companies closed down, resulting in soaring unemployment. For 
example, the number of textile companies in the country fell from 
280 in 1991 to 193 in 1996; major textile companies, such as Cone 
Textiles, which employed close to 6 000 people was forced to close 
(Richard, 1996). Retrenchments in the public service, a major 
employer, left many workers redundant. Secondly, the withdrawal 
of subsidies led to an increase in producer prices, which caused 
food prices to soar (Tekere, 2001). As a consequence, poverty 
increased dramatically. A 1995 poverty assessment showed that 
63% of all Zimbabweans had per capita consumption expenditures 
below the upper poverty line (CSO, 1998). While the poverty 
levels in rural areas were high – 81% in communal areas, 67% in 
resettlement areas, and 51% in large-scale commercial farming 
areas – the poverty rate in urban areas was also high at 46% (CSO, 
1998). These figures were far higher than the national figure of 
25% that had been recorded in 1990/91 (World Bank, 1995). 
Increasing unemployment and increasing food prices meant 
that the majority of urbanites suffered considerably, and most of 
them turned to informal economic activities for their livelihoods 
(Tibaijuka, 2005).

3.3 Fast track land reform, Operation 
Murambatsvina and hyperinflation 
(2000−2009)

In 2000, after the British government indicated that it had 
no colonial obligation to fund Zimbabwe’s land reform, the 
government embarked on its controversial Fast Track Land 
Reform Programme (FTLRP). This involved the compulsory 
acquisition of farms from white landowners for redistribution to 
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indigenous blacks (Sachikonye, 2003). Although about 245 000 
black farmers benefited from the land reform programme, it was 
internationally condemned and the country experienced political 
and economic backlash (Hanlon, et al., 2012). The American 
government enacted the Zimbabwe Economic Recovery and 
Democracy Bill, the IMF suspended aid to the country, and the 
European Union imposed sanctions (Chigora and Dewa, 2009). 
Thereafter the country experienced sharp economic decline, 
characterised by declining exports, reduced balance of payments, 
reduction in foreign currency earnings and low levels of foreign 
direct investment (Fox, et al., 2007). The FTLRP contributed to 
Zimbabwe’s rapid social and economic deterioration. Gandure 
and Marongwe (2006) suggest that some of the land reform 
beneficiaries were not productive as food producers as they 
lacked farming expertise and did not have the financial resources 
or equipment needed to farm. The government was unable to 
extend meaningful financial support to the new farmers or 
provide adequate agricultural extension services necessary for 
the success of the programme. Food availability thus became a 
key challenge in the country, particularly maize, the country’s 
staple crop. Whereas Zimbabwe produced an average of  
1 686 000 tons of maize in the 1990s, the output in the 2007/08 
season was only 575 000 tons (Hanlon, et al., 2012). In some years, 
the production deficits have been astronomical. In the 2005/06 
season, for example, the maize deficit was estimated at 1.2 million 
tons (Tibaijuka, 2005). Although there were reliable rains during 
the 2006/07 season, the total national maize output was only one-
third of the country’s total requirement (Richardson, 2007). For 
most of the decade, therefore, food shortages came to be expected. 
Urbanites in particular were affected as they relied solely on food 
purchases to survive, in a market where supplies were erratic and, 
in some cases, non-existent.

Another event that impacted on urban livelihoods and 
consequently on the food security of urban households was 
Operation Murambatsvina. The operation, which was launched by 
the Zimbabwean government in 2005, resulted in the destruction 
of backyard housing, vending stalls, flea markets and informal 
businesses in the country’s urban areas. The stated objective 
of the operation was to enforce urban by-laws to stop illegal 
activities, ensure order and prevent the ‘chaotic’ manifestations 
of rapid urbanisation that are usually characteristic of African 
cities (GOZ, 2005). The operation caused massive destruction 
of livelihoods in urban areas; more than 700 000 urbanites lost 
their homes or livelihoods or both (Mugara, 2007). A further  
2.4 million people were indirectly affected as thousands were 
made homeless without access to food, water, sanitation or health 
care (Tibaijuka, 2005). For many Zimbabweans the pre-Operation 
Murambatsvina situation was already dire, with informal housing 
and trade being some of the only housing and livelihood options 
open to those experiencing poverty. Operation Murambatsvina 
drastically altered Zimbabwe’s urban landscape, increasing 
vulnerability and hunger in urban areas (Gandure and Marongwe, 
2006). Such destruction meant that most people were pushed 
deeper into poverty, deprivation and destitution, and rendered 
more vulnerable to hunger and food insecurity (Tibaijuka, 2005). 
Tekere (2001) found that flea markets had played a major role 
in household food security through increased incomes and 
importation of food, and that their destruction exacerbated food 
insecurity within urban households. What made the impact of 
Operation Murambatsvina even more devastating is the fact 
that the operation disproportionately affected urbanites on the 
lower income social strata because they were involved in vending 
and mostly lived in unregistered backyard housing (Gandure 
and Marongwe, 2006). Operation Murambatsvina rearranged 

Zimbabwe’s urban landscape and worsened the plight of the poor 
in urban areas.

The post-2000 period was also characterised by hyperinflation. 
Without meaningful exports to generate foreign currency, the 
government relied on printing money to fund its programmes 
and repay domestic debts. Without the backing of production, 
this incessant money printing led to an increase in inflation. By 
2008, Zimbabwe was in a hyperinflationary environment (UNDP, 
2008). Annual inflation increased dramatically from two-digit 
figures in 2000 to 7 982% in 2007, and was estimated to have 
peaked at 231 000 000% in 2008 (Hanke and Kwok, 2009). The 
price of goods skyrocketed amidst food shortages and worthless 
wages. The purchasing power of the average Zimbabwean in 2005 
fell back to 1953 levels (Clemens and Moss, 2005). The persistent 
shortages of local currency between 2002 and 2008 also made 
it impossible for households to access food on the market. The 
food problems were made worse by persistently high levels of 
unemployment. By the end of 2008 unemployment was estimated 
to be at 80%, and for those who were still employed the wages were 
pitiful (Chimhowu, 2009). The majority of people thus resorted 
to earning their livelihoods in the informal sector. Poverty levels 
continued to increase and households suffered from severe food 
shortages. By the time the socio-economic crisis reached its 
high point in November 2008, up to 80% of the population was 
surviving on less than USD2 a day (Chimhowu, 2009). These 
conditions had negative effects on household food security in 
urban areas, particularly in Epworth, where the majority of the 
poor live.

3.4 The dollarisation era (post-2009)

Following the highly disputed 2008 elections, a ‘power-sharing’ 
government was formed (Moyo, 2011). In February 2009 the 
coalition government officially retired the Zimbabwe Dollar in 
preference for multiple foreign currencies which stimulated 
economic growth. Between 2010 and 2013 the economy grew 
by more than 10% per year (GOZ, 2014). However, this growth 
slowed after 2013 due to poor agricultural harvests and decreased 
investment (ZEPARU, 2014). Since 2013, many manufacturing 
companies have closed or scaled-down operations (UNDP, 
2014). Overall, however, the unity government period was stable 
economically; food was available on the market as food imports 
flooded in from South Africa. Inflation, which had been rampant 
up to 2008, fell to single digits. However, the unity government 
lasted only until 2013 and, thereafter, a number of policies 
instituted by the government led to economic stagnation and job 
losses. In 2015 alone, 4 610 companies closed down and 55 443 
jobs were lost (GOZ, 2014), which caused the informal sector to 
continue expanding. The post-2013 period was also characterised 
by the implementation of some policies that negatively impacted 
on food availability. Statutory Instrument 64 of 2016, for example, 
banned the importation of certain food products, limited the 
importation of others and imposed heavy duties on others 
(USAID, 2016). This led to periodic food shortages and the 
hiking of food prices that affected most urbanites. Understanding 
food poverty in Epworth thus requires an understanding of the 
broader environment that ultimately impacts on households.

