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‘Dying of hunger’: Zimbabwe street  
vendors hit by COVID clampdown 

Crackdown destroys livelihoods of more than 3 million vendors
HARARE:  Martha Kahari was already struggling to 
make ends meet after Zimbabwe’s coronavirus lockdown 
forced her to stop selling second-hand clothes and toma-
toes at the side of the road in the capital Harare. Then the 
council came to tear down her stall. Since April, local 
authorities in Zimbabwe’s major cities have demolished 
thousands of illegally built structures that vendors like 
Kahari use to sell their wares, in what authorities have said 
is an effort to legitimize informal trade in the city. 

With her stall destroyed, the 40-year-old disabled 
mother of two has given up hope of being able to afford 
rent or pay back the money she borrowed to buy the 
stock she planned to sell once the lockdown was lifted. “If 
I don’t settle the loan soon, they will come and take my 
goods,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. 
“Because I’ve been deprived of income, I have to live in 
one room at my in-laws’ with my two children and my 
property. We have no money for food and no one is help-
ing us.” 

Vendors and informal workers’ groups in Zimbabwe 
say that city officials, with the support of the national gov-
ernment, are exploiting the lockdown to destroy makeshift 
shops and market stalls while their owners are observing 
stay-at-home orders. Oliver Chidawu, minister of state for 
Harare, and the city’s mayor Herbert Gomba said in a joint 
statement in April that they had “noted with concern the 
anxiety that has gripped players in the informal sector” 
since the demolitions began. 

The aim of the operation was to remove illegal busi-
nesses and ensure that cities are “clean, orderly and well-
managed” while also making sure councils don’t lose out 
on potential revenue, they said. Crackdowns on informal 
traders, who make up more than three-quarters of the 
country’s population, according to the 
Informal Economy Traders Association, are a frequent 
occurrence in Zimbabwe. The last major wave of demoli-
tions happened early last year, when about 2,500 stalls 

were torn down in Harare and Chitungwiza, a town about 
30km (19 miles) south of the capital. 

Samuel Wadzai, executive director of the Vendors 
Initiative for Social and Economic Transformation 
(VISET), a union based in Harare, said the current opera-
tion has destroyed the livelihoods of more than 3 million 
vendors. Having already gone without income since the 
southern African nation went into lockdown on March 30, 
many vendors lost essential stock and prized possessions 
when their stalls were destroyed, Wadzai said. 

“Our members lost merchandise and property worth 
millions of dollars in the nationwide blitz,” he said. 
Vendors’ rights advocates note that with Zimbabwe in the 
grips of an economic crisis that has seen soaring food 
prices and food shortages, vendors have spent any sav-
ings they had on feeding their families. Now they will have 
no place to work from and no way to buy new stock once 
the lockdown is lifted, Wadzai said. 

 
Hawking from home 

To survive, some vendors have turned to social media 
to ask for money and food donations, while others are 
hawking from their homes. Bidnock Kunaka, 55, had two 
stalls - one in Kuwadzana suburb where he lives and 
another in central Harare - from which he sold various 
commodities, ranging from fruits and vegetables to hard-
ware. Because he was home observing lockdown rules, he 
learned about the demolitions from media reports and fel-
low vendors. 

When he finally had the chance to check on his stall in 
Kuwadzana, he found only the shell left. Vendors were giv-
en no warnings that the demolitions were coming, Kunaka 
said. “I can’t put food on the table now. The cash I had set 
aside to stock the business, we have exhausted on food 
and other household needs,” said the father of four. 

Without that working capital, Kunaka, who became a 
vendor in 2016 after losing his job as a factory worker, 
said it will be impossible to restart his business after the 
lockdown. Instead, he has turned a portion of the land at 
his house into a market garden, where he is growing car-
rots, onions and leaf greens. “I’m hoping from the garden I 
will manage to generate income to feed the family and to 
start vending again,” he said.  

 
Designated spaces 

Wadzai at VISET said the criminalization of vendors 
and the demolition of their stalls goes against the state’s 

responsibility to promote small businesses. City officials 
have promised to accommodate vendors in approved 
spaces that will be designated for use by market vendors 
once the lockdown is lifted. 

“The city of Harare and other local authorities are 
already in the process of identifying and preparing alter-
nate workplaces for informal traders,” Chidawu and 
Gomba said in their joint statement. But Wadzai said the 
committees deciding how to allocate and use those 
spaces had not reached out to any vendors or informal 
workers’ unions for their input. “It is not fair for the 
authorities to take advantage of COVID-19 lockdown to 
attack the livelihoods of people and without any consulta-
tion,” he said over the phone. 

 
‘Vendors are dying’ 

While the Zimbabwean government has begun easing 
some lockdown measures to allow commerce and indus-
try to slowly restart, the informal sector is still prohibited 
from operating. Simon Masanga, the permanent secretary 
for social welfare, said in May the government began dis-
tributing 180 Zimbabwean dollars ($7.20) per month to 
more than 2,000 people who had been affected by the 

lockdown and the clampdown on vendors. 
The goal is to scale up to 1 million beneficiaries, he told 

the Thomson Reuters Foundation, adding that registering 
vendors for financial aid was a slow process due to lock-
down measures. Vendors’ rights groups like the 
Informal Economy Traders Association have described 
the payments as “paltry”, saying they barely cover a fami-
ly’s most basic needs. 

