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Zimbabwe: Current Path

Chart 2 presents the Current Path of the population structure, from 1990 to 2043.

The population structure of Zimbabwe from 1990 to 2023 was characterised by a youthful and growing population, with a 
high proportion of children (under 15 years) and a gradually increasing working-age population (15-64 years). This 
structure is forecast to remain the same by 2043. When compared to other lower-middle-income African countries such 
as Angola, Ghana, Nigeria and Kenya, Zimbabwe shares similar demographic patterns but faces unique challenges, 
particularly in the areas of economic growth and healthcare. Common trends across these countries include declining 
fertility rates, longer life expectancy and an increasing proportion of the working population.

Since 1990, Zimbabwe’s population structure has undergone notable changes driven by demographic trends, migration, 
and the country’s political and economic landscape. These factors have reshaped age distribution, urbanisation patterns 
and population growth rates. The population was estimated at 10 million in 1990, growing to 12 million by 2000. However, 
factors like HIV/AIDS, declining fertility and emigration slowed this growth during this period.

The HIV/AIDS epidemic significantly impacted Zimbabwe’s population structure, especially in the 1990s and early 2000s. 
The number of HIV/AIDS-related deaths rose sharply, increasing from 12 000 in 1990 to a peak of about 109 360 in 2003, 
reflecting an annual growth rate of approximately 25%. However, these numbers have since dropped to 17 620 in 2023. 
This epidemic also influenced the gender ratio, as higher mortality rates among men widened the gender gap in favour of 
women.

Zimbabwe’s total fertility rate dropped from 4.88 births per woman in 1990 to 3.64 in 2006, with a modest rebound to 3.72 
by 2023. This decline was largely due to improvements in access to family planning, healthcare and education, especially 
for women.
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Economic and political instability since the 1990s has fueled significant emigration, with net migration shifting from a 
surplus of 4 900 people in 1990 to a deficit of 108 700 in 2010 and 57 230 in 2023. Many Zimbabweans, particularly young 
people, sought opportunities abroad, migrating to neighbouring countries like South Africa, Botswana and Namibia, as 
well as to the Global North. This migration contributed to a shrinking youth demographic, often referred to as a youth 
bulge, particularly in the 2000s when economic difficulties intensified. Youth bulge dropped from a peak of 58% in 2002 to 
48% in 2023 and will decrease further to 42% by 2043 on the Current Path. Be that as it may, inward migration from 
neighbouring countries like Mozambique, Malawi and Zambia, and more recently from China, has also played a role in 
shaping population dynamics.

Despite these challenges, Zimbabwe’s population has continued to grow, reaching 13 million in 2010 and 16 million by 
2023. The Current Path suggests that it will climb to 19 million in 2030 and 24 million by 2043. Declining fertility rates, 
which are forecast to fall from 3.65 births per woman in 2023 to 2.45 by 2043, will play a key role in this trend. This 
decrease will be driven by improved education for women, greater access to family planning and ongoing urbanisation.

On the Current Path, an additional 3 million people projected by 2030 and 8 million by 2043, compared to 2023 levels, 
exert substantial pressure on the country's public infrastructure and services, necessitating urgent and strategic 
investments in several key areas such as investments in healthcare, food production, services for an aging population, job 
creation and sustainable urban development. These areas of focus will be essential for mitigating the challenges 
associated with demographic growth and ensuring that Zimbabwe can develop sustainably and inclusively.

The HIV/AIDS pandemic, along with ongoing political and economic challenges, has led to a significant decline in life 
expectancy and increased adult mortality in Zimbabwe. Life expectancy sharply decreased from 62 years in 1990 to 46 
years in 2004. However, it has since improved, returning to 62 years in 2023, with women averaging 65 years and men 59 
years. This progress is largely due to improved access to antiretroviral treatment (ART). Despite these developments, 
economic and political instability continue to drive outward migration.

