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Abstract 

This study sought to conduct a socio-economic impact assessment of the COVID-19 pandemic on informal 

business tourism in Zimbabwe. The specific objective of this study was to identify the extent to which the informal 

business tourism economy in Zimbabwe has been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and to prescribe guidelines 

and frameworks of workable actions to address the problems. As such, the study adopted a desktop research 

approach in which a thematic analysis of existing tourism development literature on business tourism in 

developing economies served as the basis for the arguments presented. Key issues highlighted in the paper include 

impacts on the supply of basic commodities and household income of the traders and business operations of the 

related businesses in the formal sector, traders’ survival strategies during the course of the national lockdown, and 

implications on the way forward. Furthermore, the study offers conclusions and implications drawn from the 

themes formulated from these key issues. The study also provides insights on the vulnerability of the informal 

business tourism sector to unforeseen occurrences, and how the affected stakeholder can recover from such a 

blow. 
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Introduction 

The informal business economic sector in developing countries represents a strong economic 

multiplier effect (Tichaawa, 2017). Through its content and its role, the sector represents, in 

the context of contemporary civilization, a distinct area of economic activity and a segment of 

essential importance in the economic and social life of the majority of countries, especially in 

sub-Saharan Africa (Benjamin & Mbaye, 2014; Grant, 2015; Rogerson, 2005, 2018). Benjamin 

and Mbaye (2014) advance that informal business tourism is a vital aspect of the informal 

economy across the region. Since the majority of people residing in urban areas work in the 

informal sector, and the sector constitutes over 80% of employment (Grant, 2015), Rogerson 

(2018) contests that informality holds a great place of importance as a dimension of all 

economic sectors of the sub-Saharan African region, including the region’s expanding tourism 

sector. 

Many studies (see Bandyopadbyay, 2020; Bhattacharjee & Sarkar, 2020; Dey, 2020; 

Dobler, 2016; Eldrede & Kadirov, 2020; Ghosh & Chaudbury, 2020; Jha & Pankay, 2020; 

Nshimbi, 2020; Palat, 2020; Peberdy, 2017; Peberdy, Crush, Tevera, Campbell, Zindela, 
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Raimundo, Green, Chikanda & Tawodzera, 2015; Rogerson, 2018; Samaddar, 2020; Tiwari, 

2020) suggest that informality constitutes a major portion of the developing countries’ socio-

economy. A number of scholars contributing to such knowledge (Dobler, 2016; Masango & 

Haraldson, 2010; Peberdy, 2017; Peberdy et al., 2015; Tichaawa, 2017; United Nations 

Conference on Trade and Development [UNCTAD], 2019) argue that over 50% of the 

informality in developing countries can be seen through informal business tourism which, 

according to Rogerson (2018), largely manifests in both domestic and international (cross-

border) travel.  

Unlike any other country in the African region, Zimbabwe boasts over 70% of informal 

business tourism (International Monetary Fund, 2018) and this trend has continued to spiral 

since the beginning of the country’s economic and political dilemmas in the early 2000s. Given 

the circumstance around the travelling nature of informal business tourism (Eldrede & Kadirov, 

2020; Nshimbi, 2018, 2020; Rogerson, 2005, 2006; Rogerson & Saarinen, 2018), and the 

ultimate reliance of the majority of the Zimbabwean population on the sector (Masiyiwa, 2020; 

Nyathi, 2020; Southern Africa Migration Programme Report, 2017),  the unforeseen 

circumstance of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the subsequent halt in any kind of tourism-

related movement (United National World Tourism Organisation [UNWTO] 2020), becomes 

a key area for discussion. In light of the pandemic, this study sought to conduct an impact 

analysis of COVID-19 on the Informal Business Economy in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), 

focusing on Zimbabwe as the case study area.  