4. Methodology
4.1 Overview of the CUP household surveys

The CUP study in Epworth employed a mixed methods 
approach involving in-depth household interviews and a 
household questionnaire survey. The combination of qualitative 
and quantitative approaches in the study was beneficial in that 
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it provided a platform to understand, in depth, the complex 
dimensions of food poverty in Epworth. The two approaches were 
complementary, which increased the robustness of the results 
through triangulation and cross-validation.

4.1.1 Qualitative approach

The first approach involved carrying out in-depth interviews 
with selected households in the study area. The interviews were 
exploratory in nature as they were used to understand household 
experiences regarding food. This entailed identifying foods that 
were important to the households, household food sources, 
purchasing patterns, changes in food availability and purchasing 
power throughout the year, challenges in household food security 
provisioning, and the ways in which households strategised to 
mitigate against food shortages. The collection of qualitative data 
during the survey helped to widen the focus of the enquiry to 
include issues that require subjective interpretation, including the 
socio-cultural context in which lived food security experiences 
are situated. The analysis of preliminary data from the qualitative 
interviews facilitated the identification of other key household 
food security issues, which were then added to a draft household 
food security questionnaire.

4.1.2 Household food security questionnaire

The study’s second approach to data collection involved the 
administration of a standardised household food security 
questionnaire to households in Epworth. A draft of the 
questionnaire had been developed through the identification 
of key and relevant food security issues from literature. This 
questionnaire was refined after the preliminary analysis of 
qualitative data from the in-depth household interviews. 
The questionnaire was designed to capture information on 
household demographics, poverty data, income and expenditure 
patterns, household food insecurity experiences, dietary 
diversity information, and household coping mechanisms. The 
questionnaires were designed and loaded onto handheld tablets 
for administration in the field, replacing the paper-based survey.

4.1.3 Sample size

The question of appropriate sample size is an important one 
because it speaks directly to the degree to which results from 
a particular study will be accepted as representative of the 
population. Patino and Ferreira (2016: 162) argue that an 
appropriate sample should be ‘large enough that the probability 
of finding differences between groups by mere chance is low and 
that of detecting true, significant differences is high’. A number 
of formulae have therefore been developed to help determine 
sample sizes that are statistically incontestable and comprise 
sufficient numbers to answer the question being studied in a valid 
manner (Burmeister and Aitken, 2012).

Working with a total of 47 028 households (Zimstat, 2012), at 
a 95% confidence level and 5% margin of error, the appropriate 
sample size was determined to be 381 households. However, 
given that the census figure for the total number of households 
in Epworth was almost four years out of date and the desire to 
ensure greater levels of analysis, the sample size was increased to 
481 households. In the end, 483 household questionnaires were 
administered. In the in-depth survey, all the selected Epworth 
wards were covered by the 15 interviews that were carried 
out. Since these interviews were targeting depth rather than 
generalisations, the number was determined by data saturation 
and supplied significant amounts of information to understand 
the food security experiences of the households in the area.

4.1.4 Research methods

The sample was drawn from only three of the seven wards in 
Epworth. This decision was made, in part, due to safety concerns 
of working in the other four wards at the time. The three wards 
selected were a relatively poor ward (Ward 6), a better-off ward 
(Ward 4), and one laying between the other two (Ward 2). The 
household survey therefore represents only the numbers in 
these three wards and not the whole of Epworth. However, the 
differences in incidence of poverty in Epworth’s seven wards 
was just four percentage points, with the poorest ward (Ward 5) 
having a poverty prevalence of 67%, and the least poor (Ward 
4) having a poverty prevalence of 63%.The poverty prevalence 
of Epworth as a whole was 65%. The population of Epworth 
is therefore relatively homogenous (Zimstat, 2012: 212). The 
sample sizes in each ward were proportional to the number of 
households in each ward (Table 1). A further limitation of the 
data is that the households in the three wards were not selected 
with an equal probability, so the percentage estimates for all three 
wards collectively are not perfectly representative of the numbers 
in the total population of the three wards.

To secure a representative sample of the three wards, a systematic 
sampling approach with a random start was adopted, following 
the principles of probability sampling (Czaja and Blair, 2014). 
Informed by the geography of the ward, the enumeration team 
determined which entry points were the most appropriate and 
designated key entry streets were identified. Enumerators entered 
the area at multiple points and used a random number generator 
app on their tablets (with a range of one to four) to select the 
house at which they would begin the systematic sample. Once 
the sampling intervals were computed from the total number 
of households in each selected ward, every 38th (Ward 2), 44th 
(Ward 4), and 31st (Ward 6) house along the road was sampled. 
Within households, an adult household member over the age of 
18, who was either the household head or could speak for the 
household, was engaged for the interview.

The focus of the questionnaire was the Food and Nutrition 
Technical Assistance (FANTA) food security indicators and 
the Lived Poverty Index (LPI). FANTA indicators include the 
Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS), Household 
Food Insecurity Access Prevalence (HFIAP), Household Dietary 
Diversity Score (HDDS), and Months of Adequate Household 
Food Provisioning (MAHFP).1

Fifteen semi-structured interviews were carried out. Households 
were chosen using the snowball method and interviewed until 
they appeared not to be yielding new information. This is the 
concept of ‘data saturation’ developed by Glaser and Strauss 
(1967). Information from these interviews was used to inform 
aspects of the quantitative survey.

Table 1: Total number of questionnaires administered in Epworth

Survey area n= %

Ward 2 113 23.4

Ward 4 141 29.2

Ward 6 229 47.4

Total 483 100.0

1 Details on the FANTA indicators can be found in Swindale and Bilinsky 
(2006), Coates, et al. (2007), and Bilinsky and Swindale (2010).



 HOUSEHOLD FOOD POVERTY IN EPWORTH, ZIMBABWE | 5

4.1.5 Limitations on statistical interpretations

The household questionnaire survey took place in December 
2016. This was informed by various strategic imperatives 
and decisions, a key factor being that the survey leaders were 
able to give their full attention to the survey. The survey was 
completed in a ten-day period in the lead up to the Christmas 
break. Given the importance of migration and remittances as 
livelihood strategies for Zimbabweans, and it being the time of 
year when migrant Zimbabweans may have been on leave and 
back at their homes, this could have influenced the information 
captured, especially in terms of remittances. Given this concern, 
the research leaders went back into the field to have discussions 
with some stakeholders in the area to understand how much of 
an influence this may have had. It was found that the influence 
was negligible. A further strategic decision was to avoid the 
overly politicised area of Ward 7. This was a pragmatic decision 
influenced by events on the ground during the survey period. 
While we may have wanted to include Ward 7, owing to its high 
levels of poverty and its largely informal nature, this was not 
practical. Given that most of Epworth is characterised by high 
levels of informality meant that what could have been captured 
in Ward 7 may nevertheless have been captured in other wards. 
Thus, such a concern may not have had any material bearing on 
the ultimate survey results and their interpretation.

The next section provides information on the data collected 
from the household survey and the in-depth interviews. It begins 
with a brief outline of the tools or indices used to assess poverty, 
food insecurity and wider household-related challenges such as 

nutritional access, and the household’s relationship with these 
issues. The section then engages the data more deeply, offering 
insights into the household profiles and their ‘food geographies’.

5. Household food poverty
5.1 Household profile

In order to understand poverty in secondary cities, the CUP 
project used the household as its unit of initial analysis. This 
section considers how household profiles may link to their ‘food 
geographies’. Two measures were used to assess food poverty in 
Epworth: the first was the LPI, which measures the level of access 
to basic necessities by a household, and the second was a suite 
of four food security measures developed, tested and refined by 
USAID’s FANTA project. However, in order to engage with these 
measures, a greater understanding of the household is required.

5.1.1 Household size

The average household size in Epworth was 4.66, with a median 
of five people per household and a standard deviation of 1.9. 
This was slightly higher than the national average of 4.2 people 
per household recorded during the 2012 census (Zimstat, 2016). 
Household size ranged from one to twelve people. The majority 
of households in Epworth comprised 4−6 members (58%), while 
those households with 1−3 people made up 28%. Households 
with more than 10 people accounted for only 2% of the surveyed 
households (Table 2).