Looking ahead, the Current Path shows that the proportion of children under 15 will decline from 41% in 2023 to 38% in 
2030 and 31% by 2043. Conversely, the working-age population (15–64) will rise steadily from 56% in 2023 to 60% in 2030 
and 64% by 2043. The elderly population (65+) will grow modestly, increasing from 3% in 2023 to 4% by 2043. These 
trends align with those observed in average lower-middle-income African countries.

While the growing working-age population presents economic challenges, as generating sufficient employment to 
accommodate this expansion will require substantial policy measures, it also offers the potential for a demographic 
dividend if the working population is absorbed into the economy. The Current Path indicates that Zimbabwe could enter a 
demographic window of opportunity around 2039 when the working-age population-to-dependant ratio will reach the 1.7:
1 threshold necessary to realise a demographic dividend. To maximise the potential benefits of this demographic 
dividend, Zimbabwe will need to invest in education, healthcare and job creation to ensure that the growing working-age 
population is equipped with the necessary skills and can be absorbed into the labour market.

Chart 3: Population distribution map, 2023
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Chart 3 presents a population distribution map for 2023.

As of 2023, Zimbabwe's average population density was approximately 0.42 people per hectare, based on a total land 
area of 390 757 km² (39 075 700 hectares). This density is unevenly distributed, with higher concentrations in major urban 
areas like Harare and Bulawayo, which are pivotal as the country's economic and political centres.

Due to its urban opportunities and capital status, Harare attracts many migrants from rural areas and other cities. Despite 
economic challenges, Bulawayo remains a key industrial and trade hub, though its growth has been slower than Harare's, 
which has been influenced by factors like deindustrialisation, emigration and political-related issues. Bulawayo is seen as 
an opposition stronghold, often reflecting broader societal frustrations with government policies and economic conditions.

In terms of rural and urban distribution, as of 2023, approximately 33% of the population lived in urban areas, while the 
remaining 67% was rural. Rural areas are predominantly engaged in agriculture, but they face challenges such as limited 
access to basic services and infrastructure.

The population is also characterised by a youthful demographic, with a significant proportion of children under the age of 
15 years (41% in 2023) and working-age population (56% in 2023), which presents both opportunities and challenges for 
job creation and social services. Overall, the distribution underscores the need for balanced development between urban 
and rural areas to address disparities and ensure sustainable growth.
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Chart 4 presents the urban and rural population in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043.

The urbanisation rate in Zimbabwe has been increasing steadily, though it remains lower than in many other lower-
middle-income African countries. In 1990, Zimbabwe was predominantly a rural society, with approximately 71% of the 
population living in rural areas and the remaining 29% in urban centres. However, by 2002, the rural population had 
decreased to around 66%. This decline reflects a trend of urbanisation that has been ongoing since the 1950s, driven by 
rural-to-urban migration and a growing youth population seeking employment and tertiary education opportunities. 
Major urban and industrial centres such as Harare, Bulawayo, Mutare, Gweru, Masvingo, Kadoma and Kwekwe 
experienced population growth, often at the expense of rural areas.

After 2002, the rural population began to increase again, rising to 68% by 2014. This shift suggests a reverse trend of 
urban-to-rural migration, which is likely attributed to the difficult economic conditions that affected the country during 
this period, causing significant hardship for the urban population. Many elderly individuals have been forced to migrate to 
their rural retirement homes due to the high cost of living in urban areas and a significant decline in basic urban 
amenities. For instance, access to essential water services for the urban population decreased from 31% in 2000 to 27% in 
2023, with the Current Path indicating a further decline to 20% by 2043. Furthermore,  dwindling economic opportunities
compelled some of the working-age population to leave the cities and return to their rural homes.

Despite ongoing economic challenges, there has been a small increase in urbanisation beginning in 2014, which has 
reduced the rural population to 67% in 2023. This slight increase in the urban population can be attributed to the youth 
who are seeking employment opportunities in urban areas.

The Current Path suggests that the rural population will stay around 67%, with a consistent population gap between rural 
and urban areas until 2043. This consistent gap can be attributed to the limited urban and industrial development that is 
typically associated with rural-to-urban migration.