The focus of this study, therefore, is on the informal business tourism sector, with the 

main objective being to analyse the extent of the socioeconomic impacts of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the sector. In addition, the study sought to prescribe policy guidelines and 

frameworks of workable actions to address the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the sector 

in Zimbabwe and the sub-Saharan African region as a whole. Zimbabwe is a perfect case study 

for the subject under investigation given its background and the socio-economic circumstances 

that the country has undergone for over two decades prior to the outbreak of the pandemic, 

coupled with the country’s significant reliance on the informal business tourism economic 

sector for its survival (International Monetary Fund [IMF], 2018, 2020). Also, perhaps needless 

to say, given that the sector is largely characterised by travelling by both the traders and the 

buyers, the current global experience of the COVID-19 pandemic brings about a greater threat 

to the socio-economic wellbeing of many Zimbabweans, which renders a critical need for 

analysis and the prescribing of solutions in that regard.  

 

Literature review  

Informal business tourism: a conceptual framework  

Informal business tourism is considered travel within and/or between neighbouring countries 

conducted by vulnerable, small, unregistered traders (UNCTAD, 2019). The trade involves the 

movement of products between cities, from rural areas into cities, and also between 

neighbouring countries, and the informality refers to the status of the traders (unregistered) not 

necessarily to the trade itself (UNCTAD, 2019). Informal business tourism represents a type 

of business tourism which is unique to, and typical of, developing communities (Masango & 

Haraldson, 2010; Nunez, 2009; Peberdy, 2017). Based on literature provided by many scholars 

on informal business tourism (see Eldrede & Kadirov, 2020; Muzvidziwa, 1998; Rogerson, 

2016, 2018; Rogerson & Saarinen, 2018; Samaddar, 2020; Tichaawa, 2017), the concept is part 

of the business tourism concept, and it includes informal cross border tourism (ICBT) and 

informal domestic tourism. This is illustrated in table 1 below.  As indicated by Table 1, the 

informal business tourism economy, which is the focus of this paper, constitutes ICBT on the 
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one hand (Eldrede & Kadirov, 2020) and informal domestic tourism on the other hand 

(Rogerson, 2016, 2018). 

 
Table 1: Clusters of Business Tourism 

Formal business tourism economy  Informal business tourism economy  

Formal international business tourism  ICBT 

Formal domestic business tourism  Informal domestic tourism  

Source: Timothy and Teye (2005)  

 

While ICBT is viewed as the informal commercial exchange of goods and services by informal 

traders operating between borders (Eldrede & Kadirov, 2020), informal domestic business 

tourism is the similar transactions conducted by informal traders within the borders of their 

countries through, mostly, street vending and informal retail outlets (Rogerson, 2016). As such, 

not only has informal business tourism become a motivation for the poor in the developing 

communities to become tourists, but it has also allowed them to supplement households’ 

sources of income in the wake of economic hardships and high volumes of unemployment 

(Peberdy & Crush, 1998; Rogerson, 2018; UNCTAD, 2019). Other researchers (Manjokoto & 

Ranga, 2017; Muzvidziwa, 1998; Peberdy & Crush, 1998, 2001; Peberdy & Rogerson, 2003; 

Rogerson, 2016; Rogerson & Saarinen, 2018) lament that the majority of people in the sub-

Saharan Africa region have resorted to informality for survival in the wake of industry 

shutdown and formal economic downswing and that little is being done by the affected 

governments towards recognising and advancing informality in economic plans and strategies 

(Rogerson, 2015). In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, it becomes critical to analyse how 

people in this sector have been affected, given that they were already vulnerable before the 

pandemic. Hence the need for this paper.  

Although there are limited statistics which show the total contributions of informal 

sector business tourism in the overall sub-Saharan Africa economy, Fundira (2018) estimates 

that the sector contributes between 50% and 60% of intra-regional trade. In the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC), informal sector business tourism accounts for an 

estimated US$17.6 billion annually, which is approximately 40% of intra-trade of the region. 

