
 
WDP Country Background Information: Republic of Zimbabwe 

 

 

Border countries are South Africa, Botswana, 

Zambia and Mozambique.  The Limpopo River 

forms part of the southern boundary with the 

Zambezi flowing in the north.  A flattish watershed 

exists between these two systems, part of an 

ancient etchplain. 

Population is estimated at 17.4 million people 

using 16 official languages.  Over 70% speak Shona 

with Ndebele at 20%.  English is used in business, 

government, and as the main medium for school 

instruction. 

Zimbabwe’s flag colours are green to represent 

vegetation, yellow for minerals, black for the 

majority of the population, red for blood shed 

during liberation, and white for peace. 

Climate varies with altitude but the whole country 

typically has a dry season from May to September 

punctuated by cool stretches.  Heavy rains fall 

from November to March which encourages 

generous tree growth, especially in the mountains.  

The average day time temperature in the capital 

city of Harare is 24 C during the dry season with 

some nights approaching zero.  More intense heat 

exists in Zimbabwe between mid-March and mid-

November. 

Flora and Fauna: Zimbabwean ground cover is 

predominantly savannah (grass cover) with 

diversified farming in the Eastern Highlands area, 

and forests growing in the mountains.  Trees 

include teak and mahogany.  Among the numerous 

flowers and shrubs are hibiscus and spider lilies. 

The Zimbabwean mammal population includes the 

elephant, lion, buffalo, hippopotamus, rhinoceros, 

gorilla, and scaly anteater.  Snakes and lizards 

abound.  Notable among the 500 species of birds 

are the bush-warbler and emerald cuckoo. 

 
Major tourist attractions are the Victoria Falls 

(one of 7 Wonders of the World), Hwange National 

Park - a wildlife conservancy, the Great Zimbabwe 

National Monument – a unique testimony to 

Bantu civilization of the Shona, Eastern Highlands, 

Matapos Hills, and Gonarezhou National Park. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Political History:  Zimbabwe has a varied and, 

at times, violent political history from 

precolonization to independence.  Excavation at 

the Great Zimbabwe ruins revealed trade links 

extending from China to Kilwa Kisiwani 

generations prior to colonization.  The empire 

eventually split into two kingdoms between 1200 

and 1450 A.D.  These met the Portuguese traders 

in the early 16th century.  By the 1890s, Cecil 

Rhodes’ gold mining companies led to British 

occupation.  Dispossessed of land and rich natural 

resources, insurrection by Indigenous people 

eventually followed. 

 

On April 18, 1980, the former Rhodesia celebrated 

independence following deliberations among 

warring parties, an agreement to cease hostilities, 

and the first democratic election.  ZANU was 

victorious and its leader, Robert Mugabe, became 

the first democratically elected leader of an 

independent Zimbabwe.  The society institutions, 

Zimbabwe, a Shona 

translation for “houses of 

stone”, lies in southeastern 

Africa. 

https://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/knowledge/Shrubs.html
https://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/knowledge/Lizards.html
https://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/knowledge/Emerald.html


including churches, were euphoric as new 

development policies addressed poverty, 

demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration.  

Elation did not last long.  Disturbances led to a 

Unity Accord in 1987 which united the two major 

parties, abolished the post of prime minister and 

saw Mugabe become head of state.  However, 

citizen discontent continued.  Zimbabwe’s land 

reform program which sought to address 

imbalances in land access, resource and wealth 

allocation between White/European and Black 

/African has been uneven in success.  A 2013 

referendum adopted a home-grown constitution.  

Currently, Zimbabwe is a constitutional republic 

with a presidential system and a parliamentary 

legislature with a National Assembly and Senate, 

multi parties, and elections every 5 years.  In 2017, 

military intervention forced the departure of 93-

year-old President Mugabe who had been in power 

for 37 years. 

Education and Economy:  Zimbabwe, with one 

of the highest literacy rates in Africa (84% - 

UNESCO), declared access to education a basic 

human right in 1980.  All provinces have primary 

and secondary schools, technical colleges, 

vocational training centres, and universities of 

which 9 are public, and 4 are private and church 

affiliated.  Education is not free, and in rural areas 

is often inaccessible due to distance and cost.   

Economy:  Mining of natural resources is the 

major industry, followed by agriculture.  The 

economy has shrunk significantly due to imbalance 

in imports and exports, political upheaval effecting 

farming expertise, industry closures and a 

multicurrency system adopted to stem 

hyperinflation. 

Cuisine:  Sadza, the national dish, is made from 

cornmeal or maize.  Other traditional foods include 

peanuts, squash and cucumbers.  Beef and goat are 

among the meats consumed.  During the summer, 

dried spiny caterpillars and flying ants may be sold 

by the pound at markets. 

 

Religion:  British missionaries introduced 

Christianity in the 14th century.  In the 1960s, 

churches became frustrated with colonial 

government, and supported Black majority rule.  

Twenty years later, churches made public 

statements to help ensure the country found its 

political and economic way peacefully during 

independence.  The Zimbabwean Constitution 

allows freedom of worship and association with 

separation between church and state.  Christianity 

is the major religion at 80% with 20% being Islam, 

African Traditional religion, and Judaism.  

Women:  Zimbabwe’s 2013 constitution also 

recognised gender equality including the creation 

of 60 Parliament seats reserved for women.  

Despite such measures, gender inequity, is real, 

persistent and often violent.  Women and girls 

suffer systemic disadvantages and discrimination 

especially if poor, living in rural areas, or are from 

particular social groups.  Girls face early marriage 

and barriers to education while women deal with 

legal discrimination in family law, and poor 

reproductive and maternal health service.  

Differences in male and female status are due to 

complex interplay of economic, political, historical 

traditions, prevalent norms, and social factors. 

Children:  A UN funded survey in 2014 reported 

 that one in four children live with neither parent. 

HIV/AIDS is a driving force behind children being 

forced to head families or stay with impoverished 

grandparents.  To help counter this health 

epidemic, Zimbabwe rolled out Option B whereby 

HIV-positive mothers receive antiretroviral drugs 

for life. Children with special needs, e.g. autism, 

lack specialized centres that are affordable. 

World Day of Prayer:  In 1962, two church 

leaders saw a need for ministerial wives to meet 

and strengthen one another in doing God’s work. 

As this interdenominational prayer committee 

grew, they were given office space at the Bible 

Society House.  Zimbabwean women have learned 

the great power of prayerful action, such as helping 

those at the Mutemwa Leprosy Center.