Rural areas in Zimbabwe have often been neglected regarding socio-economic development despite making up a 
significant portion of the population. Based on the Current Path, it is essential for the government and stakeholders to 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-42116932
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implement policies that promote sustainable development in both urban and rural areas. This will ensure that the basic 
needs of populations in both settings are adequately addressed.

Chart 5 presents GDP in market exchange rates (MER) and growth rate in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043.

Since 1990, Zimbabwe's economy has experienced significant fluctuations, moving from prosperity to crisis and attempts 
at recovery. Initially, during the decade after independence, Zimbabwe thrived with a diverse agricultural sector and 
strong mining and manufacturing, leading to GDP growth from US$9 billion to US$14 billion.

In the 1990s, the introduction of Structural Adjustment Programs ( ) aimed at liberalising the economy brought some SAP
growth, with GDP reaching around US$17 billion in 1999, but also led to fiscal imbalances and unrest due to contentious 
land reforms that resulted in economic chaos and food shortages.

By 2008, Zimbabwe's economy collapsed, with GDP falling to US$9 billion amid rampant hyperinflation. The adoption of a 
multi-currency system in 2009 temporarily stabilised the economy, and by 2018, GDP had risen to approximately US$18 
billion, although challenges like corruption and poor infrastructure persisted. From 2019 onward, the abolition of the 
multi-currency system reintroduced hyperinflation, and by 2020, GDP had dropped to US$16 billion, further worsened by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

However, by 2023, a recovery was noticeable, with GDP rising to about US$19 billion, supported by rebounds in 
agriculture and mining. The Current Path is cautiously optimistic, with an average GDP growth rate of 5% annually 
between 2023 and 2030, potentially elevating GDP to US$27 billion by 2030 and an even more ambitious reach of US$68 
billion by 2043, if the average growth rate accelerates to 7% annually between 2031 and 2043. The Current Path GDP 
growth rate of approximately 6% by 2030 suggests that Zimbabwe will not meet its Vision 2030 goal of achieving an 
annual GDP growth rate between 7% and 10%.

For sustainable growth, Zimbabwe must focus on comprehensive reforms in several key areas: enhancing agricultural 
productivity, developing its mining sector through beneficiation, improving infrastructure, revitalising tourism and 

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/833521498750429303/zimbabwe-structural-adjustment-program-project
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embracing digital innovation. Achieving these goals will require stabilising the currency, enhancing governance, reducing 
external debt and fostering better international relationships to restore investor confidence.

Chart 6 presents the size of the informal economy as per cent of GDP and per cent of total labour (non-agriculture), from 
2020 to 2043. The data in our modelling are largely estimates and therefore may differ from other sources. 

In the early 1990s, Zimbabwe implemented economic reforms as part of SAPs, which included privatisation, austerity 
measures and cuts in government spending. These changes resulted in rising unemployment and a reduction in formal 
sector jobs. Consequently, many Zimbabweans were pushed into the informal sector, engaging in activities such as street 
vending, small-scale farming and other informal enterprises to make ends meet. The growth of informal businesses 
continued to expand from the early 2000s due to the economic challenges (mentioned above) as people sought 
alternative sources of income.

Beginning in 2000, many industries faced collapse or downsizing, resulting in significant job losses. During this time, street 
vending became increasingly common, while cross-border trading, informal foreign exchange dealing, informal retail and 
artisanal mining activities also gained prominence as people sought alternatives to the dwindling formal job market. After 
the introduction of the multi-currency regime in 2009, many informal businesses began transitioning into more 
structured, semi-formal operations. However, the complete formalisation of these businesses has been slow, hindered by 
ongoing regulatory challenges and the continued reliance on informal practices.