Based on the available literature on informal business tourism, it is clear that the sector serves 

many purposes: it represents a significant feature of regional trade flows (Afrika & Ajumbo, 

2012; Ashley & Roe, 2002; Mitchell & Ashley, 2010; Peberdy, 2007; Rogerson, 2006, 2018; 

UNCTAD, 2019), it serves as a source of employment and supplements households’ income 

(Ashley & Roe, 2002; Mitchell & Ashley, 2010; Rogerson, 2006, 2012, 2018), it assists in 

eliminating poverty and it also contributes massively towards food security (Fundira, 2018; 

Rogerson, 2018; UNCTAD, 2019).  

Others (see Masango & Haraldson, 2010; Nunez, 2009; Peberdy, 2017) argue that ICBT 

also offers an income opportunity which could yield returns of more than four times the 

minimum salary in the formal sector. The sector constitutes a form of business travel that is 

crucial in the developing world and which requires a critical policy consideration in the overall 

tourism development of sub-Saharan African destinations (Dobler, 2016; Rogerson, 2018; 

Tichaawa, 2017; Timothy & Teye, 2005), especially in the wake of COVID-19 which poses to 

threaten the operations of such a sector. In addition, informal business tourism can also be 

characterised by its high integration within the local economic structures of sub-Saharan Africa 

that results in a low leakage and, therefore a higher multiplier effect on local economies 

(Manjokoto & Ranga, 2017; Rogerson, 2012, 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has, however, 

created dire problems for the existence of the informal business tourism in sub-Saharan Africa. 

This is further discussed in the following section. 

 

http://www.ajhtl.com/


  
African Journal of Hospitality, Tourism and Leisure, Volume X (X) - (2020) ISSN: 2223-814X  

Copyright: © 2020 AJHTL /Author(s) | Open Access – Online @ www.ajhtl.com   

 

 

168 

 

COVID-19 pandemic and the informal economy in sub-Saharan Africa 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has been gaining economic growth over the past five years 

(International Labour Organisation [ILO], 2020a). The African Development Bank (2020) 

indicates that the region’s economic growth rose to 3.4% in 2019 compared to the previous 

year, while it was projected to have a 3.9% and 4.1% growth in 2020 and 2021 respectively. 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has, however, disturbed this economic growth trend 

and posed serious threats to the sustainability of the SSA countries (ILO, 2020a). The most hit 

economic sector in this regard is the informal sector since most of the SSA’s growing economy 

is largely the informal sector (African Union [AU], 2020). ILO (2020a) defines an informal 

economy as all economic activities that are, in law and in practice, not supported or 

inadequately supported by formal provisions. According to ILO (2018) as well as AU (2020), 

the recent growth of the SSA region has been largely through the sales of goods and services 

from sectors that operate in the informal sector. This sector constitutes 89.2% of the region’s 

economy (Naidoo, 2020; United Nationa [UN], 2020; UNCTAD, 2020), and 85.5% of total 

employment in the region (ILO, 2017, 2018, 2020b). With high levels of poverty, affecting 

35% of the African population (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 2017), coupled with severe 

inequalities and a lack of access to economic and social opportunities (IMF, 2020; Jesuits 

Africa, 2020), the informal sector has, since, become a space for the majority of the SSA 

populace to hustle and sustain themselves (ILO, 2020b; UNCTAD, 2020). With the outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, this sector, just like all other economic sectors, was put under 

threat as many countries put drastic measures to fight the pandemic (UNWTO, 2020).  

The AU (2020), in its joint continental strategy to fight the COVID-19 pandemic, 

indicates that the immediate strategy in this regard is to limit transmission and minimise the 

harm of the pandemic. This strategy led to the closure of borders in over twenty SSA countries 

and the declaration of a national lockdown by April 2020 in Zimbabwe. ILO (2020a) contests 

that the ultimate reliance on the informal economy means that a majority of the SSA population 

will not be able to survive under closed borders and total lockdown. In as much as the measures 

implemented are crucial to slow down the spread of the coronavirus pandemic (AU, 2020), 

these measures are argued to have a direct cost on more than three-quarters of the SSA people 

whose livelihoods are fully dependent on the informal economy (UNCTAD, 2020). This is so 

because the people operating in the informal economy are vulnerable to poverty, diseases and 

hunger as they lack the necessary social and economic protection, coverage and support 

mechanisms (ILO, 2020a).  

