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But the social, economic, and political turmoil that has rocked the country in the past
two years has led to greater poverty and crime, deteriorating social services, soaring unem-
ployment, and many other social ills. 

Poverty and inequality—deeper 

In 1996 an estimated 62% of Zimbabweans lived below the poverty line. Most of the poor
lived in rural areas, where 75% of the population is poor (Economic Commission for Africa
1997). Poverty in Zimbabwe is closely linked to landlessness. Around 70% of the popula-
tion depends on small-scale agriculture, where productivity is low because of the limited
access to land and other agricultural resources. Efforts to reduce poverty have been ham-
pered by the persistent adverse effects of structural adjustment policies, the recurrence of
droughts, and the ineffective attempts to redistribute land. 

Poverty has recently become both deeper and more extensive, in part as a result of the
AIDS epidemic. New data suggest that the number of households whose incomes are below
the poverty line has risen from 61% in 1998 to 76. Moreover, income in Zimbabwe is very
unevenly distributed, as reflected in the country’s high Gini coefficient of 0.568 (UNDP
2001). This high inequality has given rise to a series of empowerment efforts culminating
in the current “land redistribution exercise”. The extent of the social crisis is evident from
the decline in the human development index for Zimbabwe since its independence, from
0.570 in 1980 to 0.554 in 1999 (UNDP 2001). 

The high poverty rates have exacerbated other social ills. For example, crime rates are
rising as many people resort to illegal means of livelihood (figure 4.7).

Figure 4.7 
Criminal offences and attemped crimes, Zimbabwe, 1995–2000
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Source: Zimbabwe, Central Statistical Office, Quarterly Digest of Statistics December 2000.
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