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The Women’s Coalition of Zimbabwe

The Women’s Coalition of Zimbabwe (WCoZ) is a network of 
women rights activists and women’s organisations formed in 
1999 that has a national structures. It is a forum where women 
meet to engage in collective activism on issues affecting women 
and girls in the country. Its central role is to provide a focal point 
for activism on women’s and girls’ rights, and bring females 
together from diverse backgrounds to collectively advocate for 
the attainment and enjoyment of their rights. The Coalition’s goal 
is to achieve gender equity and equality through the creation of 
space for women and girls to collectively initiate – and participate 
in – strategies and actions that lead to their empowerment. Their 
mission is to co-ordinate women and girls for collective action 
through lobbying and advocacy, capacity building, information 
dissemination and resource mobilisation.

Key result areas include capacity building workshops, 
membership recruitment and retention services, co-ordination 
of consultations and consensus-building regarding emerging 
national issues that affect women’s rights. This includes 
mobilising for active and informed participation in Parliament 
through public hearings, providing access to information, 
campaign materials and advocacy in order to achieve government 
accountability at all levels.

The individual and organisational members of the Coalition 
work in diverse fields and are grouped into nine thematic clusters 
as follows: economic empowerment, education, the environment, 
gender-based violence, health, legal and constitutional rights, 
media and ICT, peace building, politics and decision-making. 

WCoZ geographical coverage is countrywide and operates at 
two levels. The Clusters implement activities in their respective 
geographical areas and provide advocacy on national issues. 
Grassroots members and WCoZ Provincial Chapters in 
Bindura, Bulawayo, Chinhoyi, Gwanda, Gweru, Harare, Kariba, 
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Marondera, Masvingo and Mutare work at the local level to 
implement programmes and provide local level advocacy. 

To date, WCoZ has a total of 116 member organizations 
and over 10,000 individual members around Zimbabwe. Some 
of the WCoZ members are membership-based organisations 
with a total of approximately 100,000 members. The total 
reach for WCoZ membership stands at approximately over 
one million women in Zimbabwe.

Below are the geographical distribution (Areas of 
Operation) of membership organisations:

All Provinces 17 Masvingo Province 18
Harare Province 70 Matebeleland South 15
Bulawayo 31 Matebeleland North 14
Manicaland 26 Mashonaland West 12
Midlands 20 Mashonaland Central 7
Mashonaland East 19
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Notes on Contributors

Farai Chikore is a journalist who has worked for the Telegraph: 
Newziana, Mashonaland West province. In 2018, he was 
nominated Mashonaland West Construction Reporter of the 
Year, and first runner-up Mashonaland West visuals and pictures 
reporter of the year, and first runner-up and sports, art and 
entertainment. 2019 he was nominated Mashonaland West 
Environment and Mining Reporter of the year.

Evans Jonah is a young broadcast journalist, who trained at the 
National University of Science and Technology. He started his 
broadcast journey at Mutare based station Diamond FM before 
moving to Skyes Metro. Jonah is passionate about humanitarian 
issues and worked closely with young adults at Simukai in his 
hometown Mutare.

Passmore Kuzipa is an award-winning journalist based in 
Masvingo province. He is the current MISA Zimbabwe provincial 
chair for Masvingo Province as well as a Fellow of Edward. R. 
Murrow For Journalists. Kuzipa holds a Masters Degree in Media 
and Societal Studies and is publisher of TellZim News.

Wellington Makonese is a writer and broadcaster based in 
Mashonaland and currently attached to Zimbabwe Broadcasting 
Corporation. He has a keen interest in community development 
issues having previously worked for community newspapers such 
as the Nehanda Guardian and the Observer, where he developed 
a knack for observing issues affecting the ordinary citizen.

Jacqueline Muchazoreka is a freelance journalist and 
photographer who has contributed to New-ZIANA, Transparency 
International Zimbabwe, Mutare City Harlem Magazine and 
other online platforms reporting on gender, culture and social 
justice. For six years, Jacqueline has focused her career on 
amplifying voices of vulnerable groups through compelling 
community reporting.
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Chamunorwa Murava is a multi-award winning journalist with 
fourteen years’ experience in both print and broadcast media. He 
is a versatile journalist committed to writing stories that improve 
communities from environment to health with special focus on 
policy issues.

Gwendoline Mugauri is a senior journalist with nine years’ 
experience in both print and broadcast reporting with a special 
focus on women and children’s rights, diplomatic, investigative, 
health and governance issues. She was one of the three African 
journalists selected to attend the Annual ‘Grav’ conference on 
Investigative Journalism in Sweden. Gwendoline holds a BA 
(Hons) in African Languages and Culture from the Midlands 
State University, a Diploma in Business Administration from 
Zimbabwe Institute of Management and an Executive Certificate 
in Strategic Public Relations and Business Promotion from the 
University of Zimbabwe.

Itai Muzondo is a freelance journalist and blogger based in 
Gweru. He also has vast knowledge in documentary production. 
Itai’s work is mainly biased towards humanitarian news with 
keen interest in topics such as wthe health and security of women 
and children, livelihoods, environment, water and sanitation and 
food security.

Amanda Ncube is a 30-year-old award winning journalist based 
in Matabeleland. She has been writing for the past five years 
with particular interest around issues of child rights, women 
empowerment and community development in rural areas. 
Through her work she wishes to influence policy change around 
these issues and to give a voice to the marginalised communities 
in society.

Zororai Nkomo is an award-winning journalist. He is also News 
and Current Affairs Producer with Zimbabwe’s first private radio 
station ZIFM Stereo. He writes for Zimbabwe’s fastest growing 
financial and economic business weekly, The Business Times. He 
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is passionate about humanitarian issues especially issues to do 
with women and marginalised communities.
Walter Nyamukondiwa is a seasoned, award-winning journalist 
with a wealth of experience working in the media industry 
covering diverse issues in communities. His work includes 
covering marginalised communities including women’s issues 
such as health, their uplifting and empowerment. Walter is a 
bureau chief for Kariba with a leading national newspaper and 
radio station.

Runako Rukwere began her journalism career in 2012. She is an 
all rounder and has covered various areas in her writing which 
include gender, social injustice, health, economy, and politics. 
She aspires to be a change-maker in her society by writing stories 
that create positive change in the lives of many.



xiii



xiii

Foreword

In 2020, the global community marked the 25th anniversary of 
the Fourth World Conference on Women and adoption of the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995). 

A five-year milestone will also be reached towards achieving 
the Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. 

While 2020 is a pivotal year for the accelerated realisation of 
gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls 
everywhere, the realities of the global pandemic, Covid-19, have 
seen a setback in the realisation of the same.

All crises have gendered impacts, six months into the 
pandemic, it has been observed that policy makers need to  make 
clear choices and measures that will actively eliminate, rather 
than exacerbate gender inequalities in care, employment, safety 
and decision-making.

This publication reflects on the critical areas, achievements 
and challenges of the Women of Zimbabwe following the 
Covid-19 pandemic.  

During the period under review, WCoZ 
• co-ordinated national, regional and international 

advocacy action on gender equality by promoting 
reform and equal participation of women; 

• condemned sexual and gender-based violence; 
• led a review of regional and international 

instruments for the realisation of women’s rights, 
participation and technical contribution to 
the Constitutional Amendment Bill No. 2 and 
Marriage Bill; and 

• advocated for gendered response to the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

There seems to be no immediate reprieve to the extreme 
poverty women in Zimbabwe are having and have had to endure. 
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This has been driven by a prolonged economic contraction, the 
sharp rise in prices of food and basic commodities and reduction 
of agricultural production following an El Nino induced drought. 
Moreover, increased crime and violence rates on the back of 
worsening economic situation have made women easy targets at 
risk of losing property, their physical and emotional well-being, 
and even their lives.

The Covid-19 global pandemic has posed yet another threat to 
economic stability as measures to contain the spread of the virus 
include imposing a national lockdown which intensifies the 
challenges to the economy, business and livelihoods. Zimbabwe 
has become a country, like many others, with a large informal 
economy and a tax base that has been seriously eroded, thus 
threatening the overall development of the country.

WLSA’s work would not have been possible without the 
generous financial and technical support of HIVOS Zimbabwe 
to see this project through to its end.

Ronika Mumbire 
Board Chairperson 2018-2020

Evernice Manando
Board Chairperson 2020-
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Meet Chi-town’s mother of thousands1

Gwendoline Mugauri

Chitungwiza: ‘I’m hungry bhudhi. My tummy hurts,’ little 
Tanatswa clutches his elder brother’s arm for comfort. It is 5.30 
a.m. and seven-year-old Tanatswa has been crying for what feels 
like an eternity as his fourteen-year-old brother Tapiwa tries to 
console him. Two days have passed since their last meal. All they 
have managed to ingest is warm water with sugar.