ILO (2020a) indicates that how the countries of the SSA region efficiently mitigate the 

spread of the COVID-19 pandemic will rely on the nature, scope and characteristics of the 

informal economy in the respective countries. Perhaps a more complex issue of concern would 

be the extent of the economic and institutional environment’s regulatory framework’s adequacy 

in complying with the COVID-19 regulations and the enforcement systems in place to manage 

the informal economy (AU, 2020). In this regard, ILO (2020a) argues that the regulatory 

frameworks are inadequate and that the enforcement system is weak. In addition to that, ILO 

(2020a) laments that the COVID-19 outbreak, and the measures in place to fight it, has greatly 

affected mostly the ICBT sector of the informal economy in SSA. According to Food and 

Agriculture Organisation [FAO] (2017), ICBT constitutes a major form of informal economy 

in SSA. In the SADC, for instance, the ICBT sector accounts for about 40% of the intra-SADC 

trade (UNCTAD, 2018, 2020) with an estimated value of about US$ 18 billion (ILO, 2020a). 

The closing of national borders has greatly affected the individuals who often travel within the 

region, in which South Africa is the prime destination (Rogerson, 2018), and outside the 

continent, to countries such as China and United Arab Emirates (FAO, 2017) to buy electronic 

gadgets, cosmetics, hair styling and beauty products inter alia (ILO, 2020a) in order to resell 
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them in their respective countries. It, therefore, leaves no doubt that the suspension of 

international travel has dire impacts on these people (Taylor, 2020; UNCTAD, 2020; United 

Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2020), as it has resulted in reduced income, or no 

income, for not only the ICBT operators but also for other informal sector stakeholders such 

as money changers, and transporters (ILO, 2020a). Such a catastrophic change of events 

requires a great deal of analysis in order to determine the extent of the COVID-19 pandemic’s 

impact on the informal economic sector in the SSA region. Hence, this paper sought to provide 

an analysis of such, using Zimbabwe as the case study. The following section details the 

methodology of the paper in the pursuit to achieve the objective of the paper. 

 

Methodology 

The researchers adopted a desktop research approach in carrying out this study. According to 

Clark, Riley, and Wood (1998), the desktop research method involves an activity wherein there 

is no need for primary (original) data to be collected; rather this paper draws upon existing 

secondary sources of data. This research method aims to review and analyse the existing 

literature on the phenomenon under investigation in order to illuminate specific themes. In this 

regard, the researchers have primarily used Google Scholar, as well as other research-related 

platforms such as Researchgate as well as Academia.Edu in order to sift through literature that 

covers informal business tourism economy and the COVID-19 pandemic generally, as well as 

the two concepts from a sub-Saharan Africa context specifically. Such bodies of literature 

consisted of journal articles, book chapters, conference papers, published reports and 

government reports and/or publications. In certain instances, backward snowballing was 

employed, wherein the researchers would review the reference lists of relevant specific 

research items in order to identify further sources that would be applicable to this study. This 

paper sought to analyse the socio-economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the informal 

business tourism economy. The study considered the SSA countries in the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic coverage, drawing a specific focus on Zimbabwe. The data generated 

during the desktop analysis was analysed through athematic analysis, in which the categorising 

and conceptualising of  the theories explored in relation to the subject under investigation was 

done. The theories explored were grouped by four variables that formed the basis of the 

discussion in this paper: (1) impact on the informal business economy in Zimbabwe, (2) impact 

on the supply of commodities, (3) impact on the household income of affected stakeholders, 

and (4) informal business traders’ survival strategies on the verge of the COVID-19 epidemic. 