Figure 2: Sampled areas in Epworth

(Source: Alexander and Park Ross for CUP)
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Table 2: Household size

Household 
size n= %

Cumulative 
%

1−3 136 28 28

4−6 280 58 86

7−9 58 12 98

10+ 9 2 100

Total 483 100

5.1.2 Age

While age in itself may not be a direct indicator of food security, 
understanding the general age profile of a community can offer 
insights into the current and future challenges it may face.

The age of the sampled population indicated a youthful 
demographic among poor Epworth households (Table 3). The 
average age of sampled household members was 22.4, with a 
median recorded age of 19. Almost 40% of the population was 
below the age of 15 and 51% of the sampled Epworth population 
was aged 19 or younger. If the general age delineation of youth is 
used, over 75% of the sampled population was younger than 35. A 
youthful population tends to indicate high levels of dependency 
in terms of many young members not earning an income, yet they 
are inclined to have higher expenditure on items such as health 
and education. The population aged 65 and older constituted only 
2.3% of the sample population.

Table 3: Age categories of household members

n= % Cumulative %

≤ 4 333 15 15

5−9 309 14 29

10−14 228 10 39

15−19 259 12 51

20−24 207 9 60

25−29 187 8 68

30−34 189 9 77

35−39 155 7 84

40−44 118 5 89

45−49 87 4 93

50−54 46 2 95

55−59 40 2 97

60−64 28 1 98

65−69 15 1 99

≥ 70 34 1 100

Total 2 235 100.0

5.1.3 Gender

Gender plays a significant role in food security through its 
influence on access to resources, services and labour market 
opportunities (Asian Development Bank, 2013). Gender-based 

inequalities tend to impede the attainment of food and nutrition 
security (BRIDGE, 2014).

More than half the sample population (51%) were female. This 
echoed the national sex ratio of 97 males for every 100 females. 
However, 79% of sampled households were male headed, which 
was far higher than the national proportion of 65% (Zimstat, 2012). 
In a patriarchal society such as Zimbabwe, the dominance of males 
over females in heading households is common and was expected.

5.1.4 Work status

Almost half of the sample population (47%) were of school-going age 
or younger. Of the non-student population, 29% identified as self-
employed, 13% worked full-time, 13% worked part-time, 26% were 
unemployed, and 17% identified as housewives. The low proportion 
of respondents in full-time employment is indicative of the 
current Zimbabwean economy, where the formal sector is limited, 
and a context in which self-employment becomes increasingly 
important (Barba-Sanhez and Atienza-Sahuquilo, 2017). Given the 
methodological diversity in approaches to measuring unemployment 
in Zimbabwe, it is difficult to comment on whether unemployment is 
above average (Chumia, 2014). However, the poverty data presented 
in this working paper indicate that the majority of households in 
Epworth eke out marginal existences.

According to a report by Econometer Global Capital (2013), 
Zimbabwe’s unemployment peaked at 95% in 2012. Despite the 
hostile response from the state, the majority of working people 
are self-employed in the informal sector, which has become 
the backbone of the struggling Zimbabwean economy. A 
combination of the economic situation, actions by the state and 
limited access to goods to support trade, makes working in the 
informal sector a high-risk endeavour. One respondent indicated 
they were surviving by selling different products on the informal 
market, but also highlighted the precarity of such practices:

Our survival is hinged on selling at Mbare Musika. My 
husband goes and sells at market. On some occasions he 
gets some money, but on other occasions the money is not 
enough. For food to be considered adequate, we have to 
spend USD100 a month, given the large size of family 
present. (Interview 7, 25 June 2016, Epworth)

Table 4: Work status of household members 

n= %

Self-employed 339 29

Working full-time 158 13

Working part-time/casual/contract/
seasonal

160 13

Unemployed and looking for work 191 16

Unemployed and not looking for work 112 9

Housewife 197 16

Pensioner 5 1

Medically unfit/disabled/etc. 28 3

Total 1 190 100

Zimbabwe’s formal sector has been drastically depleted and now 
accommodates only a fraction of its working population. Hence, only 
13% of the sample population in Epworth indicated that they worked 
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full-time while another 13% worked part-time. Some were working 
two jobs in order to make ends meet, as indicated by one respondent:

I am a contractor. I build houses and tiling, so if I get money 
from other part-time jobs, I use the money to buy food and 
other expenses. (Interview 10, 26 June 2016, Epworth)

Those that were surviving on employment in the informal sector 
are not only those that have limited skills (or are unqualified). 
Even those with qualifications in Zimbabwe were no longer 
guaranteed of a job in the formal employment market and the 
informal sector has become the only alternative, but even that too 
is fraught with its own challenges and uncertainties:

My husband is a driver, with all the papers necessary to be 
employed as one, but the problem is that finding jobs nowadays 
is very difficult. I used to be a cross-border trader travelling to 
Botswana, Zambia, South Africa and had my own flea market 
at Charge Office Flea Market, so we had a place where our 
stuff would be stored, then one day I got to work only to find 
out that all our things had been stolen. I became broke and 
from then on, I couldn’t find any more money to start another 
project. (Interview 1, 25 June 2016, Epworth)

A significant proportion of the sample population was 
unemployed (25%), with 16% unemployed but looking for 
work, and 9% unemployed and not looking for work. The high 
proportion of unemployment in Epworth is likely to have negative 
consequences for household food security in the area.

5.1.5 Household food responsibilities

In Zimbabwe, the roles of men and women in household food 
security usually differ (Kalansooriya and Chandrakumara, 2014). 
This relates not only to income earning, but also to such issues 
as growing, buying, preparing, allocating and deciding who gets 
what within the household. Thus, in most households there are 
food producers, processers and preparers, household managers, 
and food providers (Kalansooriya and Chandrakumara, 2014). 

Survey results indicate multiple roles within the household 
regarding food. The highest proportion of household members 
(44.6%) indicated being involved in food preparation, while 
35.6% were involved in buying food. Only 27% reported being 
involved in growing food. The low reported proportion of those 
involved in growing food may be a result of most food being 
acquired through trade rather than production (Table 5).

Table 5: Food-related activities that household members usually 
engage in (multiple responses)

n=2 256 %

Buying food 802 36

Preparing food 1 004 45

Deciding who will get food in 
the household (allocates) 555 25

Growing food (produces) 608 27

Does none of the above 837 37

5.1.6 Highest level of education

Education and its attendant skills are associated with potential for 
increased employment prospects and enhanced earning capacity 
(Pendleton, et al., 1996). However, in Zimbabwe, this is not the 
reality. Deteriorating economic conditions have reduced job 
opportunities and forced even the educated to eke out a living in 
the informal sector (Njaya 2015; Ndiweni, et al., 2014). This was 
confirmed by the food retail survey (see CUP Working Paper 9: 
Characteristics of the Urban Food System in Epworth, Zimbabwe). 
Whereas statistics from the late 1990s suggested that only 1.7% 
of traders had a full ordinary-level education (Mupedziswa and 
Gumbo 1998), the CUP survey found that retail outlet owners in 
Epworth were relatively educated, with 30% having completed 
senior secondary education. This change offers key insights into the 
changing nature of the Zimbabwean economy and the difficulty of 
securing a formal job even with a good school education (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Highest level of education for sample population
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5.1.7 Food consumption

Over the years, the pattern of food consumption has been 
changing in several countries (Popkin, 2004). Globalisation, 
urbanisation, income changes and economic development have 
resulted in changes not only in diets, but also consumption sites. 
While most meals may still be eaten in the home, food consumed 
outside the home is increasing (Popkin, 2004). The majority of 
respondents in Epworth (94%) indicated that they had consumed 
their main meal at home, while 4% had consumed the meal at 
another household. Out of a total of 2 246 respondents, only a few 
household members reported eating at their workplace (20), at a 
take away (7), or did not eat (7) (Table 6).

