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1. INTRODUCTION

Botswana has had high and sustained rates of economic growth for the past 
five decades and is generally considered to be one the best economic per-
formers in Sub-Saharan Africa.1 Real GDP per capita grew at an average 
annual rate of 4.4% between 1980 and 2010. The last decade has also seen 
a significant fall in the incidence of poverty, with the absolute number of 
persons living below the poverty line declining from around 500,000 in 
2002/2003 to about 373,000 in 2009/2010. Despite these positive eco-
nomic indicators, many development challenges remain.2 For example, 
unemployment levels have remained stubbornly high, the incidence of 
urban poverty has increased over the last decade and income inequality is 
growing.3 Middle-income households (those between percentiles 15 and 
75) experienced much more rapid income growth over the last decade 
than those in the lowest 15 percent.4 As a result, Botswana has one of the 
highest levels of inequality in Sub-Saharan Africa.5 

This report examines how Botswana’s positive record of economic growth 
and negative outcomes of growing inequality have affected the food secu-
rity of the urban poor.6 While research on food security in Botswana has 
been undertaken since the 1970s, it has tended to focus on the coun-
try’s rural areas.7 In the wake of Botswana’s devastating HIV and AIDS 
epidemic, there has been a concerted research and policy focus on the 
relationship between the epidemic and food insecurity.8 But, again, the 
primary focus has been on the rural areas and the impacts on household 
agricultural production, despite evidence that HIV prevalence is higher in 
urban than rural areas.9 This is consistent with a broader research trend: 
knowledge about urban food security in Botswana is limited and little 
is known about the extent and nature of food insecurity in its cities and 
towns. This makes it difficult for development practitioners and policy 
makers to quantify the challenge and make plans to reduce the food gap 
that exists in urban areas.

The Botswana example has wider importance for the general study of 
urban food security in Africa. First, Botswana is one of the most rapidly 
urbanizing and most urbanized countries in Africa (second only to South 
Africa in the Southern African region). Between independence in 1966 
and 2001, the proportion of the population living in urban areas increased 
from 5% to 54% (Table 1). By 2011, the urban population had increased 
again to 61%. Projections of urban growth suggest that Botswana will 
be 69% urbanized by 2025 (Figure 1). The percentage of the national 
population residing in Gaborone and its adjacent satellite communities 
grew from 15% in 1981 to 26% in 2001 and 25% in 2011. Given that 
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Botswana is further along the urban transition than other African coun-
tries, its experience can help illuminate what urban food security chal-
lenges others will face in due course. 

TABLE 1: Growth of Population in Urban Settlements: 1964–2001
1964 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011

No. of urban places 3 5 8 25 34 n/a

Total urban 20,989 54,300 166,400 600,100 909,800 1,243,320

Total population 57,494 596,900 941,000 1,326,800 1,680,900 2,038,228

% urban 3.8 9.1 17.7 45.2 54.1 61.0

Source: Central Statistics Of!ce

FIGURE 1: Urban Population of Botswana

Source: Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United 
Nations Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision.

Second, the notion of food sovereignty is gaining increasing attention in 
Africa, following the adoption of the Nyéléni Declaration by the Forum 
for Food Sovereignty in Mali in 2007.10 Botswana’s semi-arid environ-
ment, compounded by climate change, means that the country is unlikely 
ever to be self-sufficient in food even if its youth and rural population were 
interested in growing it.11 Of Botswana’s total land area of 582,000km2, 
crop agriculture is confined to a relatively small area, estimated to be 
between 2,500km2 and 3,800km2 on the eastern and northern margins 
of the country. Less than one percent of the arable land is cropped (with 
mostly sorghum, maize, millet and watermelons grown). Productivity is 
low and, although at independence Botswana aspired to be self-sufficient 
in food, the country has abandoned this agenda, which has been recog-
nized as largely unachievable.12 For example, the Accelerated Rainfed 
Arable Programme (ARAP) provided farmers with ploughing and plant-
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ing grants to increase basic cereal production. Yet it still cost the country 
at least twice as much to produce a tonne of maize as to import it.13 The 
government thus adopted a broader food security strategy, focusing on 
access to food at affordable prices, irrespective of its source. This is an 
example that many other African countries ought to follow. 