In the 2010s, Zimbabwe faced ongoing policy inconsistencies characterised by frequent changes in regulations and tax 
laws that affected informal sector operators. As a result, many small businesses found themselves operating in a grey 
area, with limited access to formal banking services, government support and infrastructure. Despite these challenges, 
the informal sector demonstrated remarkable resilience. Smallholder farmers, informal foreign exchange dealers, cross-
border traders, artisans and others continued to make significant contributions to the economy, particularly in terms of 
employment and local consumption.
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The global COVID-19 pandemic put additional pressure on the Zimbabwean economy, particularly impacting the informal 
sector. Movement restrictions and lockdowns severely affected street vending, small-scale trade and informal mining 
activities. Despite these challenges, the informal sector demonstrated remarkable adaptability by embracing innovation. 
The pandemic led to a rise in digital platforms and online businesses, as many individuals turned to e-commerce and 
delivery services in response to the disruption of physical markets.

As of 2023, the informal sector in Zimbabwe played a vital role in the economy, employing around 40% of the total labour 
force and contributing approximately 54% to the country's GDP. Although the Current Path suggests that this sector's 
share of employment and GDP may decline to 35% by 2043, it is expected to remain essential for the Zimbabwean 
economy and the livelihoods of many citizens over the next two decades.

To effectively transition the informal sector towards formalisation and improve productivity, a comprehensive strategy is 
needed. Key approaches include access to finance, infrastructure development, reform of business regulatory framework, 
capacity building and support, public-private partnerships, political stability, anti-corruption measures, and monitoring 
and evaluation. By pursuing these strategies, policymakers can foster an inclusive economic environment that empowers 
informal businesses and contributes to economic growth. This could lead to the informal sector becoming a more 
organised part of the economy by 2043, promoting innovation, job creation and national development.

Chart 7 presents GDP per capita in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043, compared with the average for the Africa income 
group.

Zimbabwe's GDP per capita displayed relative stability in the early 1990s, averaging around US$2 730, with a peak of US$2 
930 in 1998—a level last seen in 1974. This stability was supported by a strong agricultural sector and mineral exports. 
However, challenges emerged toward the end of the decade, including political instability and rising external debt, which 
contributed to slower growth.
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The early 2000s marked a significant decline in GDP per capita, which fell from approximately US$2 750 in 2000 to a 
record low of US$1 350 in 2008. This drop was largely a result of the land reform program that destabilised agriculture, 
compounded by political turmoil and rampant corruption, culminating in a hyperinflation crisis.

After the adoption of a multi-currency system in 2009, GDP per capita saw a moderate recovery, rising to about US$2 400 
by 2018. Nonetheless, issues like low productivity, high unemployment and external debt persisted. In 2020, GDP per 
capita decreased to around US$1 940 due to currency instability following the end of the multi-currency system in early 
2019. Moreover, negative impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with domestic instability and natural disasters, 
further hindered growth, leading to a contraction in GDP per capita.

By 2023, signs of recovery emerged, particularly in the mining and agriculture sectors, with GDP per capita rising to about 
US$2 190. Despite this progress, Zimbabwe's GDP per capita remained significantly lower than the average GDP per capita 
of lower-middle-income African countries, which stood at US$5 780 in 2023. 

On the Current Path, GDP per capita will grow to approximately US$2 580 by 2030 and then reach around US$4 400 by 
2043, assuming annual average growth rates of approximately 2.3% and 4.2%, respectively. At this growth rate, 
Zimbabwe's economic development, as measured by GDP per capita, will continue to lag behind the average growth of 
lower-middle-income African countries, which will reach US$7 710 by 2043 from US$6 240 in 2030 on the Current Path.

Relatively higher growth rates are achievable if key factors such as political stability, institutional reforms, efficient natural 
resource management, infrastructure investment, debt management and currency stability are addressed. Successfully 
overcoming these challenges could enable Zimbabwe to experience significant economic growth and improve its 
attractiveness as an investment destination by 2043.

Chart 8 presents the rate and numbers of extremely poor people in the Current Path from 2020 to 2043.

In 2022, the World Bank updated the poverty lines to 2017 constant dollar values as follows: 
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The previous US$1.90 extreme poverty line is now set at US$2.15, also for use with low-income countries.