These variables are presented in the following discussion section. 

 

Results and discussion  

COVID-19 pandemic and the informal business economy in Zimbabwe  

There is no doubt that Zimbabwe was already in an economic decline before the outbreak of 

the COVID-19 pandemic (Nyoka, 2020; UNDP, 2020). Karombo and Mataranyika (2020) 

highlight that the country’s economy has faced an abrupt fall so far during the course of the 

pandemic, and they fear that the situation will only worsen after the pandemic. Issues such as 

escalating inflation (IMF, 2020), an unstable currency policy (ILO, 2020; UNDP, 2020) and 

rampaging unemployment rates (Ntsaluba, 2020; Nyathi, 2020) continue to haunt the country’s 

economy. According to the IMF (2020), the Zimbabwean economy is estimated to shrink by at 

least 7.5% this year due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Masiyiwa (2020) indicates 

that the unemployment rate in the country, though not known, is estimated at 90%, with most 

people, including those in the formal employment, resorting to the informal sector as either the 

main or additional source of income. The available literature on Zimbabwe’s economy suggests 

that the unemployment rates have been mushrooming since the beginning of the new millennia 
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(Makoni & Tichaawa, 2018; Peberdy et al., 2015; Rogerson, 2018; Tichaawa & Makoni, 2018), 

resulting in many Zimbabweans turning to informal employment (ILO, 2020; UNDP, 2020). 

Rogerson (2016) advances that domestic street vending and cross-border trading have since 

become the core of employment for the greater Zimbabwean populace and that it forms the 

prime economic sector of the country. Constituting about 70% of the Zimbabwean economy, 

the informal business economy has been playing a vital role in sustaining the livelihoods of 

Zimbabweans (Nyoka, 2020; UNDP, 2020). With the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the operations of the informal sector have been greatly affected (Karombo & Mataranyika, 

2020), resulting in the need for more efficient external support for the nation estimated at USD 

1 Billion (UNDP, 2020). In that respect, the World Bank has intervened by allocating USD 5 

million to Zimbabwe (approximately ZAR 92 million) in order to help fight the COVID-19 

pandemic (IMF, 2020). This support follows earlier support of USD 2 million which was 

supplied to support the 2019 Cyclone Idai recovery programmes (IMF, 2020). The head of the 

Operation Risk at Fitch Solutions, Chiedza Madzima, contests that even though these funds 

came in handy to Zimbabwe, they are still not enough to help support the majority of the 

population, especially ones who rely solely on the informal sector    

After South Africa reported 709 COVID-19 cases and Zimbabwe had recorded five 

cases and one death, the decision to close the borders between the two countries was abruptly 

taken on the 26th of March 2020 (Masiyiwa, 2020; Rogan & Skinner, 2020). This decision 

immediately halted ICBT. Furthermore, the Zimbabwean government declared a national 

lockdown on the 30th of March 2020 (Nyoka, 2020) which quickly shattered the domestic 

informal business economy in the country. Masiyiwa (2020) indicates that while the border 

closures and the lockdown were implemented for public health and safety, they, however, 

devastated the livelihoods of Zimbabwean cross-border traders and domestic street traders. 

This is so because most Zimbabweans survive wholly from money earned through the informal 

domestic and cross-border trading and this has significantly impacted the supply of basic 

commodities in the country. This is further discussed in the following section. 

 

Impact on the supply of basic commodities 

The basic supply of immediate and household commodities in Zimbabwe largely relies on the 

ICBT due to the absence, or limit of, the formal industry in the country to make provisions of 

such (Rogerson, 2018). As such, Masiyiwa (2020) advances that the ICBT in Zimbabwe has 

long been the household survival strategy which began to experience rapid growth since 2001. 