Table 6: Site where yesterday’s main meal was consumed

n=

Home (this household) 2 114

Another household 97

Work place 20

Take away/take-out 7

School 1

Did not eat a meal 7

Total 2 246

The finding that few household members were eating outside the 
home reflects the intensity of the tough economic period that 
Zimbabwe is going through; one where there is generally no extra 
income for eating out. In most cases, households find it cheaper 
and cost-saving to buy food that will be eaten by all members. 
Some households indicated that they already struggle to get 
enough food at home and that it would be inconceivable for them 
to find money to eat outside. According to one respondent:

Right now my husband is not going to work, so in the 
morning we might not have anything to eat and strive to get 
to midday on empty stomachs. Then we roast peas, then we 
drink water afterwards and wait for sadza in the evening 
if we have mealie meal. In the case that we have no mealie 
meal, we eat roasted peas again for supper, then we go to 
sleep. (Interview 1, 25 June 2016, Epworth)

5.2 Household data

The following sections discuss physical dwelling types and 
familial structures, all of which can influence the food security 
of a household.

5.2.1 Household dwelling type

The study found that more than three-quarters (78%) of 
households lived in houses (Table 7).

Table 7: Dwelling type

House n= %

House 376 78

Room in a house 69 14

Townhouse 14 3

Flat/apartment 13 3

Backyard shack attached to house 7 1

Traditional dwelling/homestead 3 1

Room in a flat 1 0

Total 483 100

5.2.2 Household structure

Dastgiri, et al. (2006) have shown that household social and 
cultural scenarios may have important roles in household food 
security status. More specifically, Sharafkhani, et al. (2010) 
argue that household structure impacts household food security 
through its influence on household size, gender and composition. 
For example, some studies have shown that female-headed 
households are vulnerable to food insecurity, particularly in 
patriarchal societies where women do not enjoy the same rights 
as men (Dodson, et al., 2012). In the Epworth survey, it was 
found that the sample was dominated by nuclear households 
(50%) (Table 8). A relatively high proportion of households were 
extended households (23%), which may be strategic responses to 
poverty. Although additional household members may place a 
burden on households in terms of food, there is also the potential 
benefit that they could earn additional income and contribute to 
household expenses.

Table 8: Household structure

n= %

Female centred (no husband/male partner in the household) 86 18

Male centred (no wife/female partner in the household) 41 8

Nuclear (husband/male partner and wife/female partner, with or without children) 240 50

Extended (husband/male partner and wife/female partner, and children and relatives) 112 23

Other 4 1

Total 483 100
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5.3 Household income and expenditure

5.3.1 Household income sources

Income is a key determinant of food security, but it should not 
be seen as the only one. Households with higher incomes but less 
secure housing have been identified as less food secure than those 
with lower incomes and permanent housing (Kennedy and Peters, 
1992). However, household income is an important determinant 
of household food security status (Ndobo, 2013).

Given that the diversification of income sources may enable 
households to have enough food to avoid food insecurity 
(Frankenburger, 1992), this study investigated income amounts 
and income sources (Table 9). In Epworth, 422 of the 483 
sample households were comfortable to report on income. The 
respondents indicated that they had diverse sources of income, 
with as many as four income sources in a household. It was found 
that the majority of respondents received income from casual 
work (133) and informal wage work (118), which is not surprising 
given Zimbabwe’s high unemployment rate. Despite the low wages 
being paid in the country, a significant number of households 
(114) reported that they received income from formal wage work. 
The survey found that the majority of respondents who reported 
being formally employed worked as security guards or domestic 
workers in various areas of Harare, and regarded their work as 
formal due to its nature and consistency. A few households (8) 
reported receiving income from grants, which aligns with the fact 
that Zimbabwe does not have a well-developed welfare system. 
Most were on grants that had been initiated NGOs, but which 
the government had taken over the administration (see Dafuleya 
(2018) for a more in-depth discussion on this).

Table 9: Household income sources (multiple response) (n=422)

n=

Formal wage work 114

Informal wage work 118

Casual work 133

Formal business 1

Informal business (household produced) 4

Informal business (not household produced) 14

Informal business (sale of goods) 71

Informal business (rent) 13

Other informal business 10

Personal investments 1

Cash gifts 5

Cash remittances 22

Government grants 8

Bank loans 4

Other source 13

Total 531

The mean monthly household income from all sources was 
USD180.90 with a median of USD126.00 (Table 10). The total 
monthly income reported ranged from no income at all to USD3 
500. According to the Consumer Council of Zimbabwe, the 
cost of living in December 2016 for a family of six in an urban 
area required a monthly budget of USD574.01 (Sibanda, 2017), 
which indicates that the mean monthly household income of 
USD180.90 was substantially lower that the income required to 
survive for the month.

Table 10: Total monthly household income (USD) (n=425)

Mean 180.90

Median 126.00

Minimum 0

Maximum 3 500.00

Survey results show that the household income source with 
the highest average income was informal business (household 
produced) at USD415, followed by formal wage work (USD250), 
formal business (USD200), informal business (sale of goods) 
(USD193), government grants (USD139), informal wage work 
(USD136), casual work (USD110) and informal business (rent) 
(USD108) (Table 11). It should, however, be noted that the sample 
size for the high reported monthly total income from informal 
business, was only four households. Given the challenging 
economic situation in the country, many Zimbabweans have 
sought employment in neighbouring countries. For residents of 
Epworth, however, this does not seem to offer much additional 
household income, with only USD81 being recorded as the mean 
income received through remittances.
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5.3.2  Household expenditure

Consumer theory argues that there is a rational way in which limited income is allocated to different goods and services. This is done 
to maximise the use of the limited resources available and ensure an effective allocation of spend across a household budget (Mafuru, 
2003). In the Epworth household survey 1 963 different spend allocation responses were noted (Figure 4). The most important of these 
was for food, followed by fuel (for cooking, transport and other energy needs). Households allocated their primary expenditure to 
food and groceries (441), fuel (345), rent (240), telecommunications (230), and education (215). This was expected; in conditions of 
economic crisis, most households will focus their expenditure on food and other critical items, rather than non-essentials. Thus, only a 
few households reported spending their income on entertainment (7), furniture (22), or savings (30). Such expenses are not central to 
household survival and will only be incurred by households that are meeting most of their expenses, including food.

Table 11: Average total household income (USD)

Household income sources Mean Median Minimum Maximum

Informal business (household produced) 415 75 10 1 500

Formal wage work 250 215 0 1 200

Formal business 200 200 200 200

Informal business (sale of goods) 193 100 0 1 410

Government grants 139 110 30 320

Informal wage work 136 100 0 1 000

Casual work 110 50 0 3 500

Informal business (rent) 108 83 20 300

Other informal business 92 80 20 200

Cash remittances 81 50 5 400

Informal business (not household produced) 59 40 10 150

Personal investments 50 50 50 50

Other source 39 30 0 100

Cash gifts 29 30 5 50
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Figure 4: Household expenditure items (multiple response) (n=1963)
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The total monthly household expenditure of the surveyed sample 
was USD143 (Table 12). The median total household monthly 
expenditure was USD106. Total monthly household expenditure 
ranged from nil to USD1 270. These amounts are significantly 
low, indicating the dire scenarios faced by most households in 
Epworth.

Table 12: Total monthly household expenditure (USD) (n=410)

Mean 143.00

Median 106.00

Minimum 0

Maximum 1 270.00

When the median expenditure is considered per household cost 
item, the breakdown provides useful insights into household 
expenditure. Figure 4 shows the importance of food and groceries, 
but also of education, savings and remittances. The importance 
of remittances indicates the importance of urban incomes in the 
wider Zimbabwean context. Transport costs are also high on 
the list and, while expected given Epworth’s satellite location to 
Harare, provides further insight into the competing costs within 
a household budget.

6. Lived Poverty Index
Household income and expenditure tells only a partial story 
of household poverty, because these measures do not capture 
household inadequacies that are not expressed in monetary 
terms. The survey therefore made use of the LPI, which ‘measures 
a portion of the central core of the concept of poverty not captured 
by existing objective or subjective measures’ (Mattes, 2008: 161).

Developed by Afrobarometer, the LPI is an experiential measure 
based on questions about how frequently people go without 
basic necessities during the course of a year. The LPI is a 
multidimensional poverty measure assessing access to food, fuel 
for cooking food, water, energy, medical treatment, and income. 
As LPI scores increase, lived poverty increases.