US$3.20 for lower-middle-income countries, now US$3.65 in 2017 values.

US$5.50 for upper-middle-income countries, now US$6.85 in 2017 values.

US$22.70 for high-income countries. The Bank has not yet announced the new poverty line in 2017 US$ prices for high-
income countries.

Zimbabwe has experienced significant fluctuations in poverty levels over recent decades despite various efforts to 
stabilise the economy. In the 1980s, following independence, about 13% of the population lived on less than $2.15 per 
day, with rural poverty affecting over 60% of the population. The 1990s saw a decline in poverty, dropping from 11% in 
1990 to a record low of 8% in 1998. However, the situation worsened in the 2000s due to severe economic challenges, 
with extreme poverty rising dramatically to 41% by 2008, a significant increase driven by factors such as land reform 
disruptions and political instability.

The adoption of a multi-currency system in 2009 led to a notable recovery, reducing the proportion of people living in 
extreme poverty by nearly half by 2012. However, ongoing economic fragility meant poverty remained a significant issue, 
especially in rural areas suffering from high unemployment and underemployment. From 2012 to 2018, weak GDP growth 
and a high formal unemployment rate contributed to persistent extreme poverty. The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 
exacerbated the poverty crisis, leading to economic disruptions and job losses, particularly in rural regions.

On the Current Path, extreme poverty (at less than US$2.15 per day) affected 35% of the population (5.8 million people) in 
2023. While absolute numbers may drop slightly to 5.6 million by 2030, representing 30% of the population, significant 
improvements are projected by 2043, with extreme poverty affecting only 18% (4.2 million people). These forecasts are 
concerning, especially when considering that in 1998, only 0.96 million people lived in extreme poverty, accounting for just 
8% of the population. Furthermore, these forecasts suggest that the country is unlikely to meet Sustainable Development 
Goal 1 (SDG 1), which aims to end extreme poverty and ensure that less than 3% of the global population lives below the 
extreme poverty line (at less than US$2.15 per day) by 2030.

To have a better chance of achieving SDG 1, Zimbabwe would need focused interventions aimed at fostering economic 
growth, creating jobs, ensuring effective governance, and enhancing access to education and health services. This includes 
leveraging its natural resources responsibly, investing in human capital, and establishing a predictable and stable political 
environment conducive to investment. Without significant policy changes and investments in these areas, the likelihood of 
achieving the target of reducing extreme poverty below 3% by 2030 remains slim.

Chart 9: National Development Plan of Zimbabwe
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Chart 9 depicts the National Development Plan of Zimbabwe.

Zimbabwe's national development plan has evolved over several decades to address shifting economic, political and social 
challenges. In the early 1990s, the country initiated SAP, guided by the  of 1991. This plan was Growth with Equity Strategy
influenced by a global shift toward neoliberal economic policies, aiming for: (i) economic liberalisation to reduce 
government intervention in the market, (ii) market-based reforms that focused on the privatisation of state-owned 
enterprises, trade liberalisation and cuts to subsidies, and (iii) economic growth with equity, which sought to diminish 
poverty and inequalities while promoting economic development. However, this era was also characterised by significant 
challenges, including rising inflation, high unemployment and a declining industrial sector, which prompted a reevaluation 
of these policies in the late 1990s.

During the hyperinflation crisis, the government did not present a formal long-term development plan. However, 
following the political and economic upheaval, a power-sharing government was established in 2009 between the ruling 
party Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) and the main opposition party Movement for 
Democratic Change (MDC). This coalition government implemented the Short-Term Economic Recovery Programme (STERP
) which aimed to stabilise the economy through a series of strategic measures, including currency stabilisation (the 
country transitioned from its currency to a multi-currency system, primarily using the US$ and South African rand), 
restoring growth (with a major focus on rebuilding essential sectors such as agriculture, mining and manufacturing) and 
infrastructure rehabilitation of key infrastructure projects that deteriorated during the crisis years.