When their parents died in 2016, Tapiwa inherited the 
responsibility of fending for his two siblings, a task that was tough 
but manageable. However, with the Covid-19-induced national 
lockdown, hunger stalked this small child-headed family. Then, 
suddenly, a knock on the door brought hope.

Hearing Tanatswa whimpering through the night, a neighbour, 
Samantha Murozoki, came to inquire if he was ill, and so it was 
that she became the family’s guardian angel. ‘No, he’s not sick, 
he’s just very hungry. We haven’t eaten for two days. I’ve only 
been able to give him warm water with sugar,’ Tapiwa told her.

Hurriedly, Ms Murozoki made her way to the tuck-shop to 
buy something for Tanatswa to eat,  and there she met Mai Solo, 
a well-known widow in Seke Unit A, who asked her if she had 
any food to spare. 

Hunger was on the prowl in Chitungwiza.

1 Based on a true story, some names have been withheld.
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As she bought some food for Tanatswa, Tapiwa and Mai Solo, 
Ms Murozoki thought, ‘If I can afford to eat every day, surely I can 
share what I have with others.’ And so it was that Chitungwiza’s 
popular relief kitchen came to life.

Born on 10 April 1985, Samantha Murozoki is the third child 
in a family of five and a proud mother of two boys Joshua, ten, 
and Cairo, four. She describes herself as a ‘fixer’. ‘I like solving 
problems, I have a terrible urge to fix things even if they don’t 
involve me. That’s just how I grew up. I’m a bit shy but once I’m 
comfortable my petals open to the sun,’ Samantha smiled. ‘I 
usually find myself in situations way too big for me; growing up 
I would often get into trouble with my parents.’

After completing her first degree in English and 
Communication Studies at the Midlands State University over 
ten years ago, Ms Murozoki studied for a law degree at the 
University of Cape Town. She then worked in South Africa for 
five years as an immigration lawyer, before returning home to 
pursue personal ventures. 

On 28 March 2020, the Zimbabwean government imposed 
the first three-week lockdown, which was followed by another 
two weeks as the Covid-19 situation remained uncertain. 
Subsequently, in May, the authorities extended the nationwide 
lockdown indefinitely, only partially opening the manufacturing 
and mining sectors. 

‘After the lockdown was announced, I noticed that our 
neighbours would frequent our house to ask for food, some 
saying they go to bed hungry, particularly the child-headed 
family next door. These are people I have known for a long time 
so I could not ignore them,’ Ms Murozoki told me.

‘I counted everyone and found that I had to assist fifteen 
people. I decided to incorporate them into our meal plan and 
told myself I would dish cooked food for them once a day. That is 
basically how I started. First, I served fifteen people, the next day 
the number rose to 24 and soon it was 47. ‘I was delighted but I 
wondered if I could afford to continue feeding them. I had given 
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them hope and the floodgates had opened, but would I be able to 
manage to feed them consistently? 

‘Stocks in the house were already running out, but I told 
myself that God 
would not put me 
in such a situation 
without a plan. So I 
asked my father, who 
is in Canada, and my 
mother, who is in 
South Africa, to assist 
with groceries, but I 
didn’t tell them that 
I was feeding extra 
people.’  

As word of 
a relief kitchen 
spread throughout 
Chitungwiza2 in the 
midst of the initial 
lockdown, numbers 
of vulnerable people 
particularly women 
and children grew 
from the initial fifteen 
to over 800 in no time. 

‘For the first two 
weeks I did not post 
what I was doing on social media, but after I realised that I 
needed assistance, I put out an SOS and soon began receiving 
small donations from cash transfers to groceries given by 
individuals, the local and the international community,’ Ms 
Murozoki explained. 

2 The population of Chitungwiza is approximately 380,000.

Samantha stirring a pot of sadza.
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But as the donations grew, so too did the numbers. In just two 
and a half weeks Samantha was feeding 1,800 people. However, 
it was then that the Municipality of Chitungwiza served Ms 
Murozoki with a letter instructing her ‘to immediately cease 
operations’ because she did not have ‘the minimum requirements 
to run such a project’. This order caused an outcry from the 
Chitungwiza community, and so the young woman was given 
the green light to continue her project.

She was asked to regularise her operations by registering a 
charity, giving birth to Kuchengetana Trust. She was also required 
to have all her food handlers tested for Covid-19 and make sure 
that there was total adherence to mandatory safety regulations, 
including sanitisation, mask-wearing and social distancing. 

Chitungwiza Municipality spokesperson Mr Lovemore Meya 
spoke glowingly about the welfare work being done by the Trust. 

‘We initially had a fall-out with Ms Murozoki due to some 
irregularities. But after a couple of fruitful deliberations and 
overwhelming support from the Chitungwiza residents, we had 
to give her the green light to continue her charity work. We have 
since allocated her an operating space, a crèche in Seke Unit A,’ 
said Mr Meya. 

Operating with approximately 22 volunteers, Ms Murozoki 
said all of them offered their services free of charge following her 
call for assistance as numbers of people continued to grow. 

‘They are a virgin group of individuals who have never worked 
especially in such an environment. We are all exploring a new 
territory. Most of them are unemployed youths and college 
students who are more than delighted to assist feeding the people 
as it helps them to get by during this national lockdown,’ she said.

Ms Muzoroki said she is working towards establishing a more 
institutionalised flow of duties for everyone with clear-cut roles 
and responsibilities since the Trust is now formally registered. 

The relief kitchen provides two meals a day to an average of 
2,000 people from Zengeza, St Mary’s, Seke Rural, Seke Urban, 
Jonasi and Dema. For breakfast they serve porridge to children 
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below the age of sixteen and for supper, everyone gets a portion 
of sadza with beans, soya chunks or cabbage. 

On average the kitchen uses 45kg mealie meal, 120kg beans, 
40 onions, 10kg tomatoes, 36 packets of spices, 15kg sugar, 12 
bottles peanut butter, 3kg salt and 4 litres cooking oil per day. 
To date, at least 4,300 people have been fed at least once or twice 
from the kitchen

‘We designed an electronic register to keep the information of 
every individual that comes to get food. Hardcopy registrations 
were becoming tedious as the numbers grew so quickly. The 
information we have is 
name, surname, address, 
sex and age,’ said Ms 
Murozoki. 

Hundreds of families in 
Chitungwiza now live off 
this relief kitchen. Most  
of them were plunged 
into poverty following

the ban on informal 
trading at the inception 
of the lockdown. Almost 
80 per cent of Zimbabwe’s 
14,5 million people work 
in the informal sector 
earning just a few dollars 
a day, enough to live on 
for 24-hours.

‘This relief kitchen has 
been invaluable because 
my life was becoming 
harder with each day 
during the lockdown. I do part-time domestic work for a living 
and when the lockdown was announced, I had no other way of 
fending for my children. I salute Samantha for saving us from the 
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claws of hunger,’ said a 48-year-old beneficiary, Gladys Kahari, a 
mother of three. 

Another beneficiary, Teclar Zimunye (50), said she did not 
have to knock on anyone’s door to beg for food anymore. ‘My 
husband passed away in 2017. I have no source of income and 
I normally just hustle, selling just anything to fend for my five 
children. Sometimes I will even go to bed on an empty stomach 
because there is only enough to food to feed the children. This 
kitchen has saved my life. I no longer stress about food because 
I know there are always two meals for my children here. Thank 
you, Samantha.’ 

The Chitungwiza heroine, whose day begins at 4 a.m., told me 
that while she is driven by love, growth and accomplishment, 
the commitment to feed over a thousand people every day can 
be overwhelming and it comes with its challenges.  ‘I suffer from 
critical food shortages, there is never enough food because the 
numbers keep rising. I would love some kind of security and 
consistency of supplies. I cannot continue to beg the world 
forever, I pray for a more sustainable venture that replenishes 
itself,’ said Ms Murozoki, who went on to say that her vision is to 
empower youths with more sustainable projects. 

To date, Ms Murozoki’s initiative has received a boost from 
Clean City, which has drilled a borehole and provided a 5000-litre 
tank, cash and groceries from individuals, local business people 
and churches, 500kg mealie-meal from National Foods and 
maize from the Kenyan Embassy, among others.   According to 
the United Nations food agency, the World Food Programme, 
more than seven million people, half of Zimbabwe’s population, 
faced food shortages and hunger before the Covid-19 lockdown. 

The Government of Zimbabwe through the Ministry of 
Public Service, Labour and Social Welfare introduced a grant of 
ZWL300 per family to cushion millions of Zimbabweans facing 
hunger but unfortunately the money has been largely eroded by 
inflation. A recent Cabinet briefing revealed that consultations 
with treasury are underway to review it. 
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On the 2019 Global Hunger Index, Zimbabwe is ranked 107 
out of 117 countries as it grapples with the devastating effects of 
drought and climate change. 