A family of five in Zimbabwe needs about 7,500 
Zimbabwean dollars (about $300) per month to cover 
their basic needs, according to figures reported by 
Zimstat, the national statistics agency, in April. “We are not 
saying this money is enough to meet basic requirements, 
but it will go a long way in assisting someone who does 
not have any money in their pocket,” Masanga said in 
response to the criticisms. If the government wants to help 
vendors recover from both the impacts of the pandemic 
and the loss of their stalls, it should ease the informal trad-
ing sector out of lockdown and put a rush on aid pay-
ments, Wadzai said. 

“The government needs to speedily disburse funds to 
cushion those vulnerable,” he said. “It’s taking too long. 
Vendors are literally dying of hunger.” – Reuters 

Informal traders  
pushed into  

starvation

LAGOS: Nigeria, a major oil producer, aims to end a costly fuel subsidy system which 
has provided a lucrative source of funds for corrupt officials and businessmen.—AFP 

In this file photo, shopping carts sit in the parking lot 
of a Walmart store in Chicago, Illinois. – AFP 

US to report  
record rise in  
retail sales 
 
WASHINGTON: US retail sales likely experienced a 
record rise in May as 2.5 million Americans went back 
to work, although any rebound will retrace only a frac-
tion of the historic drops in March and April amid the 
coronavirus lockdowns. 

The monthly report, due to be released by the 
Commerce Department later, is expected to show over-
all receipts at U.S. retailers jumped 8.0 percent last 
month, according to a Reuters poll of economists. That 
would exceed the previous record increase of 6.7 per-
cent in October 2001 as Americans resumed spending 
following what was then a record pullback in the after-
math of the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United 
States. 

While certainly an eye-catching bounce, it would 
retrace only about a quarter of the sales drop regis-
tered in the record back-to-back declines in the two 
previous months when widespread stay-at-home 

orders were imposed to stop the spread of COVID-19, 
the respiratory illness caused by the novel coronavirus. 
Sales in April fell 16.4 percent after tumbling 8.3 per-
cent in March. The US economy dropped into reces-
sion in February as the viral outbreak brought a 
record-long expansion to an abrupt end. Employment 
fell by about 22 million in March and April, but payrolls 
rose unexpectedly in May by just over 2.5 million, sup-
porting the thesis that consumer spending may be 
recovering and that the worst of the downturn may 
have passed. 

“Given the bounce in job growth in May and the fact 
that some state economies started to re-open in the 
second half of the month, it’s reasonable to expect that 
spending partially rebounded in May,” NatWest econ-
omists Michelle Girard and Kevin Cummins wrote in a 
note to clients. 

The likely sales rebound was probably led by strong 
auto sales as the relaxing of lockdowns across the 
country allowed car dealership showrooms to reopen. 
May’s sales rate climbed above 12 million vehicles per 
year after dropping below 9 million in April, according 
to Wards Intelligence. Gasoline prices also have stabi-
lized, which likely helped support a retail sales recovery 
last month. Excluding gas and autos, sales had dropped 
16.2 percent in April. —Reuters 

Walmart ties up  
with Shopify  
 
WASHINGTON: Walmart said Monday it was teaming 
up with e-commerce platform Shopify to expand its 
online marketplace in a ramped-up challenge to Amazon 
for third-party sellers. The deal allows the estimated one 
million US businesses using Shopify’s platform to sell on 
Walmart.com without any listing fees. 

“As we launch this integration with Shopify, we are 
focused on US-based small and medium businesses 
whose assortment complements ours and have a track 
record of exceeding customers’ expectations,” said Jeff 
Clementz, vice president of Walmart Marketplace. 

“We’re excited to be able offer customers an expand-
ed assortment while also giving small businesses access to 
the surging traffic on Walmart.com.” 

The move could boost Walmart’s efforts to compete 
with Amazon, whose own marketplace of third-party sell-
ers makes up more than half of the sales of the e-com-
merce leader. It also comes with Amazon facing antitrust 
scrutiny in the US and other markets over allegations that 
it improperly used data from third-party sellers to boost 
sales of its own products. Shopify said the deal was the 
first time Walmart has partnered with a commerce plat-
form allowing small to medium-sized businesses to sell 
through its online marketplace. “Shopify’s new Walmart 
channel will enable our merchants to get their products in 
front of these high-intent, loyal buyers from one of the 
world’s largest retailers, helping them expand their reach 
and drive sales,” said a statement from the Canadian-
based firm. —AFP 

Tata Motors reports  
$1.3bn loss  
 
MUMBAI: India’s Tata Motors Monday reported a 
loss of $1.3 billion for the first three months of this year 
as sales in its key markets of China and Europe were 
hit by the coronavirus pandemic. 