In addition, as the Zimbabwean shops ran out of stock of basic commodities, and the 

Zimbabwean dollar’s purchasing power decreasing during the 2008 political turmoil (Peberdy 

et al., 2015), the Zimbabwean migrant entrepreneurs played a significant role in ensuring that 

essential commodities, such as foodstuff, clothing and household materials, remained 

accessible to the Zimbabwean people (Rogerson, 2016, 2018). According to Nstaluba (2020), 

these essential commodities are said to be retailed mostly in streets of almost every town, rural 

area, and city in the country, making the ICBT and the informal domestic business in the 

country the core of the supply of basic commodities to Zimbabweans. Furthermore, with the 

weak local industry and with most big companies shutting down (Zhou, 2013; Zimbabwe 

Tourism Authority [ZTA], 2015), informal trading has continued as one of the main sources of 

income generation and provision of basic commodities for many Zimbabweans.   

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic meant that the provision of basic 

commodities in Zimbabwe were placed under a great threat. Additionally, Masiyiwa (2020) 

indicates that many Zimbabweans operating in the informal business economy have many 

dependents and that they strive to support their families and extended families. The closing of 

the informal business economy in the country also affected many more stakeholders relying on 
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informal business economic activities. These include, but are not limited to, cross-border bus 

drivers and the cross border goods transporters (referred to as the Malaichas), domestic 

informal traders, the general Zimbabwean populace and other formal and informal 

establishments both in Zimbabwe and in South Africa (Karombo & Mataranyika, 2020; 

Masiyiwa, 2020; Nyathi, 2020; Nyoka, 2020; UNDP, 2020). The halting in the supply of basic 

commodities bought from other countries has not only heavily impacted the limited provisions 

but has also affected the household income of the stakeholders who wholly rely on the informal 

business economy and this has led to the need for most people operating in the informal sector 

to find other survival strategies during the COVID-19 era. The following section expands upon 

this issue. 

 

Informal business traders’ survival strategies on the verge of the COVID-19 pandemic 

According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (2018), Zimbabwe is only second to 

Bolivia as the largest informal economy in the world. The economy of the country is mostly 

shaped by the cross-border traders who bring goods from other countries to re-sell in the 

country. This process helps with employment and lowers the costs of basic household 

commodities. Since the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, the above has not been the 

case, and the Zimbabwean economy, together with the Zimbabweans, must reckon with the 

closed borders and economy. Nyathi (2020), however, indicates that the government of 

Zimbabwe has worsened the situation as it has not pulled its weight in supporting the citizens 

who survive through the informal sector. The president of the Zimbabwe Chamber of Informal 

Economy Associations, Lorraine Sibanda, laments that the government of Zimbabwe has failed 

to make funds available for the informal businesses in support for their survival during the 

course of the lockdown. Furthermore, on 1 May 2020, the government reopened the formal 

industry and commerce while the informal sector remained closed. This was a different case 

compared to South Africa’s easing of lockdown to level three from the 31st of May, which saw 

most of the people in the informal economy resuming their operations (Rogan & Skinner, 

2020). This situation has led to many Zimbabweans resorting to defy the lockdown regulations 

and to illegally engage in their normal informal business activities since they have no other 

means for survival (Nyathi, 2020). Nyathi (2020) further reports that some Zimbabweans have 

resorted to smuggling goods between Zimbabwe and South Africa during the time of the 

pandemic. The main commodities that are being smuggled are food and beverage, bales and 

cigarettes.   