The respondents were asked how often in the previous year, if ever, 
their household had gone without: enough food to eat, enough 
clean water for home use, medicine or medical treatment, enough 
fuel to cook household food, and a cash income. The respondents 
answered each question according to the following parameters: 
never, just once or twice, several times, many times, or always. 
Cases with one or more missing values were excluded from the 
LPI score computation. Considering all missing values across all 
five questions, 482 valid cases were included in calculating the LPI 
score. Survey results indicated that the respondents had lacked 
various goods and services over the previous year (Table 13).

Table 13: Cases and variables used to calculate LPI

Going without (in the past year) …
Never Just once 

or twice
Several 
times

Many 
times Always Total (n=)

A cash income 18% 21% 33% 23% 6% 483

Enough fuel to cook your food 30% 24% 31% 13% 2% 482

Electricity in your home 16% 3% 6% 2% 73% 483

Medicine/medical treatment 47% 23% 19% 9% 2% 483

Enough clean water for home use 38% 15% 26% 16% 4% 483

Enough food to eat 26% 21% 27% 21% 4% 482

Energy poverty was particularly high in Epworth, with 73% of households always without electricity. This is a reflection of the fact 
that few households in the area are connected to electricity. In recent years, the parastatal responsible for electricity connections, 
the Zimbabwe Electricity Transmission and Distribution Company (ZETDC), has not been able to fulfil its duties due to financial 
challenges. It has often asked residents to bear the costs of installation, which the majority of the poor in Epworth cannot afford. More 
than a fifth of households (21%) indicated that they lacked enough food to eat ‘many times’, while 27% lacked enough food to eat ‘several 
times’. Water is also a challenge in the area. As survey results show, only 38% of the surveyed households reported that they had never 
experienced shortages of enough clean water for home use. During the survey, it was observed that most households fetched water from 
open wells. As the settlement expands, increasing demand, and as seasonal water-table fluctuations become more extreme, there is an 
increased risk of households being exposed to diseases such as cholera or other waterborne diseases. These multiple deprivations shape 
a household’s ability to ensure food security and dietary diversity. The cost of energy to cook food curtails food choice, as will access to 
water to clean and cook foods safely.
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6.1 LPI categories

The LPI ranges across a five-point scale from 0 to 4, which can be thought of as no lived poverty (0) to a constant absence of all basic 
necessities (4) (Dulani, et al., 2013). The analysis of 482 valid responses found that the average LPI for the sample was 1.39, with a 
median of 1.4. These statistics indicate high levels of poverty in Epworth. However, the average LPI was less than the Epworth LPI of 
2.80 recorded in a 2009 survey at the peak of the Zimbabwean economic crisis (Tawodzera, 2011). Survey results show that a significant 
proportion of households were struggling to access basic necessities crucial for their sustenance. As the LPI reveals, close to half of the 
households (45%) had gone without most of the basic necessities seldom–sometimes (1.01−2.00), while 19% of the households reported 
that they went without sometimes−often (2.01−3.00) (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Household LPI
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The LPI results provide insight into the multiple deprivations 
faced by Epworth residents. While they may face financial 
poverty, the drivers of food insecurity extend well beyond income 
alone. Here, limited access to essential services such as energy, 
cooking fuel, medical care, and water, all impact on the residents’ 
ability to ensure food access and effective utilisation of the food 
that they are able to access. A respondent aptly captured the depth 
of poverty in the area:

Currently my husband and I are not working. We are relying 
on monthly rentals from our room here in Epworth and our 
table at Mupedzanhamo, which is a total of USD45. We help 
each other decide how to use the money since we also have 

medical bills, and also we sometimes help my son and family 
in cash or in kind since they are not working. This reduces the 
amount of money available for food. (Interview 15, 26 June 
2016, Epworth)

The Epworth survey results unequivocally show that households 
with a low LPI score have a greater likelihood of being food 
secure, while households with a higher score are more likely to 
be food insecure. As shown in Table 14, all the households that 
were food secure had a lower average LPI of 0.45 compared to 
the severely food insecure households which had an average LPI 
of 1.63. Thus, low poverty is associated with increased household 
food security.

Table 14: Household food security status by LPI

Number of 
households Average score

Standard 
deviation Median score

Food secure 37 0.45 0.50 0

Mildly food insecure 24 0.56 0.46 0

Moderately food insecure 99 1.13 0.64 1

Severely food insecure 322 1.63 0.72 2
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7. Household food security
Food security is complex, multi-faceted and difficult to quantify 
because it does not have a single compound measure (Ballard, 
et al., 2013). Different measures are used for different facets of 
food security. This study used the four FANTA-aligned measures 
of food security: HFIAS, HFIAP, HDDS and MAHFP.

The HFIAS score is a continuous measure of the degree of food 
insecurity in the household in the month prior to the survey. 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 27. The higher the score, the greater food 
insecurity a household experienced.

The HFIAP is based on the HFIAS and uses a scoring algorithm 
to categorise households into four levels of household food 
insecurity: food secure, mildly food insecure, moderately food 
insecure, and severely food insecure (Coates, et al., 2007). 
Households are categorised as increasingly food insecure as 
they respond affirmatively to more severe conditions and/or 
experience those conditions more frequently.

In measuring diet, the HDDS considers how many food groups 
are consumed within the household over a given period. Based 
on the FAO classification of food groups for Africa, the maximum 
number is 12. An increase in the average number of different food 
groups consumed provides a quantifiable measure of improved 
household food access, and an indicator of better household 
nutrition. In general, any increase in household dietary diversity 
reflects an improvement in the household’s diet. Using the HDDS, 
a score of six food groups out of a possible twelve is usually seen 
as a proxy indicator for malnutrition.

The MAHFP captures changes in the household’s ability to ensure 
that food is available above a minimum level all year round. 
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.

7.1 HFIAS

Survey results indicated high levels of food insecurity among 
households in Epworth. Table 15 shows the HFIAS scores per 
sub-range. The survey identified a mean of 12.07 and a median 
of 12.00, which is slightly lower than the mean HFIAS of 14.70 
reported for Harare in 2008 (Tawodzera, et al., 2012). The 2008 
score reflects the dire situation that households were in at the 
peak of the country’s economic crisis. However, an HFIAS score 
of 12.07 still reflects very high levels of food poverty and indicates 
that a high proportion of the community is food insecure. This is 
confirmed by the fact that slightly less than 50% of the community 
scored in the lower half of the HFIAS range (between 13 and 27).

Table 15: HFIAS score

HFIAS 
score

n= % Cumulative 
%

0−3 67 14.0 14.0

4–6 41 8.5 22.5

7−9 77 16.0 38.5

10−12 62 12.9 51.4

13−15 77 16.0 67.4

16−18 66 13.8 81.2

19−21 42 8.7 89.9

22−24 30 6.3 96.2

25−27 18 3.8 100.0

Total 480 100.0 100.0

7.2 HFIAP

That the food security situation in Epworth was dire is further 
buttressed by the fact that only 8% of the surveyed households 
were food secure (Figure6). The remaining households were 
mildly food insecure (5%), moderately food insecure (21%), 
or severely food insecure (67%). Some households in Epworth 
reported consuming just a single meal per day.