While the late great singer John Chibadura may have earned 
himself the title of Mr Chitungwiza, in Ms Murozoki the 
dormitory town may have found Ms Chitungwiza. 
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Homeless amidst the Covid-19 outbreak

Jacqueline Muchazoreka

Mutare: When the first cases of the coronavirus were reported 
in Zimbabwe in March, Gogo Barbet Bingepinge, a widow aged 
62, consoled herself that she would be safer staying at home. 
Living in the Mutare Fire Brigade quarters in Yeovil with her 
fourteen-year-old granddaughter, Gogo Bingepinge had heard 
that older people were more vulnerable to the virus and that it 
was important that they self-isolated at home while ensuring that 
they kept warm in cold weather. She was determined to keep 
safe as she knew that Covid-19 was a disease that threatened the 
world for which a cure had not yet been found.

Not for once did she imagine that she would end up without a 
roof over her head and a decent shelter to keep her warm though 
the cold winter and during the pandemic. To lose her home was 
the worst possible misfortune imaginable.

But life as we know it, can change at any moment. So did hers 
and that of the fifteen other families living in the Yeovil quarters. 
‘It all happened so fast. From one day to the next we were served 
with eviction papers saying that we have to move out because we 
are not council workers. And the very next day, the court sheriff 
forced us out and put our belongings on the roadside where we 
have been living since then.’ 

On that dusty Chimoyo Road – only a hundred metres away 
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from what used to be their homes – the destitute families erected 
a makeshift structure of wardrobes, kitchen units, bed bases, 
asbestos, carpets and some blankets. Thin plastic completes a 
desperate attempt at privacy, warmth and protection of what is 
left of their property that has not been destroyed by the vagaries 
of weather. At night they sleep side by side on the ground. Gender 
sensitivity in their sleeping arrangement is not a luxury that 
Gogo Bingepinge and her neighbours can afford. There is simply 
no room for such courtesy, or the required social distancing!

Given the unbearable conditions some families have left 
and now only six remain. But unable to find any alternative 
accommodation because of hyperinflation coupled with 
the erosion of any modicum of income due to the national 
lockdown, Gogo Bingepinge and her peers had placed their hope 
on government intervening and allowing them to return to their 

homes – just a hundred 
metres away. 

For a few weeks, they saw 
the vacant houses lie idle. 
Then, whatever little hope 
they had of returning was 
dashed when some council 
workers came to occupy the 
houses.

‘In developed countries, 
shelter has been given to 
homeless people who are 
said to be more prone to 
the coronavirus when living 
on the streets. So, we were 
hoping that sympathy or at 
the very least, Ubuntu, would 
stir the relevant authorities 
into the recognition that this 
is no way people should be 
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made to live, especially during an epidemic,’ Gogo Bingepinge 
told me.

Their only solace is that the new occupants are allowing 
them to use water and the bathrooms, so they can practice good 
hygiene and wash their hands regularly.

This is not the first time that Gogo Bingepinge has been 
evicted from the Fire Brigade quarters. The dispute over 
occupancy has raged since 2005 with a couple of failed evictions 
in 2007 and 2013.

Spren Mutiwi, the Mutare City Council Public Relations 
Officer stated that an order to evict the tenants was granted 
by the courts in October 2019. Council houses are intended 
for council employees. However, the Chairman of the Mutare 
Residents and Ratepayers Association, David Mutambirwa, said 
the timing of the eviction was a coronavirus death sentence, more 
especially when issues of shelter, sanitation and human dignity 
were overlooked by the municipal authorities. ‘Failing to provide 
alternative accommodation or enough time to relocate is a 
death sentence especially when we are dealing with coronavirus, 
a disease that has everything to do with overcrowding, poor 
sanitation and cold weather conditions,’ said Mutambirwa.

Portia Gushure, 37, told us that she is trapped at the site as 
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she cannot afford to pay rent in town with rentals having been 
increased due to inflation. ‘Landlords are now charging in US 
dollars and it is highly unaffordable for a vendor like me who is 
earning a few Zimbabwean dollars to secure accommodation.’ A 
room in the Central Business District and low-density suburbs 
such as Darlington, Greenside, Bordervale and Palmerstone 
cost at least USD$50 a month while in the high-density suburbs 
such as Sakubva, Chikanga and Dangamvura accommodation is 
priced at an average of USD$20 per room.

In conclusion, hyper-inflation and the indifference of rule-
bound council authorities have exposed children, the elderly 
and the poor and the unemployed or those who survive on a few 
dollars a day by selling vegetables to greater risk of catching an 
unknown virus Covid-19.
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Covid-19: The new normal – increased suffering 
for women

Passmore Kuzipa

Masvingo: ‘I am a widow and I stay with my four grandchildren, 
all of school-going age. Their parents are late and I’m raising them 
alone. Before the pandemic, we used to run a thriving micro-
financing project where members would borrow money to start 
various income-generating projects. We have since stopped and 
I used all the savings I had to buy food for my grandchildren.’

This is the story of 68-year-old Elliness Shumba from Ward 10B 
in Masvingo West constituency and it is easy to see the anguish 
that the Covid-19 induced lockdown has induced. Moreover, her 
prospects going forward are not promising and Elliness is not 
alone. ‘I used to pay their school fees comfortably but now I am 
not certain where I will get the money when schools open. I’m 
also struggling to feed them. A lot of young women in our club 
cannot even afford to buy sanitary wear now. The situation is dire 
and we are struggling to make ends meet.’ 

The lockdown has brought profound changes to the lives of 
women in both rural and urban Zimbabwe, forcing them to 
bear the brunt of its many side effects. Elliness does not believe 
the government has done much to cushion people from the 
impact of the indefinite lockdown implemented to help curb the 
virus. Many women in Masvingo told the same story. They are 
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struggling to make ends meet following the coronavirus outbreak 
and the subsequent lockdown which began on 30 March and at 
the time of writing (August) is still in place. 

Staying in place has negatively impacted women’s access to 
sexual reproductive health services, finding the money for school 
fees and school uniforms and putting food on the table.

A group of young women from Chidzikwe Village in Masvingo 
North say the disease has ruined their livelihoods and many of 
them are now living in squalor. The once thriving Chidzikwe-
Fushai Club’s poultry project which supplied chickens to 
nearby boarding schools such as Gokomere and Zimuto High 
suddenly ceased. Chairperson Sandra Watadzaushe said many 
can no longer afford to put a decent meal on their tables. ‘The 
economy was difficult but we were adapting and finding ways 
to survive. We used to have a poultry project with an average of 
4,000 chickens and we would sell these to schools. The schools 
are closed and other markets were also affected by the lockdown 
forcing us to stop the project. We used the capital to buy food for 
our families when the lockdown began at the end of March and 
we are now broke’ 

Watadzaushe  said they are now mobilising group members to 
find alternative projects to carry out during the lockdown, which 
‘seems to be the new normal so I am encouraging our members 
to do other projects that require small amounts of money to 
start, like vegetable gardening.’ 

However, Grace Matingwina from Longdale Irrigation 
Scheme at Bhani in Masvingo West, who has a two hectare plot 
with cabbages, bemoaned high electricity charges and the lack 
of a ready market as big hindrances to business. ‘The electricity 
and water bills are unreasonable. We are also struggling to get a 
ready market during this lockdown. But we will never give up 
because we have families to look after. I continue to encourage 
other women to keep soldiering on until the situation gets back 
to normal.’ 

In Masvingo Urban, the bustling Chitima, Tafara and Tanaiwa 
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markets were closed leaving many women who were selling 
their wares there stranded. To make matters worse, Masvingo 
City Council took advantage of the lockdown and closure of the 
markets to destroy the vending stalls forcing some women to 
migrate to the rural areas as life in the city became too expensive 
and so unbearable.

Ward One Councillor Sellina Maridza said there is untold 
suffering faced by women in urban areas since the lockdown 
started. ‘Things are not well. People are starving and they have no 
one to run to for help. I have tried to source sanitisers and masks 
so that women can go to the markets and sell their products 
while adhering to the lockdown rules of social distancing. At 
least Tafara market for fresh farm produce has been partially 
opened and some women are now doing business there. I will 
not rest until all the markets are opened but of course adhering 
to the government regulations.’ 