The Mumbai-headquartered firm had just returned 
to the black in the previous quarter amid Chinese 
demand for its British luxury brands Jaguar and Land 
Rover. 

The 98.94 billion rupees ($1.3 billion) net loss for the 
January-March quarter followed a net profit of 11.17 
billion rupees for the same period last year. “The auto 
industry faced strong headwinds in FY20 amidst a 
slowing economy due to multiple factors... all leading to 
weak consumer sentiments and subdued demand 
across segments,” Tata Motors chief executive Guenter 
Butschek said in a statement. 

“Disruption in the supply chain induced by the pan-
demic and the nationwide lockdown in mid-March 
2020 added to the problems.” The company forecast a 
weak April-June—the first quarter of the 2021 financial 
year—which coincided with widespread virus lock-
downs across its Europe, UK and Chinese markets. 

But it expects a gradual recovery of sales and 
improved cash flows for rest of the financial year.  

Shares of Tata Motors closed almost five percent 
lower on the Bombay Stock Exchange Sensex Index 
ahead of the earnings result. – AFP  

Stocks jump on 
Fed support,  
easing fears 
 
 
TOKYO/HONG KONG: Asian shares rallied and 
the dollar fell yesterday as risk appetite was bol-
stered by the formal start of the Federal Reserve’s 
corporate bond buying program, and earlier worries 
about a second wave of coronavirus infections eased. 

Improving sentiment also pushed up Wall Street 
futures with e-Minis for the S&P 500 rising 1.6 per-
cent following a late US stocks  rally on Monday. 
Treasury yields rose and the yield curve steepened. 

The Fed said it will start purchasing corporate 
bonds on Tuesday in the secondary market, one of 
several emergency facilities launched in the wake of 
the coronavirus pandemic.  flood of liquidity in the 
form of fiscal and economic stimulus, along with 
uneven but steady re-openings of state and local 
economies, sparked a sharp rally in the stock market 
since its late-March trough. 

“Equities were overbought and corrected lower, 

but the S&P 500 has bounced off support because 
of the Fed,” said Shane Oliver, head of investment 
strategy and chief economist at AMP Capital 
Investors in Sydney. 

“The markets will continue to go higher as long as 
economies continue to reopen and as long as the 
number of coronavirus cases is not large enough to 
stop the reopening.” The investor sentiment was also 
boosted by a Bloomberg News report that the Trump 
administration is preparing a nearly $1 trillion infra-
structure proposal as part of its push to spur the 
world’s largest economy back to life. 

European markets were also set for a strong 
opening with pan-region EuroSTOXX 50 futures 
rising nearly 3.0 percent, German DAX futures gain-
ing 3.1 percent and FTSE futures trading up 2.6 per-
cent by 0534 GMT. 

Sentiment in Asia was also helped by data show-
ing there were 27 new coronavirus cases in Beijing, 
down from 36 new cases the previous day.  But some 
analysts were not convinced about the strength of 
the gaining momentum. “With pricing across the risk 
spectrum now rich, we expect further gains to be 
more selective, differentiated and volatile...on fears of 
a COVID-19 second wave and concerns about their 
extended valuations,” Barclays analysts wrote in a 
research note yesterday.—Reuters 

TOKYO: A pedestrian stands next to an electronic quotation board displaying closing 
numbers of the Tokyo Stock Exchange share prices in Tokyo yesterday. – AFP 

MUMBAI: The Tata Motors logo and signage is seen on 
the engine grille of a truck at a parking lot in Mumbai 
on Monday. – AFP 

WhatsApp launches  
first digital  
payments option 
 
SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook on Monday added a 
digital payments feature to its WhatsApp messaging 
service, starting in Brazil but with an eye to expanding 
around the world. WhatsApp users in Brazil can use 
the encrypted mobile messaging service to send mon-
ey or make purchases, Facebook said in a blog post. 

It marked the first time the payments platform used 
at the leading social network was woven into 
WhatsApp. 

People will be able to send money or make a pur-
chase from a local business without leaving their chat, 
the company noted. “Payments on WhatsApp are 
beginning to roll out to people across Brazil beginning 

today and we look forward to bringing it to everyone 
as we go forward,” the service said. 

Sending money or making payments is a free option 
for WhatsApp users, but businesses will be charged a 
processing fee on par with those charged for typically 
credit card transactions, according to the messaging 
service. Facebook sees long-term, money-making 
potential in making its social network and messaging 
apps venues for businesses to engage in online con-
versations and transactions with customers. 

“The over 10 million small and micro businesses are 
the heartbeat of Brazil’s communities,” WhatsApp said. 

“It’s become second nature to send a zap to a busi-
ness to get questions answered.” 

Digital payments on WhatsApp will be tied to cred-
it or debit cards to start, and transactions will require 
special identification codes or fingerprint verification. 
WhatsApp is encrypted end-to-end, and is the most 
popular mobile messaging app in the world with more 
than 1.5 billion monthly users around the world, 
according to market tracker Statistica. – AFP 