 Food secure

 Mildly food insecure

 Moderately food insecure

 Severely food insecure

Figure 6: Levels of household food security in Epworth

8%
5%

20%

67%
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Notwithstanding the levels of poverty and the broader challenges 
evidenced through the LPI scores, the struggle to put food on the 
table was further exacerbated by the general shortage of cash in 
the country. Throughout 2016, the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe 
periodically revised bank and automatic teller cash withdrawal 
limits downwards (Mangundya, 2016). While the use of the US 
Dollar may have stabilised the economy, coupled with increased 
food imports that made food more readily available, it also resulted 
in a shortage of cash. The American currency is not minted in 
Zimbabwe and, as a result, access to cash was often informed by 
cash in circulation. Added to the challenge of actual cash within 
the economy, the poor economic performance of Zimbabwe as a 
whole meant that the country was unable to produce exports and 
generate foreign currency inflows (Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe, 
2016). A respondent in Ward 2 explained the challenges resulting 
from limited actual cash in circulation, and how this impacted on 
those who needed to travel to access what cash they could – even 
those with an income:

I am sure that you are aware that these days some could be 
having a small income, but when they go to the bank they 
can’t access it because the cash often runs out. Because 
almost every day, you have to travel to and from the bank 
using money for transport, it causes pressure and shortages 
here at home, since you then cannot buy enough food. In 
some instances, there are debts of money borrowed from 
neighbours so as to buy food. These debts need to be repaid 
such that all the obtained cash is depleted and the borrowing 
cycle is repeated. (Interview 8, 26 June 2016, Epworth)

In Epworth, the problem of cash shortages is magnified: there is 
no bank in the area and anyone requiring banking services has to 
commute to Harare. In an environment where bank withdrawal 
limits were as low as USD50 and where cash shortages and 
power outages require multiple journeys to effect a successful 
withdrawal, commuting to access banking services in Harare was 
a poor use of the meagre cash resources that could have gone to 
purchase food.

The Epworth study indicated a strong relationship between 
income and food security. Several studies have shown that 
access to food and expenditure on food in poor areas depends 
on whether households in urban areas have enough income to 
purchase food (De Hoyos and Mevedev, 2011). Results from 
this survey show that households with higher average incomes 
were generally only mildly food insecure or were food secure. 
Households that had income above USD300 per month were 
either food secure or mildly food insecure, whereas households 
that had low incomes, below USD200 per month, were either 
moderately or severely food insecure (Table 16).

Table 16: Household food security by mean household income

Number of 
households

Average 
income (USD)

Food secure 34 377.65

Mildly food insecure 17 386.12

Moderately food insecure 88 199.35

Severely food insecure 300 148.55

The low income levels experienced by most of Epworth’s 
households indicated that they are vulnerable to food insecurity. 
Central to any meaningful attempt to deal with food poverty 
in the area is improvement in income. Households with 

more income are also likely to have higher expenditure due 
to more disposable income. Survey results indicated that the 
average household expenditure by food-secure households was 
USD280.90 compared to USD120.24 by severely food-insecure 
households. Given the structure and trends of household spend, 
it is suggested that households that spend more are likely to spend 
a greater proportion on food.

7.3 HDDS

The severity of food insecurity among households in Epworth 
was also reflected in limited dietary diversity. Using the HDDS 
measure, a score of six or less, out of a possible twelve, is generally 
seen as a proxy indicator for malnutrition. No household in the 
survey reported consuming food from all 12 food groups. The 
majority of households (80%) reported consuming foodstuffs 
from five food groups or less. Only 20% of the households were 
consuming from six food groups or more. The mean HDDS 
was 4.12 out of a possible 12. Almost two-thirds of households 
(63%) reported consuming food from only four food groups. The 
Epworth HDDS reflects a significant health and development 
challenge. Further to this challenge, Table 18 shows that sugar 
and honey, and ‘other foods’, make up the third and fourth most-
consumed foods. ‘Other foods’ captures the consumption of tea 
and coffee, and foods that are generally non-nutritive. Given the 
generally low dietary diversity of households, the high presence 
of non-nutritive food groups within the reported diets suggests 
high levels of malnutrition.

Table 17: HDDS for Epworth households

HDDS n= % Cumulative 
%

1 1 0.2 0.2

2 91 18.9 19.1

3 115 23.9 43.0

4 97 20.1 63.1

5 80 16.6 79.7

6 45 9.3 89.0

7 35 7.3 96.3

8 9 1.9 98.2

9 8 1.7 99.8

11 1 0.2 100.0

12 0 0 100.0

Total 482 100.0

As Powell, et al. (2017) point out, under-nutrition and 
micronutrient deficiency are challenges to global development, 
particularly in poor areas. Epworth is no exception, with 
households consuming nutritionally inadequate diets that are 
detrimental to their health. The in-depth interviews testify to diet 
bankruptcy:

We normally eat foods with lots of starch and fats. It is difficult 
to include fruit in our diet, because we don’t have the money. 
Here and there you will find money for meat but it’s usually on 
rare occasions. Once we have exhausted the monthly allocation 
for meat, we then substitute it with matemba [kapenta] and 
vegetables. (Interview 10, 26 June 2016, Epworth)
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These results confirm the observations of the Zimbabwe Vulnerability Assessment Committee’s Urban Food Security Assessment that 
poor households in urban areas had low dietary diversity (ZimVac, 2009). In that study, close to half of the urban households surveyed 
(47%) were consuming what could be classified as poor or borderline diets.

Low dietary diversity is a manifestation of wider food insecurity, and it is therefore unsurprising that dietary diversity scores largely 
correlate with food insecurity status. Survey results indicated that households in the food secure category had relatively higher HDD 
scores (5.76) than those in the food insecure categories: moderately food insecure (4.46) and severely food insecure (3.73) (Table 18). 
The fact that even food secure households reported HDDS scores of less than six indicated the depth and severity of the food-related 
challenges faced by Epworth households. As long as households in Epworth continue to struggle accessing adequate and varied diets, 
they are most likely to remain food insecure. Even if the economic situation improves, the legacy of these nutritional challenges is likely 
to remain entrenched into the future, affecting development and policy responses.

Table 18: Household food security by HDDS

Number of 
households Average score Standard deviation Median score

Food secure 37 5.76 1.86 6

Mildly food insecure 22 5.64 2.11 5

Moderately food insecure 99 4.46 1.73 4

Severely food insecure 321 3.73 1.50 3

7.4 Types of foods consumed by households

Studies have shown that the consumption of fruits and vegetables 
can prevent oesophageal, stomach, pancreatic, bladder and 
cervical cancers (Oguntibeju, et al., 2013). A low fruit and 
vegetable intake constitutes a risk factor for diseases such as 
cancer and coronary heart disease (Van Duyn and Pivonka, 
2000). Dairy products have been associated with lower incidences 
of certain types of diabetes and positive effects on blood pressure 
(Visioli and Strata, 2014).

The household survey results found that the most consumed foods 
were vegetables (99.8%) and cereal products (95.2%). The least 
consumed products were nutritionally dense food groups: roots or 
tubers (11.4%), fruits (16.8%) and dairy products (14.9%). While 
less health-promoting foods were consumed, other foods such as 
sugar or honey (39.8%), and foods made with fats/oil (31.9%), were 
reported as regularly consumed (Table 19). The fact that Epworth 
residents were consuming less of the healthy foods is a concern, 
given the health implications for this population, which is least able 
to deal with or bear the cost of health problems.

Table 19: Types of food eaten by households yesterday (multiple response)

Food type n= %

Cereal products 460 95.2

Roots or tuber products 55 11.4

Vegetables 482 99.8

Fruits 81 16.8

Meat/chicken 135 28.0

Eggs 30 6.2

Fresh or dried fish or shellfish 65 13.5

Foods made from beans, peas, lentils or nuts 29 6.0

Dairy products 72 14.9

Foods made with oil, fat or butter 154 31.9

Sugar or honey 192 39.8

Other foods 231 47.8

While the survey identifies problematic consumption patterns in the area, more importantly it opens up a greater debate on the burden 
of disease and the challenges that areas like Epworth will face in the future, in addition to the current poverty problems. For the local 
authorities, dealing with the key issues of poverty now is strategic to substantial savings on future costs.
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7.5 MAHFP

In addition to low dietary diversity, the variability of food 
supplies within households in Epworth is also of concern. More 
than three-quarters (77.5%) of the surveyed households reported 
experiencing months of inadequate food provisioning in the past 
12 months (Table 20). Only 22.5% of the households did not 
report experiencing any months of inadequate food provisioning.