Covid-19 is a viral epidemic that can rampage through 
societies, more especially those that are poor where people 
have limited access to water and soap, suffer hunger and other 
underlying conditions, and have no means or social distancing. 
And yet these same people often survive on bare income, and 
when lockdown takes even this away, for some death looms from 
hunger not disease.
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Unsung heroines – women respond to Covid-19

Wellington Makonese

Bindura: Despite needing a lick of paint, 45-year Chipo 
Musonza’s four-roomed house in Bindura’s oldest high density 
suburb of Chipadze has transformed into a safe haven for eleven 
young women and children, all victims of varying forms of 
gender-based violence during the Covid-19 national lockdown 
period. Her husband and three children do not mind sharing 
their home. They understand their mother’s commitment to 
helping the less fortunate members of society during their time 
of desperate need.

‘My community is made up of informal workers where the 
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majority of boys are gold panners while women sell food stuffs. 
The closure of informal businesses brought financial challenges 
and I realised that gender-based violence and early marriages 
grew in number because schools were closed,’ said Musonza. 

Her observations are not far-fetched. Gender-based violence 
(GBV) cases reportedly spiked 75 percent with the Musasa Project 
national hotline recording 2,276 calls since commencement of 
the lockdown on 30 March through to 30 June. An estimated 
94 percent of the cases were from women who attributed the 
violence to economic challenges.

These depressing statistics are not peculiar to Zimbabwe 
alone. According to the Institute for Feminist Reform Policy in 
the United Kingdom, South Africa recorded a 500 percent spike 
in reports of GBV i.e. from 12,000 to 80,000 cases in just one 
week at the beginning of the country’s lockdown, putting into 
perspective the dire situation victims find themselves in during 
the lockdown. 

With a declining economy, which heightens frustrations, 
Zimbabwean victims are all the more vulnerable as perpetrators 
vent on them. Musonza has come face to face with such cases.  

‘I attend to about three or four victims of gender-based 
violence per day to assess whether the woman’s situation allows 
them to return to her house. If not, I help her stay at my place 
until a solution is found,’ she said.

And yet Musonza is not well-to-do. She survives by packaging 
sugar beans for resale and her efforts to assist GBV victims have 
strained her pocket. Yet she is not one to quit. ‘I live with a 
family of fourteen including a friend’s child who is a victim of 
GBV; but to be honest the whole situation is taking its toll on me 
especially since travelling to sell my products has been restricted. 
‘My worry is that the lockdown is indefinite and my reserves are 
slowly diminishing, I had only harvested maize mealies to feed 
my family. However, I cannot let other citizens starve, if we could 
be allowed to resume operations I would be able to assist many 
others. Unfortunately, the community [of victims] is too big and 
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with the little I have, I cannot help them all.’ 
***

The plight of the girl child in remote parts of the country 
should also come under the spotlight particularly with regard 
to access to sexual reproductive health services that have been 
compromised by lockdown restrictions. Some ten kilometres 
away from Mashonaland Central’s provincial capital Bindura 
along the Mount Darwin road is the Avoca Compound, a small 
yet bustling compound for artisanal miners. With the travel 
restrictions, the village girl struggles to access basics such as 
sanitary pads.

Rita Tiribhoi (26) is now facilitating availability of the both 
disposable and re-usable pads to the girls at the compound: ‘The 
lockdown has exposed the harsh reality that girls in marginalised 
communities cannot access sexual reproductive health services 
because of income challenges; travel restrictions have only made 
the situation worse. These have serious psychological effects on 
the children,’ she told me.

Apart from the provision of material, Tiribhoi is offering 
psycho-social support. ‘Due to the traumatising experiences 
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the girls face, we realised they need someone to talk to and we 
have been having one-on-one sessions with them to understand 
what they undergo and offer expert knowledge through our 
organisation Re-Inspiration for the Girl Child Education.

‘We also realised that there is over reliance on receiving things 
so we are going to offer training on making re-usable pads so that 
the girls can make their own, even for sale,’ she said.

Rita working with RIGE have a constituency of over 55 girls 
in Avoca and she is also linking victims of GBV with the organs 
of the justice and legal system.

Persons living with disabilities have constantly been left at the 
periphery of any national agenda. This is despite the fact that 
Zimbabwe ratified to the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, a treaty which identifies the 
rights of disabled people as well as the obligations of governments 
to protect and ensure those rights. With government paying 
only lip-service to the plight of this constituency, the mother in 
the woman has seen them offering a hand, often in only ways 
that only a woman can do. Dr Gillian Chigunwe, a lecturer at 
one of the tertiary institutions in Bindura, opened Ruvimbo 
Simulation Centre where persons living with disabilities spend 
the day undergoing training to start their own self-help projects. 
‘I started the project to empower youths with disabilities, after 
realising that the main academic structure does not offer equal 
opportunities to people with severe to profound challenges. Most 
of these people are locked up and they are easily agitated when 
there is no free movement. So they are making sanitisers, soaps 
and candles which we then plan to sell,’ she said.

Dr Chigunwe is struggling to fund for the continuation 
of her project which is not only serving the disabled persons’ 
constituency of fourteen, but also their families, mainly the 
women.

Women constitute 52 percent of the Zimbabwean population, 
but with the entrenchment of patriarchy in society, the women’s 
achievements are not often reflected in the media and other 
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fora. This however has not deterred Zimbabwe’s unsung heroes 
from giving a ray of hope amid the darkness of the Covid-19 
pandemic. 
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 Women take the bull by the horns

Walter Nyamukondiwa

Kariba: Women have carried the burden of expectation brought 
about by Covid-19, with some emerging as champions who 
are making a remarkable difference within their communities. 
Be it providing the much-needed information about the global 
pandemic, which even caught the most advanced economies 
unawares, or providing for the needs of those around them, the 
health crisis has seen women inspiring change and action.

For Marina Chigumbura and Stella Chivandikwa it is about 
their passion for a better, safer community that drives them to 
action in their spheres of influence. Without any direct reward 
for their efforts, the women have committed themselves to 
explaining the importance of proper sanitation and rigorous 
hygienic standards, including regularly washing or sanitising 
hands – cleanliness being an effective measure in the prevention 
of the transmission of Covid-19.

***

Sustaining such high levels of hygiene when more than twenty 
families share a communal water point, toilet and bathroom in 
the Imprisit Section of Mahombekombe suburb in Kariba was a 
huge challenge until Gogo Chigumbura stepped in. 

Coming from an overcrowded community in the single 
quarters built for workers during the construction of the Kariba 
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Dam in the late 1950s, Gogo Chigumbura is familiar with how 
best to survive diseases resulting from poor hygienic practices. 
The current pandemic has offered her a unique opportunity to 
teach others.

‘I’ve been working as a volunteer, teaching people about 
hygiene and how best they can prevent the spread of Covid-19 in 
the Imprisit area,’ said the old woman who was once a primary 
health worker at Kariba District Hospital. ‘Like the rest of the 
world, we did not have much information when the outbreak 
started in March, but we strove to disseminate whatever verified 
information we received from the media and health officials.’

Gogo Chigumbura participated in the construction of 
the communal toilets sponsored by the German Agency for 
International Co-operation working with Kariba municipality. 
However, the burden of putting in place systems that could 
ensure sustainable and safe use of the toilets was left to the 
community. ‘Initially, there was a challenge because there was 
no one who could ensure that the toilets are kept clean and safe 
for our community. Realising this, I met with other women to 
put in a system for their use,’ the former health worker told me. 
The community was divided into four families per toilet and 
bathroom, which were supposed to be locked, with Chigumbura 
and her team monitoring how they were used. Families take 
turns to clean the passages and the environs. ‘There are however, 
instances where people fail to clean as expected, some deliberately, 
and we are forced to step in and do so,’ she said.

One major challenge, Chigumbura explained, was the lack 
of support in obtaining personal protective equipment (PPE) 
including sanitisers, gloves and other chemicals to ensure 
hygiene.

‘We could mobilise for materials such as floor polish, 
detergents and gloves but the economic situation has made it 
very difficult. We need sanitisers so as not to endanger the lives 
of people who clean and use the facilities. Moreover, there are 
some roles that require the participation of men, but they have 
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not been forthcoming.
‘My role, as a former primary health worker, requires a lot of 

patience and ability to earn respect because people are always 
difficult. If it was not for my passion and desire to see a good 
environment for the community, I would have quit a long time 
ago.

‘Love for the place I grew up in pushes me to soldier on, even 
when there are numerous man-made obstacles that are like a 
dagger to the soul. There are no material or financial rewards in 
this fight,’ she said.

Gogo Chigumbura is a popular figure in the Imprisit Section 
of Mahombekombe suburb and the impact of her work in the 
community is reflected by the number of people who greet her 
along the way.

***

Across town, Mrs Chivandikwa has become a guardian angel for 
vegetable vendors at Nyamhunga and Mahombekombe vegetable 
markets, providing personal protective equipment including 
sanitisers and masks for women in the informal sector.