While these efforts led to some economic stabilisation, challenges such as high unemployment, poverty and political 
instability remained. In 2013, Zimbabwe launched the Zimbabwe Agenda for Sustainable Socio-Economic Transformation (

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/445341468336006262/pdf/multi-page.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/445341468336006262/pdf/multi-page.pdf
https://allafrica.com/download/resource/main/main/idatcs/00011757:f990f53fd71514c0348a099b527532cf.pdf
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), which spanned from 2013 to 2018. This plan aimed at achieving economic transformation through several key ZIM-ASSET
objectives:

Natural Resource Management: Leveraging the country's mineral wealth for industrialis

Agriculture and Food Security: Enhancing agricultural production to ensure food self-sufficiency.

Infrastructure Development: Focusing on road improvements, energy and water systems to enhance the business 
environment.

Employment Creation: Promoting industrialisation and the development of small-scale enterprises to reduce 
unemployment.

While ZIM-ASSET outlined ambitious goals, its implementation was often hindered by the country's economic challenges, 
including a lack of financing and pressures from external debt. The Transitional Stabilization Programme ( ) was TSP
introduced in 2018 following the ousting of former President Robert Mugabe. It aimed to guide Zimbabwe through a 
period of economic transition and stabilisation. The key objectives of the TSP included:

Economic Stabilization: Stabilizing the currency and managing inflation.

Fiscal Consolidation: Reducing the budget deficit and controlling government expenditure.

Reform and Modernization: Reforming the state-owned enterprises sector, implementing anti-corruption measures and 
enhancing governance.

Infrastructure Development: Continuing infrastructure projects, particularly in energy and transport.

The TSP was expected to pave the way for the long-term goals outlined in the National Development Strategy 1 ( ). NDS1
The NDS1, covering the period from 2021 to 2025, serves as Zimbabwe’s mid-term development plan. It aims to build on 
the achievements of the TSP and lay the groundwork for the country to become an upper-middle-income economy by 
2030. Key priorities of the NDS1 include:

Economic Diversification: Moving away from reliance on agriculture and mining to incorporate manufacturing and 
services.

Infrastructure Development: Expanding roads, power generation and social services like health and education.

Human Capital Development: Improving education and healthcare systems to create a skilled and healthy workforce.

Digital Transformation: Promoting the use of technology in both the public and private sectors.

Environmental Sustainability: Encouraging green initiatives and sustainable land use.

Zimbabwe's  represents the long-term national development goal of transforming the country into an upper-Vision 2030
middle-income economy by 2030. This vision emphasises:

Economic Growth: Achieving an annual GDP growth rate of around 7% to 10%.

https://www.veritaszim.net/node/930
https://zimbabwe.un.org/en/50093-zimbabwe-transitional-stabilisation-programme-2018-2020
https://www.veritaszim.net/node/4583
https://zimembassydc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Zimbabwe-Vision-2030.pdf
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Industrialization and Value Addition: Shifting away from exporting raw materials to focusing on manufacturing and value-
added exports.

Poverty Reduction: Significantly lowering poverty levels by improving living standards.

Sustainable Development: Ensuring that economic progress is environmentally sustainable and inclusive.

Zimbabwe’s development goals aim to achieve economic modernisation and create a more prosperous country. This plan 
builds on the groundwork laid in the Vision 2030 framework. Key long-term objectives may include:

Technological Innovation: Promoting research and development while integrating emerging technologies across all 
sectors.

Global Competitiveness: Positioning Zimbabwe as a competitive economy in regional and global markets.

Social Inclusion: Ensuring that the benefits of economic growth reach all segments of society, particularly marginalised 
groups.

Institutional Development: Strengthening transparent institutions that promote governance, peace and development.

The national development plans from 1990 reflect the evolution of Zimbabwe's economic and development strategies, 
moving from addressing immediate crises to setting ambitious long-term growth goals. While progress has been uneven, 
Zimbabwe remains focused on structural transformation, poverty reduction and sustainable development as it works 
toward these objectives.
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