Table 20: Months of adequate household food provisioning

MAHFP n= % Cumulative 
%

0 40 8.4 8.4

1 3 0.6 9.0

2 2 0.4 9.4

3 4 0.8 10.2

4 7 1.5 11.7

5 11 2.3 14.0

6 12 2.5 16.5

7 21 4.4 20.9

8 35 7.3 28.2

9 67 14.0 42.2

10 101 21.1 63.3

11 68 14.2 77.5

12 108 22.5 100.0

Total 479 100.0

Despite high levels of food insecurity, a mean score of 8.89 was 
recorded, representing almost nine months of adequate food 
provisioning. However, it appears that seasonality still exacerbates 
provisioning shortfalls (Figure 7). August to December had 
higher than average inadequate household food provisioning, 
with a peak shortfall in November, when 60% of households 
reported inadequate provisioning. This trend can be explained 
by the fact that Epworth remains dependent, to some extent, 
on rural food-production cycles. When read with Figure 4 and 
higher than average remittance payments at the CUP research 
sites, this seems to confirm the likelihood of a circular remittance 
and reciprocity network coping strategy. To confirm the workings 
of this would require further research.

Epworth experiences increases in food prices during the months 
of low rural food production. However, from late December, the 
situation begins to stabilise. Again, while this context-specific 
food-price volatility may be a result of the need to engage more 
local food supplies, particularly in the case of Zimbabwe given 
its economic situation, further research is required to test such 
assumptions. The Epworth food system research revealed a large 
proportion of imports, particularly rice and other grains. Poor 
households do experience price increases and limited foods over 
the periods that align with seasonality in Zimbabwe.
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Figure 7: Months of inadequate household food provisioning in Epworth
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7.6 Experience of food price changes

Local food security is shaped, in part, by global food-price 
fluctuations. In a developing country such as Zimbabwe, the 
impact of price escalations can be devastating as the country 
relies on imports for most of its domestic food needs. In 2016, 
for example, Zimbabwe’s estimated cereal import requirements 
stood at 1.2 million tons to cover shortfalls in local production 
(FAO, 2017: 11). The country is thus vulnerable to food-price 
fluctuations both domestically and internationally. Survey results 
from Epworth show that almost half of the households (47.5%) 
had gone without food because of food price changes (Table 21).

Table 21: Going without food because of food price changes

n= %

Never 251 52.5

About once a month 105 22.0

About once a week 67 14.0

More than once a week, but 
less than every day 43 9.0

Every day 12 2.5

Total 478 100.0

The majority of households had gone without cereal products 
(64.8%), meat/ chicken (57.3%), foods made with fat or butter 
(31.7%) and dairy products (26.4%). Animal protein-based foods 
(beef, chicken) had become expensive in the area and most poor 
households no longer afford to eat even offal. It was discovered 
during the survey that offal was sold at USD6.00/kg which was 
beyond the reach of most poor households. For most Epworth 
households, meat is a luxury they have to go without (Table 22).

Table 22: Foods households have gone without because of food 
price changes (multiple response)

n= %

Cereal products 147 64.8

Red or white meat 130 57.3

Foods made with oil, fat or 
butter 72 31.7

Dairy products 60 26.4

Roots or tuber products 39 17.2

Eggs 39 17.2

Sugar or honey 33 14.5

Fresh or dried fish or shellfish 27 11.9

Foods made from beans, peas, 
lentils or nuts 25 11

Fruits 14 6.2

Other foods 14 6.2

Vegetables 10 4.4

Don’t know 2 0.9

7.7 Threats to food security

Apart from income, households are prone to many threats that 
may have an impact on their food security. The survey sought 
to examine these threats to find out which ones were affecting 
households. The survey found that a significant proportion of 
households were affected by the illness of a household member 
(24%) (Table 23). According to the respondents, this diverted 
income that could have been used for food to medical expenses. 
In addition, seeking medical attention meant that valuable time 
that could have been put to productive use was lost. Another 
significant threat was reduced income of a household member 
(26%). This was particularly common in instances where 
companies were on the verge of closing down and offered 
employees part-time employment, which resulted in less income 
and significantly impacted on the food security of the household.

Table 23: Food access related hazards in the past six months 
(multiple response) (n=468)

n= %

Reduced income of a 
household member 123 26.3

Serious illness of household 
member 113 24.1

Loss/reduced employment for a 
household member 76 16.2

Lack of refrigeration for food 39 8.3

Other 36 7.7

Death of other household 
member 32 6.8

Theft of money/food 20 4.3

Taking in orphans of deceased 
parent(s) 13 2.8

Insecurity/violence 11 2.4

Reduced or cut-off of 
remittances from relatives 11 2.4

Relocation of the family 10 2.1

Political problems/issues 7 1.5

8. Food sources
With food access being an essential component of food security, 
it is important to understand the different ways in which urban 
households source food. According to the survey results, the 
greater proportion of households in Epworth indicated that their 
food sources over the past year included: tuck shop/house shop 
in Epworth (78%), chigayo [hammer mill] in Epworth (58%), 
vendors/traders/hawkers in Epworth (42%), and wholesaler in 
Epworth (34%). Thus the food sources in the area were mostly 
informal. Other dominant food sources included butcheries in 
Epworth, where 53% of households indicated that they bought 
food there once a week. It is worth noting that, although butcheries 
predominantly sell meat, they also sell other products such as 
matemba. Thus, while meat is generally expensive and therefore 
purchased less frequently by the poor in the area, households 
patronise butcheries to purchase other foods including mackerel 
fish and chicken giblets (Table 24).
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Table 24: Household food sources in the past year (multiple 
response) (n=481)

n= %

Tuck shop/House shop in 
Epworth 374 77.8

Chigayo in Epworth 277 57.6

Butcher in Epworth 256 53.2

Tuck seller/vendor/trader/
hawker in Epworth 201 41.8

Wholesaler in Epworth 165 34.3

Supermarket 160 33.3

Superette in Epworth 127 26.4

Borrow food from others in 
Epworth 106 22.0

Wholesaler in Harare 87 18.1

Household grows it in urban 
areas 84 17.5

Market in Epworth 76 15.8

Food sent by relatives in rural 
areas in this country 65 13.5

Shared meal with neighbours 
and/or other households in the 
community

47 9.8

Food provided by neighbours 
and/or other households in the 
community

42 8.7

Livestock owned by household 33 6.9

Butcher in Harare 25 5.2

Household grows it in rural 
areas 25 5.2

Food sent by relatives in 
another suburb/community of 
this city

23 4.8

Food sent by relatives in other 
countries 21 4.4

8.1 Supermarket patronisation and attitudes

The importance of supermarkets in the world food economy has 
increased dramatically since the early 1990s (Abrahams, 2009; 
Vink, 2013). In most countries, supermarkets are now major 
players in the food system. Despite there being no supermarket 
within Epworth, the study sought to find out whether Epworth 
residents utilise supermarkets as a food source. As Table 25 
shows, almost half of the surveyed households (46%) reported 
that they shop at a supermarket at least once a month (this is 
different to the figure reported in Table 24, which reported 
annual patronage of specific stores). Thus, even though there was 
no large supermarket in Epworth, respondents revealed that they 
absorb the transport costs and sometimes do their shopping at 
supermarkets in Harare.

Table 25: Households shopping regularly at a supermarket (at 
least once a month)

n= %

Yes 222 46

No 260 54

Total 482 100

Understanding the role of supermarkets in the Epworth 
food system was deemed to be an important area of enquiry, 
particularly given that there is no supermarket in Epworth. A 
further factor informed by food system literature, food deserts, 
although challenged by the likes of Battersby (2012), suggest that 
supermarkets are important to food access, often disregarding the 
utility and value provided by the informal sector. It was found 
that staple grains were the most frequent items purchased at 
supermarkets by Epworth residents.

The survey sought to understand how supermarkets were 
perceived by Epworth residents. The respondents who stated that 
they shopped at supermarkets were asked about their views and 
attitudes towards supermarkets, testing five parameters (Table 26). 
The majority of supermarket patrons agreed that supermarkets 
had a greater variety of foods (86%), and that the food quality 
was better (76%). In terms of affordability however, 39% of 
respondents disagreed that food was cheaper at supermarkets.