Arguably, the biggest designated informal market in Kariba, 
the two are always at the centre of a hive of activity as people 
jostle to buy anything from food to clothes, creating a fertile 
environment for the spread of coronavirus. 

With women making up at least 53 percent of the two million 
people estimated to be in the informal economy,1 the importance 
of Chivandikwa’s intervention cannot be over-emphasised. 
‘I found that most of the women could not afford to get PPEs 
including masks and sanitisers and yet they interact with many 
customers on a personal basis, and this exposes them to the 
highly contagious disease,’ she said.

Prior to her intervention, most of the women were using cloths 
to cover their noses and mouths while sanitisers for personal 
1 A Situational Analysis of Women in the Informal Economy in 

Zimbabwe (2014–2017), International Labour Organisation, Harare, 
2017, p.8.
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hygiene and to disinfect their wares were not readily available.
‘Kariba municipality provides a hand-washing tap at the 

entrance but water and detergents are not always available, 
making it difficult to maintain safety and hygiene,’ said 
Chivandikwa. ‘Going forward,’ she continued, there is a need for 
more people to be allowed to get back to trading as it is their only 
form of livelihood.’

In preparation for a swell in the movement of people when 
that happens, Chivandikwa is already teaching women in 
the informal sector about the government regulations for the 
opening of the informal sector.

‘We are already positioning our members to return so that they 
can continue providing for their families, but we must explain 
our requirements to them before they start selling their wares.’ 
She told me that this was especially important for the women as 
many of them are singlehandedly providing for their families.

Mrs Chivandikwa, a vendor herself, has also been providing 
start-up capital for women in difficult circumstances to do self-
help projects, including those embarking on commercial sex 
work. ‘Most women,’ she told me sadly, ‘are being driven into 
commercial sex work as a way of survival owing to the state of 
the economy’.

Without the selfless, heroic efforts of Gogo Chigumbura and 
Mrs Chivandikwa, enforcement of lockdown regulations and 
preventive measures would not find traction with the ordinary 
person. Being both straightforward and dedicated, they have 
managed to make a real difference within the communities in 
which they have become highly valued members. 
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Heroines of Change

Amanda Ncube

Gwanda: The effects of Covid-19 on general livelihoods and the 
social well-being of Zimbabweans has often been calamitous. 
The necessary but painful national lockdown implemented by 
government to curb the spread of the pandemic has resulted in 
unforeseen but profound changes to the general lifestyle of many 
people. For low-income earners, the majority of whom survive 
through informal trading activities, it has become increasingly 
difficult to fend for their families.

The situation might have spiralled out of control, had it not 
been for a variety of interventions by numerous corporates, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), community leaders and 
individuals who have gone out of their way to assist the worst 
affected members of society. In Gwanda, it is women who have 
taken a lead.

First, Pastor Phathisiwe Dube from the Christ Tabernacle 
Ministries Church in Gwanda, Matabeleland South Province 
observed that in a town where many people were informal 
traders, the lockdown brought an abrupt end their activities, 
taking away their only source of income and leaving people – 
like the Biblical widow at Zarapeth – facing certain starvation.

‘Before this pandemic many people were earning an income 
as informal traders, performing piece jobs and conducting other 
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informal activities. With the lockdown people are failing to fend 
for their families. 

‘This has led to frustration and as a result there has been an 
increase in gender-based violence (GBV). Such cases have always 
been there, but during this period of pandemic and lockdown they 
have increased. Spending so much time at home doing nothing 
and faced with severe economic challenges has led to a lot of 
increased tension in families, confrontation and cases of GBV.’

Pastor Dube said the manner in which the pandemic was 
spreading and killing 
thousands across the world 
has also caused general 
anxiety. So, as a spiritual 
leader in the community, 
she has assisted affected 
families with counselling 
services and psychosocial 
support. 

‘I have been assisting 
couples, who have engaged 

in conflict as a result of this situation, with counselling services. 
We are also in the process of mobilising resources from various 
stakeholders such as members of the business community in order 
to assist the vulnerable,’ she told me.

Second, Juliet Nkiwane, the Director of Women Development 
Association in Zimbabwe based in Sitezi area Ward 2 in Gwanda 
said the lockdown has stalled a number of livelihood projects 
that the women in the community had been engaged in. ‘There 
are projects such as goat-rearing and gardens, which women are 
running, that have been affected; women cannot meet as they 
once did to work on their projects. They were also selling some 
of their produce to schools and mines in the area. However, 
given the lockdown, they are now unable to move around the 
community selling their produce. Some mines are also under 
lockdown and they are not allowing people to enter their vicinity, 
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which has also made it difficult for women to vend, while schools 
have remained closed,’ she said.

Nkiwane explained that some thriving savings and lend-
ing projects which women were pursuing had been choked by 
inflationary pres-
sures in the mac-
ro-economic envi-
ronment. The net 
effect has been 
massive withdrawal 
from these clubs by 
members.

The restrictions 
on intercity move-
ment and closure of 
the ports of entry into neighbouring Botswana and South Africa 
for raw materials has also put paid to various projects that in-
cluded baking, production of petroleum jelly, soap, floor polish 
and other detergents.

‘While it remains difficult for women to pursue some of their 
current projects, we continue to advise them to identify new 
avenues. Some women have peanuts. We have advised them to 
make products such as peanut butter which they can sell later. 
Women, who can access flour, can also continue to bake and sell 
their products locally while observing social distancing.’ 

Nkiwane said while the vulnerable in society were receiving 
food assistance through the Department of Social Welfare and 
other NGOs there were some essential non-food items which 
they needed such as soap and lotion. She told me that they made 
donations of various grocery items to 25 households in the five 
villages in the Sitezi area.

‘We went around the community educating women to put 
tippy taps outside their homesteads, which they can use to wash 
their hands. We realised that it was difficult for rural people to 
access sanitisers or other detergents as they are so expensive.
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‘We then came together as women and produced homemade 
detergents which we then sold to community members at an 
affordable price. We already had women in the village engaged 
in producing detergents. We also taught women how to make 
face masks using old clothes or cloth, which they have in their 
homes, as they cannot afford to buy new masks.’ 

Mavis Mahlangu a village health worker from Ward 17 in 
Manama area Gwanda said she had also played an active role in 
educating people on Covid-19 prevention measures. As a village 
health worker, she had mobilised food and other groceries from 
various community members to assist the most vulnerable: the 
elderly, orphans and people living with disabilities.

Salfina Sibanda, also a village health worker from Fumugwe 
area Ward 17, said after being trained about issues related to 
Covid-19, she has been moving from one homestead to the other 
educating people about the pandemic. 

Women have always played a significant role in society of 
‘carrying the heavy load’, offering support and a helping hand. 
They have evidently taken a leading role in assisting community 
members who have been affected by Covid-19. They have also 
spearheaded its prevention with various strategies and have also 
raised awareness about the pandemic, mobilising resources. 
In addition, they have facilitated training in various income-
generating projects to support family livelihoods and offered 
psychosocial support. The women in Gwanda have however 
been operating with limited resources. There is need for  the 
government and other partners to capacitate them to ensure that 
their efforts are far-reaching and will endure.
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Journalism is about changing lives

Chamunorwa Murava

Harare: If ever there was a time for a family to support each 
other with closeness and comfort, it is now, amidst the anxiety 
over Covid-19. Most mothers worry continuously about the 
safety of their children, particularly as the virus prowls and 
statistics of those affected rise each day. So, for a mother to be 
away from her children since 30 March, the start of the national 
lockdown, must be a concern.

As with every journalist, ZBC News Features Editor, Abigail 
Tembo, fears exposure to infection 
from the coronavirus because 
of the many people with whom 
she interacts. Ms Tembo has two 
children, ten-year-old Ayanda and 
four-year-old Andile, and although 
it is older people rather than children 
who are vulnerable to Covid-19, it 
seemed only sensible to keep them 
safe. ‘So I took them to my parents’ 
home in Amaveni, Kwekwe when the 
national lockdown was announced. 
It was a mother’s instinct. I had to 
protect them because as a journalist, 
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I’m at high risk of interacting with people who might have the 
virus. 

But it’s not easy staying away from your children. We have a 
video call every day. I used to go to Kwekwe every fortnight to 
see them, but with the rise in local transmissions, I have stopped 
doing this and I haven’t seen them physically for over a month 
now,’ Tembo told me.

When viewers watch her reports on television, they see the 
professional journalist, not Mai Yaya as her family calls her. She 
and many of her colleagues are members of the Fourth Estate 
and the world relies on them for information, education and 
entertainment. Yet they can take risks that more often than not 
are taken for granted. Save for a face mask, most journalists, do 
not have proper personal protective equipment. Nor do they stop 
attending events around the country.