 

Smuggling food, beverage and household commodities   

The desperate citizens of the country are reported to smuggle in food, beverage and other 

household commodities to re-sell in Zimbabwe. In a bid to redress this challenge, the 

government of South Africa erected a 40km fence along its border with Zimbabwe. This 

solution was ineffective as the fence was damaged by the suspected people operating along the 

borders and facilitated the movement of smuggled goods between Zimbabwe and South Africa 

(Ntsaluba, 2020). Nyathi (2020) highlights that a number of videos and pictures of smugglers 

swimming across the Limpopo River carrying smuggled food items into Zimbabwe were 

posted on various social media platforms. Bosch (2020) indicates that Zimbabwe has been 

significantly affected by a food crisis, and that has led to thousands of Zimbabweans illegally 

crossing into South Africa during the lockdown period in order to purchase foodstuffs. Such 

food commodities as corn meal, cooking oil and sugar are very scarce in the country (Ndebele, 

2020). Over 500 people have been moving into South Africa daily since the beginning of the 

lockdown to purchase food items (Bosch, 2020).  
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Smuggling of second-hand clothing bales 

According to Nyathi (2020), the sale of second-hand clothing has been one of the main sources 

of income for the informal traders in Zimbabwe. The Herald (2020) reports that the importation 

of second-hand clothing in Zimbabwe was banned in 2015 to protect the country’s textile 

industry, but relaxed in 2017 as it was/is a major source of income for informal traders hit hard 

by the economic downfall. The closing of the informal economy in Zimbabwe, coupled with 

the national lockdown protocol has, however, shuttered employment and profits (Nyathi, 2020) 

that come with the sale of second-hand clothing (Moyo, 2020). Zimbabwean traders continue 

to smuggle in bales of second hand clothing from Mozambique (Nyathi, 2020) despite the 

national lockdown and the closure of borders.  

 

Smuggling of cigarettes  

Cigarette smuggling from Zimbabwe into South Africa has also been on the rise since the South 

African government took a policy decision to ban the sale of cigarettes in the country during 

the level five lockdown period (Chingono, 2020). Chingono (2020) explains that the South 

African government claimed that the smokers were more vulnerable to contracting the COVID-

19 disease. According to Businessteach (2020), the cigarette sale ban in South Africa offered 

an opportunity for the most desperate Zimbabwean traders to exploit the cigarette market of 

South Africa by smuggling them into the neighbouring country. Jooste (2020) adds that 

smuggled cigarettes are distributed not only in the Limpopo province but also in other 

provinces such as Gauteng and Mpumalanga. Jooste (2020) indicates that cigarette smugglers 

are now collecting more profits than ever during the national cigarette ban under COVID-19 

protocols. This has, however, led to South Africa losing about ZAR 35 million a day in tax 

revenue from the ban of cigarettes since March 2020 (Jooste, 2020).  

 

Conclusion 

This paper sought to conduct a socio-economic impact assessment of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on informal business tourism in SSA, with a specific focus on Zimbabwe. The study departs 

from a viewpoint that the region’s informal sector constitutes about 90% of its economy, and 

the suspension of international travel and strict national lockdown due to the outbreak of the 

COVID-19 pandemic has left over three-quarters of the region’s population struggling to 

survive. This provokes the need for a study to assess the associated socio-economic impacts 

and propose guidelines for a remedy, especially for Zimbabwe whose informal sector is the top 

in the region with about 70%. Given that the COVID-19 pandemic presents dire socio-

economic and political consequences, countries in the SSA region have been forced to adopt 

measures not only to save livelihoods but also to facilitate the continuation of businesses and 

to sustain the economies of the respective countries. While according to ILO (2020a, b), only 

the formal economy has been resumed with money invested in its survival (Official Aviation 

Guide [OAG], 2020), a few countries in the region have implemented major actions towards 

either resuming the informal sector or supporting livelihoods of people surviving off it (IMF, 

2020).  

Against this backdrop, this study suggests the following four policy implications for 

Zimbabwe and the SSA region as a whole. Firstly, governments should construct social 

dialogue mechanisms with both the stakeholders in the formal and informal economic sectors. 

