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Zimbabwe: Giving hope to those affected by malnutrition. 

Zimbabwe is a country located in southern Africa with abundant natural resources, divided into eight districts and two main cities: Harare and Bulawayo. It is classified as a lower-middle-income country, being one of the poorest in the world. The current population of Zimbabwe is 16,831,895 people, with 67.48% living in rural areas and 32.52% in urban areas. Its population accounts for 0.21% of the world population.
It has a total area of 39 million hectares, of which 33.3% are used for agricultural purposes. The main crop produced in Zimbabwe is maize, although wheat, millet, sorghum, barley, cassava, peanuts, soybeans, bananas, and oranges are also grown. Its main export products include tobacco, gold, metal alloys, cotton, and sugar. A country that is often compared to Zimbabwe is Kenya, as both countries have an average farm size of approximately two to five hectares and rely on small-scale agriculture.
Traditional families in Zimbabwe include five or more children, grandparents, and children of relatives. These children live in traditional families due to strong kinship ties and mutual obligations. About 83% of Zimbabweans live in single-family homes, grouped together, and 16% live in traditional housing made of poles and mud.
Zimbabweans obtain their food from various sources, mainly from growing their own food, purchasing food, and food assistance. A study conducted at the University of Oxford assessed the conditions of 278 people: 27% reported consuming protein-containing foods less than once a week, 49% mentioned consuming milk less than once a week, and 27% of the population was found to have low calcium levels.
36% of the population in Zimbabwe does not have access to drinking water or basic sanitation services, although it is noteworthy that there has been an increase in electricity availability in households. Millions of Zimbabweans continue to burn wood for cooking and heating; these factors limit employment opportunities and contribute to recurring climate crises. The main source of employment in Zimbabwe is agriculture, employing 52.53% of the population. Access to quality education and healthcare is limited and often unaffordable due to the country’s economic problems.
In Zimbabwe, 38% of the population suffers from malnutrition, mainly children and pregnant women, and 24% of children aged 0 to 5 years show signs of stunted growth. The severity of nutritional deficiencies is high among the population and contributes to Zimbabwe's greatest challenges, as this issue affects development and cognitive abilities, as well as sensory deficiencies, which later affect children's learning and increase the conditions that lead to greater vulnerability to infectious diseases. In Zimbabwe, these have been the main causes of death across all age groups, and controlling them has become a national plan priority.
46% of babies under 6 months are exclusively breastfed during the first six months of their lives, and 10% of children aged 6 to 23 months receive a minimally acceptable diet, but mostly lack proteins, vitamins, and minerals. There is a chronic state of malnutrition and food insecurity in all regions, exacerbated by climate change in the form of droughts, cyclones, and heatwaves, affecting agriculture. One of the most impactful phenomena is the meteorological event “El Niño,” which causes many droughts in Zimbabwe, leading to crop losses and a decrease in agricultural production, reducing the amount of food Zimbabweans can consume, with food scarcity being the main cause of malnutrition.
Malnutrition affects Zimbabwe’s population as women suffer from anemia and it also affects men by reducing their chances of survival and development, mainly by decreasing their strength to work, causing muscle loss and weight loss.
A population experiencing food and nutritional insecurity is more likely to contract infectious diseases and has a lower probability of survival if they do, which is a problem in Zimbabwe due to the lack of hygiene and sanitation services, as well as the population’s personal hygiene habits and the inadequate treatment of the water they consume. Poor management of household waste can cause infectious diseases, with some of the most common in Zimbabwe being tuberculosis, malaria, and HIV. It is estimated that these diseases have caused approximately 39% of deaths in Zimbabwe.
Tuberculosis is caused by a bacteria that spreads through the air, driven by overcrowding, with an estimated tuberculosis rate of 562 per 100,000 inhabitants, making it the second leading cause of death in Zimbabwe. 70% of people living in the country with tuberculosis also have HIV. Tuberculosis mainly affects older people among all other groups. Rural areas cannot afford medical care to treat these diseases, while urban areas face challenges related to the prevalence of HIV. Men have a risk factor for tuberculosis and HIV, with approximately 9.1% of men in Zimbabwe living with HIV; although this disease remains more common in women than in men.
Children in Zimbabwe face other health problems besides tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS, such as malaria and measles. Marginalized populations are the most affected by infectious diseases due to health, poverty, and vulnerability in relation to the impact of climate change reflected in temperature and rainfall, increasing the risks of low agricultural productivity, which results in a low availability of food, increasing the risk of malnutrition and lower survival rates for those with infectious diseases.
One possible solution to reduce malnutrition is to support Zimbabweans in adopting practices to produce higher quality, more diverse, and greater quantities of food in order to achieve food sovereignty, ensuring the intake of different foods that meet the population’s nutritional needs, reducing the malnutrition rate from 38% to 30%. It will be key to seek organizations that provide economic and agricultural support through the donation of drought-resistant seeds and organic inputs for efficient crop management. Among the organizations that can lead and manage this project are: the United Nations World Food Programme, which provides food assistance; the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD); and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), which supports initiatives focused on food security by increasing agricultural productivity.
The role of community members will be to learn the information related to agricultural production and put it into practice. The government will be a strategic economic ally, as will the organizations involved. It is important to understand the policies needed to implement this project, such as agricultural and food security policies, climate change and drought resilience policies, and health and nutrition policies. It is essential to consider the country’s cultural norms, such as gender roles in agriculture, labor distribution in this area, and traditional agricultural practices and innovations. Understanding this facilitates more accurate approaches to possible solutions to this problem.
Through mobile medical brigades, vaccination campaigns, and medical treatment, the high incidence of infectious diseases will be reduced in rural areas with poor sanitation and remote, hard-to-reach areas. Some of the actors from the organizations that will collaborate in this project include: the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and UNICEF, which collaborates with the Zimbabwean government, playing an important role in solving this problem. These solutions are sustainable thanks to the commitment of community members, support from organizations, and the government.
In Zimbabwe, it is important to raise awareness and educate the population on prevention and treatment measures for infectious diseases. The necessary policies to implement this project should be considered, including: the national health policy and framework, the vaccination and immunization policy, and the public health education and awareness policies. The cultural norms of Zimbabweans include their beliefs in traditional medicine and healers, which is considered a problem since they practice it in a curative and not preventive way, leading to suffering and even death. This solution will provide people with the knowledge of treatment to cure diseases and prevent others from suffering from them.
Malnutrition and infectious diseases are major problems in Zimbabwe, as they are closely related, with malnutrition weakening the immune system and making the population more prone to infections. Similarly, these diseases wear down the body and hinder the intake and absorption of nutrients from the foods they eat, worsening malnutrition, creating a vicious cycle. These problems will be resolved through the aforementioned solutions, emphasizing that awareness campaigns and the pursuit of technical and economic support from organizations will be key to developing this project.
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