‘It is a huge risk and we’re actually afraid but it is what it is. 
Not that I’m brave. I’m afraid every time I go out, but I just have 
to soldier on because beyond just reporting, I always try to find 
stories that make a difference to communities. And as far as I am 
concerned, this national lockdown provides journalists with an 
opportunity to do just that.’

The Geneva-based Press Emblem Campaign notes that by 30 
June more than 186 journalists have died from Covid-19 in four 
months in 35 countries including one from Zimbabwe.1

By region, Latin America remains the most affected, with 
at least 93 journalists killed by the virus, ahead of 34 victims in 
Asia, Europe 26, Africa 19, and North America 14.

In addition, according to Austria-based International Press 
Institute,  which is tracking media freedom, 421 press freedom 
violations linked to Covid-19 coverage have been noted 
worldwide, including 70 on the African continent.2

Notwithstanding these challenges, passion drives journalists 

1 https://www.pressemblem.ch/
2 https://ipi.media/covid19-media-freedom-monitoring/
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to make a difference during this global pandemic. It is this 
commitment that has seen Abigail Tembo feature the lives of 
many less privileged children during the national lockdown.

One particular evening, alone in an empty house without 
her children, Ms Tembo tuned in to Radio Zimbabwe’s popular 
programme, Ruoko Runopa hosted by Rutendo Makuti. It was 
covering the story of Mount Hampden’s Gogo Nhiwatiwa (43) 
who was taking care of many children at a compound in the area.

‘It was touching. The focus was on how some unscrupulous 
officials from unidentified non-governmental organisations were 
taking advantage of the children by taking photos and then using 
them to seek funding. So when I pitched that story idea at work 
the following day, my motivation was to expose those individuals 
responsible for such a heartless scam,’ says Tembo. However, it 
was when she arrived at Gogo Nhiwatiwa’s compound that she 
realised that there was much more to the story than the alleged 
unscrupulous individuals.

It was Sunday, and she found Nhiwatiwa feeding 71 children 
from the compound.
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‘It was a special day because well-wishers had brought 
goodies and the kids were all smiles eating sadza and chicken 
with vegetables. But beyond the smiles, you could not avoid 
their pain. They were also dirty, showing how much they are 
struggling. You could tell they were in desperate need of help 
and I just could not stop myself from lending a hand and I sat 
down to talk to Gogo Nhiwatiwa and find out more about their 
living conditions.’

Ms Tembo was told that most of the children are born to 
commercial sex workers at the compound, when some of the 
fathers used to work for a brick-making company in the area. 
When they were retrenched, these men left and since then the 
place has been taken over by the sex workers. When they go to 
bars or wherever they do their trade, they leave their children 
in the care of Gogo Nhiwatiwa. Some go away for days without 
returning. Others never come back. When they are hungry, the 
kids rely on Gogo to feed them. ‘This is how it began and now 
children from beyond the compound actually come here to be 
fed,’ the old woman told Tembo. 
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On average, Gogo Nhiwatiwa feeds 50-70 kids a day with 
the assistance of five other women from the compound. Six of 
the children, including a nine-month-old baby, now live at her 
house. The mother of the baby passed away soon after giving 
birth and no one has any idea about where she came from or 
even who her relatives are. So, the burden of caring for the child 
literally fell on Gogo Nhiwatiwa’s lap.

With the lockdown, this generous philanthropic woman 
sometimes finds herself without anything to feed the children 
on. It is then that she does part-time jobs at the brick-making 
company to supplement the children’s food. 

‘It’s such stories that inspire me,’ Tembo told me.  I went into 
journalism because of my desire to make positive changes in 
society. For me, amplifying such voices and acts of benevolence 
is my brown envelope. I do not seek to do stories for a monetary 
reward but I hope to use the platform I have as a journalist 
to change the world. It is all I care about. I have done stories 
where I’ve actually had to leave some form of assistance, cash or 
whatever, with whomever I’m interviewing, such is their need. 
Such stories drive me.’ 

Following Tembo’s story, a number of companies, NGOs and 
individuals lent a hand to the children, providing food and other 
materials, including a cellphone for Gogo Nhiwatiwa who did 
not have one. 

However, the Department of Social Welfare then declared 
the initiative illegal and sent the children back to their putative 
homes. It was a futile exercise because only three days later, the 
children were back at Gogo Nhiwatiwa’s home.

‘My dream is that one day, I start an organisation to assist 
less privileged women and children,’ Tembo declares. It is a 
dream that might just come true. She was, after all, child MP 
for Kwekwe and in a community now well-known for artisanal 
mining activities, youngsters look to her for inspiration and a life 
outside the dangerous gold pits.
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Reaching out to those left behind

Runako Rukwere

Persons with disabilities often face discrimination, high rates 
of gender-based violence, and exclusion from services and 
decision-making. Today, as Covid-19 ravages the world, the 
vulnerabilities and barriers faced by people with disabilities have 
increased tremendously. According to the United Nations, about 
one billion persons with disabilities in the world are among 
the hardest hit by the pandemic. This is because many disabled 
people have pre-existing health conditions that make them more 
vulnerable to the virus, experiencing more severe symptoms 
upon infection, leading to elevated levels of death. Yet persons 
with disabilities remain an ‘invisible’ group.

To change this, Samantha Sibanda has been at the core of 
amplifying the voices of marginalised disabled persons against 
the Covid-19 pandemic in Zimbabwe. Sibanda, founder of Signs 
of Hope Trust established in 2014, is a champion for the rights, 
welfare and wellbeing of people living with disabilities. She is also 
the Chapter Co-ordinator for Young African Leaders Initiative 
(YALI) Zimbabwe. 

Sibanda says she has been making efforts to bridge the gap 
on access to information for the disabled community as well as 
advocating for the realisation of their rights. Throughout her work 
during this Covid-19 period, Sibanda said her organisation has 
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identified key areas that include 
lack of access to information, 
reliable transport, education and 
health care. ‘In terms of disaster 
response, we need to include 
people with disabilities as well as 
their families. We realised that in 
any humanitarian crisis the rights 
of the people with disabilities are 
usually ignored or forgotten.’ 

In April, three organisations 
representing persons with deaf 
and visual impairments (Centre 
for Disability and Development, 
Deaf Zimbabwe Trust and 
Zimbabwe National League of 
the Blind) sued the national 
broadcaster ZBC demanding 

accessible formats on all Covid-19 updates, advertisements and 
alerts as well as national news sessions. 

They argued that there is a need for all other official 
communications by government ministries involved in the 
fight against coronavirus to be produced in formats which are 
accessible to persons with disabilities, through the use of Braille 
pamphlets, and audio, large-and digital readable-text versions of 
official communications.

Although Zimbabwe ratified the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2013, its implementation is 
hampered by inadequate co-ordinating mechanisms and lack of 
a national strategy or framework for implementation.

Towards a disability friendly Covid-19 response plan

Faced with the challenge of representing the vulnerable 
community in society, Signs of Hope Trust has been working 
towards an inclusive approach in terms of eliminating the 

Samantha distributing 
disinfectant.
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barriers that affect people with disabilities from accessing their 
basic rights. ‘In this time of Covid-19, access to information has 
been the biggest problem,’ said Sibanda. ‘Most of the relevant 
authorities do not realise that disability is not a homogenous 
condition. People are disabled in various ways that include visual 
impairment, deafness or dumbness, for example. These people 
have special needs and in most cases the government cannot 
meet these needs.’

To bridge the 
gap on access to 
information, Signs 
of Hope Trust has 
initiated campaigns 
on social media, 
radio and television 
so that some 
within the disabled 
population can find 
information on 
Covid-19. 

‘ W e   h a v e  a 
F a c e b o o k  p a g e 
where we put 
information that is aimed at helping people with disabilities 
to access reliable material. Apart from Facebook we also have 
radio shows that provide information for some disabled people. 
The information that we give is also aimed to benefit people 
who are also illiterate. Some of the information is accompanied 
by diagrams and infographics to help explain the technical 
information so that it can be understood by everyone.’ said 
Sibanda. In addition for anyone interested they have a website < 
https://startupuniversity.online/series/disability-and-covid-19-
with-samantha/> 

Working with low income communities, Signs of Hope has 
been providing support to vulnerable families taking care of any 

Disabled volunteers with disinfectant.
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person with disability. ‘In Mbare and Highfields suburbs, we have 
provided soap and sanitary pads to approximately 200 individuals. 
Period poverty is real. The menstruation does not stop because 
a person is disabled or undergoing a lockdown or humanitarian 
crisis such as Covid-19 and those are special needs that need to 
be taken care of.’ Sibanda also says the lockdown has increased the 
demand for food with many people not going to work.