According to ILO (2017), social dialogue is all types of negotiation, consultation or information 

sharing among representatives of the government, employers and employees or between 

employers and employees on issues of common interest. As the world continues to deal with 

the COVID-19 pandemic, it becomes more critical than ever for various governments to build 

upon social dialogue as a way to address the concerns of every affected stakeholder in order to 
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promote progress. To this end, social dialogue mechanisms would assist in facilitating the 

development of strategies to reduce the impact of the COVID-19. In the case of the informal 

business tourism economic sector, such measures as the sanitary infrastructure in market 

places, washing of hands regularly, the provision of health kits to fight the pandemic and 

increased awareness programmes can be well implemented through the building of social 

dialogues.  

Secondly, this paper proposes that governments develop strategies to support the poor 

and most vulnerable people during the course of the COVID-19 pandemic. This paper found 

that the COVID-19 pandemic halted income and provisions of household commodities for 

many Zimbabweans who wholly depend on the informal business economy for their survival. 

Additionally, many have risked contracting the disease and their lives by smuggling goods into 

the country from other neighbouring countries. This is a sign that Zimbabweans are struggling 

to cope under the current circumstances. The government should make funds available in order 

to support families which rely on this sector. In the event that the funds may not be enough, it 

would be advisable to open up the informal sector under strict regulations like South Africa did 

(Rogan & Skinner, 2020), so that the people can earn an income to sustain themselves during 

this catastrophic time. Also, given that the informal sector is currently still non-operational, 

since 30 March 2020, it would be advisable that the government of Zimbabwe makes credit 

more affordable and supports entrepreneurship especially to the people operating in the 

informal sector. This would help in promoting their businesses and can also facilitate the steps 

towards formalising their informal operations.  

Thirdly, it would be beneficial to carefully manage the COVID-19 pandemic within the 

context of a thriving informal economy. This could be done through identifying and reaching 

out to the vulnerable groups in the informal sector economy who are less-harshly impacted by 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The policy framework in this regard should be gender-sensitive and 

non-discriminatory. Also, the policy framework should emphasise, but not be limited to, 

safeguarding the health of the people operating in the informal business tourism sector, 

ensuring business continuity and stimulating demand under strict regulations as well as 

observation of the World Health Organisation [WHO] regulations in order to reduce the spread 

of the pandemic and to support income generation and employment. In addition, the 

government must invest in public health protection such as the provision of water and sanitation 

facilities in markets and public areas, and also ensure the adherence to the health regulations, 

such as wearing of masks in public and keeping social distance.  

Lastly, the current adversity could be turned into an opportunity for many vulnerable 

Zimbabweans, especially those in the informal business tourism sector. Many Zimbabweans 

have already started to smuggle in alcohol and cigarettes into South Africa since the country 

has banned the sale of such products as part of its regulations to fight against the COVID-19 

pandemic. Despite its dire consequences, the current pandemic presents an opportunity for the 

development of an investment model for the domestic productive capacity that would support 

the activities of people working in the informal business. Such activities would include the 

production and selling of face masks, sanitisers and personal protective equipment (PPE). This 

would also help in promoting intra-regional trade and the deepening of collaboration between 

Zimbabwe and its neighbours.  

In conclusion, the study was limited to providing a socioeconomic impact assessment 

of the COVID-19 pandemic on the informal economy in SSA, with a specific focus on the 

informal business tourism economy in Zimbabwe. Research has shown that over 70% of the 

Zimbabwean economy has been informal since the beginning of the economic and political 

dilemmas which began in the early 2000s. The informal business tourism sector has since 

played a vital role in moving the country’s economy through a provision of household income 
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and sustaining livelihoods in the absence of formal employment and a stable formal economic 

structure. Since the sector is largely characterised by travelling for both the traders and the 

buyers, the current global experience of the COVID-19 pandemic brings about a greater threat 

to the socio-economic wellbeing of many Zimbabweans. It will be, therefore, of great 

importance to ascertain, through further research, the economic recovery strategies post the 

COVID-19 pandemic in the SSA region, whose economies were on the rise when the COVID-

19 disease was declared a pandemic.  
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