Table 26: Respondents’ views about supermarkets

Agree Neither agree nor 
disagree Disagree Total

n= % n= % n= % n=

Food is cheaper at supermarkets 103 46.6 32 14.5 86 38.9 221

Food is better quality at supermarkets 167 75.6 31 14.0 23 10.4 221

Supermarkets have a greater variety of 
foods 190 85.6 21 9.5 11 5.0 222

We can buy in bulk at supermarkets 131 59.0 27 12.2 64 28.8 222

Supermarkets are where we get social 
grant pay-outs so we shop there 16 8.2 72 37.1 106 54.6 194
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The survey also asked households that had not visited supermarkets, why they had not done so (Table 27). Of the 54% of respondents 
who did not frequent supermarkets, more than half (56%) indicated that the supermarkets were too far away from their homes. Almost 
half (46%) felt that supermarkets were expensive, and 54% did not visit supermarkets because they did not offer credit (unlike tuck shops 
and vendors who are willing to offer credit to customers in their area). There were also respondents who felt that supermarkets were for 
wealthy people (35%) and therefore did not buy from them.

Table 27: Views by respondents that do not patronise supermarkets

Agree Neither agree nor 
disagree Disagree Total

n= % n= % n= % n=

Supermarkets are too far away 145 55.8 14 5.4 101 38.8 260

Supermarkets are too expensive 119 45.9 38 14.7 102 39.4 259

Supermarkets do not provide credit 136 54.0 16 6.3 100 39.7 252

Supermarkets are only for the wealthy 90 34.6 26 10.0 144 55.4 260

Supermarkets do not sell the food we need 43 16.5 24 9.2 193 74.2 260

9. Urban agriculture
In African countries, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, urban 
agriculture is commonly practiced as a strategy to meet part of 
the urban household’s food needs (Foeken and Uwuor, 2008; 
Olawepo, 2012). It is argued that this is increasingly becoming 
an integral part of the urban household’s diversification processes 
(Foeken and Uwuor, 2008). In the context of Zimbabwe’s economic 
crisis, urban agriculture provided some urban households with 
food that they would otherwise have had to buy on the market. 
An African Food Security Urban Network (AFSUN) Harare-wide 
survey found that 60% of surveyed households in Harare were 
undertaking urban agriculture as a way of supplementing their 
food needs (Tawodzera et al, 2012). However, the AFSUN study 
was carried out at a time when the country’s economic crisis was 
at its peak and households may have been engaging in urban 
farming as a stop-gap measure. This CUP survey found that  
71% of households practiced some form of urban agriculture 
(Table 28).

Table 28: Households growing food in the city

Involved in urban agriculture n= %

Yes 344 71

No 139 29

Total 483 100

The majority of households growing food (92%) reported doing 
so on their own housing plots, while 10% were growing it outside 
their own plots, and 1% were growing on the roadside. Some 
households were growing their food in the urban forest (2%), 
while others were growing on urban land (2%) or on the riverbed 
(1%). Other households used various growing areas. The major 
crops grown by these households were maize (94%), vegetables 
(58%) and fruits (25%). The dominance of these crops is because 
maize is a staple used to make sadza, the main meal for most 
households in the country. Vegetables are also important as relish, 
especially for the poor who do not have enough money to buy any 
substitutes.

Besides growing crops, 14.5% of households in Epworth also 
indicated that they were keeping livestock. The relatively low 
proportion of households keeping livestock is believed to be 
linked to the pre-independence planning and city ordinance 
regimes that were inherited from colonial planning processes. 

These stringent by-laws prohibit livestock rearing activities within 
urban area boundaries. The types of livestock kept included 
chickens (83%), sheep (1.5%), cows (1.5%) and goats (1.5%).

Understanding the importance of urban agriculture to the diets of 
Epworth residents was another area of enquiry. While seasonality 
and city by-laws impact the volume of food that urban agriculture 
could potentially generate, the survey sought to understand the 
amount of food purchased by households as a percentage of 
total food. Table 29 offers some insights into the importance 
of urban agriculture to Epworth residents. While over 53% of 
residents purchase over 75% of their food, a further 26% reported 
purchasing less than 50% of the food they consumed. Although 
some households may rely on remittances, the importance of 
urban agriculture cannot be underestimated, particularly in the 
context of a harsh economic climate (Table 29).

Table 29: Percentage of food purchased by households (n=483)

Food purchased by 
household Respondents %

≤ 10% 59 12

11−25% 33 7

26−50% 35 7

51−75% 93 19

≥ 76% 258 53

Don’t know 5 1

Total 483 100

10. Conclusion
Epworth’s residents experience acute food poverty. The majority 
of the people in the area live in informal settlements, with little or 
no access to water, electricity, sanitation or serviced roads. As the 
LPI indicated, these infrastructural deficiencies shape the ability 
of households to meet their food security needs in ways that go 
beyond simple income poverty. This therefore implies that, if 
food security as a manifestation of poverty is to be addressed, it 
will require more systemic approaches than strategies to increase 
household income and improve livelihoods alone.

The CUP household survey identified the informal sector and self-
employment as important sources of employment and income in 
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Epworth. It also found informal food retailers to be an important 
source of food for Epworth’s residents. However, this double 
dependency on informality has food security implications. The 
limited and inconsistent incomes generated through informal 
sector employment and self-employment impact households’ 
abilities to purchase sufficient nutritious food. This, combined 
with the multiple deprivations identified by the LPI, limits food 
security and potential dietary diversity. Because of the marginal 
incomes earned by informal sector food retailers in areas serving 
predominantly poor populations, retailers are effectively bound 
to selling what they know their consumers will purchase. This, 
combined with limited access to water, sanitation and fuel, means 
that they are more likely to sell a limited range of foods. This 
vicious cycle is reinforcing limited dietary diversity, which raises 
concerns about not only current food poverty issues, but also 
future implications for diseases associated with narrow diets, and 
the future disease costs for a population that is poor and unable 
to deal with the consequences. Dollarisation, while stabilising 
the economy, is also having a negative effect on household food 
security as households struggle to access cash.

In order to address food poverty in Epworth it is essential to have 
a multi-pronged strategy aimed at alleviating household income 

poverty through improving livelihoods, while simultaneously 
improving access to basic infrastructure for households and 
economic enterprises. This will ensure that food is not just 
economically and physically accessible, but also able to be utilised 
by households to improve food security and long-term health.

Theorisation on what comprises a secondary city and its different 
typologies is an emerging project. Earlier work on secondary 
cities focused on industrial or rapidly industrialising cities and 
regions. The nature and type of examination commonly focused 
on the economy of the region and city. This work, focusing on 
a uniquely governed satellite town that serves as a labour pool, 
but also so much more, is a useful entry point to expanding 
secondary city literatures and how these are framed. The notion 
that a satellite town is a labour pool to a primary area assumes 
that there is an industry that would draw labour. In the Epworth 
(and Zimbabwean) case such industry is non-existent. Given that 
much of Africa’s future urbanisation will take place in secondary 
cities, these findings offer useful insights into the unique 
dynamics of such cities and the development implications for 
future planning.

CUP-related reading and resources
Epworth-related policy briefs

Policy Brief #1: Informal Food Retail and Food Security in Africa: Myths and Facts 
https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/policybriefmyths.pdf

Policy Brief #8: Development Interventions to Address Multi-Dimensional Poverty in Epworth, Zimbabwe  
https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/policybrief8.pdf

Policy Brief #9: Identifying Civil Society’s Role in Addressing Poverty in Epworth, Zimbabwe  
https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/policybrief9.pdf

Consuming Urban Poverty project books

Urban Food Systems Governance and Poverty in African Cities  
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781351751353

Tomatoes & Taxi Ranks: Running our cities to fill the food gap  
http://www.tomatoesandtaxiranks.org.za

CUP website
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com

https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/policybriefmyths.pdf
https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/policybrief8.pdf
https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/policybrief8.pdf
https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/policybrief9.pdf
https://consumingurbanpoverty.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/policybrief9.pdf
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781351751353
http://www.tomatoesandtaxiranks.org.za
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com
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