‘The government’s Covid-19 relief fund needs to prioritise 
people from vulnerable communities and households with 
persons living with disabilities. With schools closed, parents who 
have children with disabilities are not able to look for menial 
jobs as they used to. They also have to take care of their children, 
increasing the burden of unpaid care work,’ the young woman 
explains. 

Sibanda notes that although there have been efforts to promote 
the rights of the disabled, there remains a vacuum in addressing 
such challenges as a result of poor representation for people with 
disabilities in positions of decision making. ‘Although the global 
pandemic has affected almost everyone in the world, locally there 
is need for inclusion of the voice of the persons with disabilities. 
The taskforce on Covid-19 response should include persons with 
disabilities as their representative so that their plight might be 
equally represented,’ she said 

Volunteers
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Gweru’s heroine during Covid-19 pandemic

Itai Muzondo

Gweru: During the 2016 Easter holiday, John and Lindiwe 
Madhubeko held a classy wedding that instantly became the 
talk of town in the Midlands capital Gweru. Blind, well-known 
beggars who made a life asking for alms from passers-by at 
Kudzanayi long-distance bus terminus, questions were asked 
about how the couple could afford such a lavish affair. 

There had to be a benefactor and in a small town, it was not 
long before her identity was revealed, it was Dr Smelly Dube, the 
CEO of River Valley Properties. What captured the imagination 
was the message that she implicitly delivered, not the resources 
that she used. Dr Dube reminded us all that everyone deserves 
the good in life, whether visually impaired, living with a disability, 
orphaned, widowed, begging for an income or in any way less 
privileged.

Beyond making the blind couple’s special day a memorable 
one, Dr Dube established a cross-border business for the 
Madhubekos and today, the couple now own a thriving canteen 
in the Ascot high density suburb.

Dube’s philanthropism did not begin with the wedding. 
Neither did it end there. Her charitable deeds include supplying 
groceries to pensioners, widows and people living with disabilities 
on a monthly basis. She also empowers the less privileged to start 
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self-help projects while paying school fees for their children. 
It was therefore not surprising that when the national 

lockdown was implemented on 30 March, Dr Dube emerged as 
a champion in assisting the needy whose lives were made harder 
each day that the painful but necessary regulations to ‘stay in 
place’ remained.

‘How can a woman sleep knowing that she would rather 
kneel down to say a prayer 
on behalf of troubled 
souls but without offering 
any tangible or monetary 
assistance to help the 
needy? Giving lies at the 
heart of every woman,’ 
Dube told me as she 
explains the motivation 
behind her charity work. 
She continued, ‘The 

Covid-19 pandemic has not been an easy period for locals. If it 
shook the richer countries, how much worse must it be for those 
residents left without a daily income because of the lockdown?’ 

Dr Dube has also assisted with upgrading the Gweru 
Infectious Diseases Clinic that has been turned into an isolation 
centre, and her company, River Valley Properties, donated goods, 
linen and cutlery towards the refurbishment of other isolation 
facilities in the Province.

President Emmerson Mnangagwa has acknowledged her 
efforts. ‘The President is grateful that he is not facing the Covid-19 
challenges alone but that there are organisations, such as River 
Valley Properties, which are working hard to fight the pandemic 
through the provision of essential material and equipment to the 
health sector,’ reads a part of his appreciation letter.

In addition, to helping to equip the isolation facilities, Dube 
has also turned an office into a mask production workshop.

Her generous contributions have also extended to struggling 
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families in surrounding communities during this pandemic 
and lockdown. Beneficiaries have received groceries including 

20kg packets of mealie-meal, cooking oil, soap, sugar, rice, as 
well as a regular stipend. Not content with supporting many 
families in this way, Dr Dube and her team are making door-to-
door deliveries to the elderly. ‘We work with social welfare and 
youth to gather the addresses of elderly people within a given 
community. Then we deliver groceries to their doorsteps. Their 
smiles make me feel wonderful,’ Dr Dube explained.

The areas covered so far include Gweru’s oldest suburbs of 
Mambo and Mtapa. One of the beneficiaries to the former is 
former football administrator, Sam Ndlondlo, who said, ‘Without 
saints like Dr Dube, this period would have been hell for many of 
us. The day she came I had gone for two days without food. I am 
a former football administrator for Midlands Province but since 
I left work, I have not been able to afford much, since ZIFA never 
gave me my dues.

‘I couldn’t even afford hospital fees when I had trouble with 
my eyes, so I fell blind, which made my situation even worse. Dr 
Dube’s generosity has reminded me that we still have thoughtful 

Dr Dube helping clean the Gweru Infectious Diseases hospital ahead 
of its transformation to be the second biggest Covid-19 isolation 

facility in the Midlands Province.
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people in the community.’ 
Dr Dube says these donations will continue post-Covid-19 

lockdowns to allow beneficiaries regain from the residual effects 
of the pandemic.

‘This programme will continue post lockdown so that 
beneficiaries get ample time to get back to their feet. We are also 
arranging a small fund for vendors so that they have a take-off 
point once their stalls are open again for trading.’

Of course, Dr Dube is in priviledged position as her husband, 
Engineer Mncedisi Dube, owns River Valley Properties and they 
are doing well both from Tebekwe Mine and land in Gweru that 
is being sold off as residential stands. That being said, the Dubes 
have raised the bar with their philanthropic work and their 
principled position to help people in need, contributions that 
haved earned them several regional and international accolades.
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Rural business women in Goromonzi grapple 
with the pandemic

Zororai Nkomo

There remain a number of myths surrounding Covid-19, a 
pandemic which has spread like wildfire across the globe. Some 
people believed that the virus would only target the elite or at 
worst, the urbanites. Others said that only whites were vulnerable. 
That high profile figures such as the French Minister of Culture 
Franck Riester, British Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, and actors 
Tom Hanks and Idris Elba were among the first people to reveal 
that they had tested positive for the hitherto unknown virus only 
confirmed the rumours.

The pandemic, however, has shown no signs of limiting itself 
to whites, the wealthy or the urban. It has spread indiscriminately 
across societies. So when the Zimbabwean government 
introduced the lockdown measures, they were implemented on a 
nationwide scale. But while they offer an important preventative 
strategy in trying to manage the spread of the virus, they have 
their downsides. For many who earn to eat every day, the 
lockdown has meant that some families are staring starvation in 
the face.

Prior to 30 March, Fungai Zhira and Beauty Saujena of 
Goromonzi Rural Community were successful business women, 
at least by the standards of their community.
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‘Before this coronavirus, I never wanted be in Harare Central 
Business District. I created my heaven here in Goromonzi 
Mandalay Park of Ward 24. I never knew that life could be 
like this; but what I can say is that God knows why things are 
happening in this way’ Zhira said.

With a booming business in chicken rearing and the dream 
of being contracted to produce chickens by established firms in 
Harare, Zhira thought she had a positive future. The pandemic, 
and subsequent lockdown ended that dream.

‘I started this business with only 25 
road-runner chickens over seven years 
ago. Two years ago, when I managed 
to raise enough money, I built a fowl 
run. Everything went well. The majority 
of business people with food outlets 
in Ruwa and the surrounding areas 
depended on my chicken project, 

but now there is no market,’ Zhira told me. This came as an 
unpleasant surprise, as the young entrepreneur didn’t expect the 
lockdown to affect her very much. After all Covid-19 would not 
spread beyond the urban areas.

‘When the lockdown was announced, I was supposed to 
dispatch over 1,500 broilers, but I failed. The pain of that loss 
is still with me today. Moreover, as you can see, this is a rural 
community and a lot of people don’t have money to buy chickens, 
let alone every day. This means that my business is on the verge of 
becoming history.’ Without a ready market, Zhira is now selling 
what remains of her chickens for a song.

‘Yesterday I sold six chickens at a hundred ZWLs – a single 
US dollar each. That’s a loss. As a woman, I thought the chicken 
business would be my breakthrough. My whole family depended 
on this project, which is why I had invested so heavily in it.’ 

Nonetheless, despite the setback, Mrs Zhira remains 
determined to pick up the pieces. Already, she is venturing into 
beauty therapy as she attempts to open her own salon. ‘From this 
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pandemic, I’ve learnt that in life we must learn to diversify. ‘I 
want to caution all women out there, not to put their eggs in one 
basket. We must all be flexible and prepared to change direction.’ 

***

Before the lockdown, Beauty 
Saujena used to sell fresh fish 
from the Darwendale Dam near 
Norton. ‘I’m the breadwinner. 
I’m taking care of my husband 
who is suffering from a chronic 
ailment. Since the beginning of 
the lockdown, I’m failing to travel, 
even to Harare, which means that 
I’m no longer in business. To make matters worse, I have a child 
who is supposed to start his lower sixth. I was banking on this 
fish project but the future of my child is now bleak due to the 
effects of this virus. We are now just praying for this pandemic 
to go away.’

***

According to the Ministry of Women Affairs, Community, 
Small and Medium Enterprises Development in Zimbabwe 
over 261,000 women are involved in self-help projects such as 
horticulture, and chicken rearing, detergent-making among 
other income-generating projects.

The African Development Bank estimates that the Covid-19 
could cost the African continent a GDP loss of up to US$88.3bn 
in the worst-case scenario, while total public debt could increase 
to over US$2.1 trillion this year.
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Nurse – a Covid-19 survivor speaks out

Evans Jonah

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the Zimbabwean 
public health sector, particularly on frontline health workers, has 
been greatly underestimated with numerous strikes taking place 
since President Emmerson Mnangagwa declared the pandemic a 
national emergency in March 2020.

Statistics given by The Chronicle on 10 August 2020, estimate 
that over 480 healthcare workers have contracted Covid-19 i.e. 
about 11 percent of the total cases that had been recorded to 
date. The article states that the affected health workers include, 
student nurses, nurses, doctors, matrons, laboratory scientists, 
nurse aides, general hands and pharmacists.

These figures are corroborated in a report from the Ministry 
of Health and Child Care reported in Newsdze Zimbabwe which 
states that ‘Nurses and student nurses account for 35,8 percent 
and 15,7 percent of the total cases respectively while doctors 
account for 5,2 percent’.1 

Paying particular attention to the Bulawayo urban area, the 
second Covid-19 hotspot in Zimbabwe, more than 100 nurses at 
Mpilo Central and United Bulawayo Hospitals have contracted 
the virus, forcing them into quarantine, and reducing the number 
of workers who attend to patients in the public institutions

Most nurses in Bulawayo allege that the lack of personal 
protective equipment (PPE) is the major contributory factor 
leading to them contracting this highly infectious disease.

1 http://www.newsdzezimbabwe.co.uk/2020/08/480-healthcare-
workers-contract-covid.html
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They also say if they were being paid reasonable salaries 
they would procure PPE for themselves since they are really 
concerned about their safety.

In consequence, nurses from the public hospitals, namely 
– Mpilo Central Hospital, United Bulawayo Hospitals (UBH) 
and Ingutsheni Hospital – since June 2020 have embarked on 
protests, demanding salaries in US dollars and provision of PPE. 

Various health associations have noted these unprecedented 
times because, for the first time, health workers in all sectors 
have joined forces in strike action calling on the government to 
prioritise the safety of health workers.

Meanwhile, a female nurse from one of the major public health 
facilities in Bulawayo, a survivor of Covid-19, spoke on condition 
of anonymity for fear of victimisation. She told us of her ordeal 
from the moment she was informed that she had tested positive. 
She was among over 42 nurses and 26 student nurses who were 
quarantined following the death of a 79-year-old woman who 
succumbed to Covid-19 during the last week of June 2020.

‘I was shocked after I was informed of my PCR test results. 
… I stood shaking as I felt my world crumbling before my eyes 
and I started thinking about my family, my husband and my 
two beautiful children.’ She explained that by initially being 
asymptomatic, her main worry was that she could have infected 
her entire household. Thankfully, her fears diminished after they 
all tested negative.

‘I immediately put myself in self-isolation for three weeks in 
an empty cottage in the grounds of our rented house. I cooked 
for myself and made sure that I did not come in contact with 
my family: we would only talk through a small window. It was 
difficult, especially when you are used to receiving the familial 
warmth of your husband and family, I really felt lonely and 
depressed at night because I had troubles sleeping.’ 

Research has proven that the pandemic affects a patient’s 
psychological state and for this survivor, this proved to be true.

‘When a few days later, the symptoms started manifesting, I 
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suffered from painful headaches and had difficulties breathing, 
especially at night. This makes you feel as if you are dying and 
you constantly worry about your family and what will happen to 
them. I would pray myself to sleep –last-minute death prayers. 
The pain made me feel like I wouldn’t make it to the next day.

‘As a health worker on the Covid-19 frontline, we are dealing 
directly with potential cases.’ The urgency of the predicament of 
or profession is the main reason for the strikes, and the urgent 
provision PPE needs to be dealt with immediately. ‘Health 
workers are highly at risk. Certainly, our salaries must be 
improved, but the priority must be to ensure that as frontline 
workers, our lives and those of our families are not put at risk 
every hour of every day.’

Guidance on the rational use of PPE for Covid-19 released to 
all countries by the World Health Organisation2 stipulates that 
governments must ensure that PPE are availed to all health-care 
workers to protect themselves and prevent transmission in the 
healthcare setting. Advice also includes the precautions they 
must take when caring for patients with Covid-19, using, for 
example, PPE appropriately and being trained on how to put on, 
remove, and dispose of it.

Unfortunately, the current global stockpile of PPE is 
insufficient, particularly for medical masks and respirators, but 
also gowns and goggles. Surging global demand − driven not only 
by the number of Covid-19 cases but also by misinformation, 
panic buying, and stockpiling − will result in further shortages. 
In consequence, the Zimbabwean government has authorised 
private players to produce PPE and to work with local 
universities and colleges on their development.
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Tobacco farmers face unbudgeted costs due to 
Covid 19

Farai Chikore

Zvimba: While much of the attention on Covid-19 has focused 
on the number of people affected, dying or recovering from the 
pandemic. The statistics themselves present a grim picture as the 
world finds itself struggling against a virus for which there is not 
as yet a vaccine, and about which little was first known. With 
businesses closed by the lockdown, economies have also suffered 
and this includes the farmers who have lost markets for their 
produce.

For decades the mainstay of the Zimbabwean economy, the 
tobacco farmers, say they are already feeling the pinch and being 
forced to incur extra costs during harvesting. In Trelawney, 
Zvimba, Zandile Maseko has lived off the proceeds of her 115 
hectare farm for nearly two decades. This season, she put 40 
hectares under tobacco, comprising 15,600 plants per hectare 
giving her a yield of anything in the region of 3,500 kgs. However, 
despite her investment, this year she may receive little or nothing 
for her yields.

‘The golden leaf producers could record the biggest loss 
from the extra costs incurred by the measures put in place to 
combat Covid-19. The requirements to provide face masks, 
sanitisers, and disinfectants, as well as ensure social distancing 
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reduces the number of our employees while imposing extra 
costs to the farmer. One cannot operate without satisfying these 
requirements,’ she said.

Maseko said that the companies to which they were contracted 
before the pandemic are not providing them with adequate 
cushion in the face of the unforeseen disaster and ‘are unable to 
provide meaningful bail-out or emergency funds.’ 

She stated that tobacco is not the only crop that has been 
affected by the pandemic claiming that farmers producing dairy, 
beef, wheat and coffee have also been severely impacted.

‘Zimbabwe’s economy which relies on agriculture exports and 
tourism will certainly be disadvantaged,’ opined Maseko.

Her ambitious plan to establish a Tobacco College of 
Agriculture, envisaged to offer an opportunity for graduate 
student apprentices and empower women in agriculture has 
been put on indefinite hold.

A trailblazer, Maseko claims she was the first female farmer to 
get into contract farming. ‘At first, my idea of contracting people 
with the knowledge and experience of tobacco farming was 
criticised but later on many farmers followed suit. Since then I 
had been growing tobacco because this farm was a tobacco farm 
[prior to land redistribution] and the soil is ideal for the crop. 
Now I have vast experience on tobacco which I wish to share 
with graduates who have never worked in tobacco fields and 
give them hands on experience. I need to start the college in the 
coming season as a boarding school which will accommodate 
only twenty people with a a ratio of 70 percent women to 30 
percent men,’ she told us, emphasizing that ‘agriculture is a 
business which requires hands-on experience’.

‘I have seven years’ experience now. Most of my workers 
were here and they have been tobacco farming for years. Those 
students who go to colleges need more practical experience than 
theory when it comes to tobacco.’

Maseko has also employed an environmental friendly, digital 
system for curing her tobacco crop even though it is expensive 
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as it is powered by electricity with a diesel generator back up 
system, so she does not have to cut down trees. 

According to Pelum Zimbabwe, post-harvest losses are 
common among smallholder farmers. Very little investment has 
been directed towards reducing post-harvest losses. This year, 
farmers will lose more than they will sell. The United Nations 
World Food Programme has also warned that an estimated 265 
million people could face acute food insecurity by the end of 
2020, up from 135 million people before the crisis, because of 
income and remittance losses.

In its latest report, FAO Director-General Dr Qu Dongyu 
underscored the need to support the most vulnerable in Africa, 
including Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and the need to 
do this through innovation throughout the food supply chain, 
including the adoption of digital agriculture technologies.