Third, most African countries are importing larger quantities of food 
from regional and global markets. Botswana’s food imports have grown 
steadily over the last decade, reaching nearly P7 billion (USD0.8 billion) 
in 2007 (Figure 2). The country now imports approximately 90% of the 
national food supply.14 The cereal balance sheet shows that for 2012/2013 
the gross domestic requirement was 408,000 metric tonnes. However, 
the gross harvest was estimated at 31,000 tonnes and 494,000 tonnes were 
imported to ensure an adequate supply.15 The importation of foodstuffs 
from neighbouring South Africa is partly a product of the growing pres-
ence and influence of supermarket chains in urban Botswana. This raises 
the question of whether a population that is increasingly dependent on 
supermarket supply chains is more or less vulnerable to food insecurity.

FIGURE 2: Total Value of Food Imports to Botswana (at 2007 Prices)

Source: BIDPA (2008)

2. THE GROWTH OF GABORONE

Gaborone, founded in 1963, is the capital and largest city in Botswana 
(Figure 3). It has grown dramatically from a population of 3,855 in 1964 
to 231,626 in 2011 and is projected to reach about half a million per-
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sons by 2021.16 Gaborone has witnessed extensive public and private 
investment in the last decade, which has resulted in opportunities for 
wage employment and a modern lifestyle, with shopping malls, business 
districts, service industries and other facilities.17 Its rapid growth stems 
largely from migration from rural areas where harsh agrarian conditions, 
recurrent drought and agricultural failure have caused people to depend 
increasingly on remittances for survival.18 

Rapid urbanization in Gaborone has led to major urban sprawl and adja-
cent peripheral spaces have become integrated into the city region. The 
city covers over 170km2. People in search of affordable accommodation 
and cheaper land have left the city centre in large numbers, resulting in a 
slow growth rate in the centre and the proliferation of peripheral settle-
ments over a short space of time. Urban expansion has taken over farms 
that were in Broadhurst, Bonnington and Glen Valley and is encroach-
ing on subsistence and commercial farmland in Kweneng and Kgatleng 
Districts, and Gaborone North.19 These are areas where peri-urban agri-
cultural enterprises in horticulture, piggery, poultry, rabbitry, small-stock 
rearing, dairying and broiler production are concentrated. Some farms 
have developed into huge townships. These include Pakalane Estates, 
Gaborone North and Mokolodi in the south, which are now well estab-
lished. Urban expansion has also led to the appropriation of communal or 
tribal land and disenfranchisement of communal citizens.20

Gaborone’s growth, which has outpaced the provision of housing, ser-
viced urban land and supportive infrastructure, has generated a series of 
challenges.21 High demand has increased the costs of urban development, 
making serviced land and houses difficult to afford. Urban standards 
require more formal housing solutions, which are often out of reach of 
the urban poor as the cost of materials, construction, land value and rental 
housing increases. Even where serviced land has been made available 
through the Accelerated Land Servicing Programme, it remains beyond 
the reach of its intended beneficiaries because plot prices and building 
material costs are not related to affordability assessments. Plot reposses-
sions due to defaults on repayments have increased, further exacerbating 
the housing shortage. Low-income groups improvise accommodation by 
constructing unsafe housing in Old Naledi. Overcrowding exposes occu-
pants of these small rooms to communicable diseases and stress, while lack 
of adequate water and sanitation facilities leaves them vulnerable to envi-
ronmental ailments. All these developments have tended to work contrary 
to established development control codes and standards. 

Rapid urbanization has been accompanied by rising levels of poverty. 
While the 2002/2003 Household Incomes and Expenditures Survey 
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showed that urban was lower than rural poverty, the 2009/2010 Botswana 
Core Welfare Indicators Study found that urban poverty had increased.22 
Overall, the proportion of the national population living below the Pov-
erty Datum Line (PDL) declined dramatically from 31% to 10%. At the 
same time, the proportion of urban residents below the PDL increased 
from 11% to 14%. Between 2002/2003 and 2009/2010, the proportion 
of households below the PDL dropped from 22% to 15%, while the pro-
portion of urban households below the PDL increased from 9% to 13%. 

A major concern with the rapid growth of the urban population is what 
has been described as “jobless growth” or the low labour absorptive 
capacity of Botswana’s economy.23 National unemployment is at 18%, 
much the same was it was in 2006.24 However, the situation is more seri-
ous among youth, with 41% of 15–19-year-olds unemployed and 34% 
unemployment among 20–24-year-olds. Female rates of unemployment 
are higher in both age groups. 

Given rising rates of inequality and poverty in urban Botswana, this 
AFSUN report examines whether and to what extent this is reflected in 
levels of food insecurity among the urban poor in Gaborone. The report 
is based on the results of a baseline survey conducted in 2008-2009 by 
researchers at the University of Botswana.

3. SURVEY METHODOLOGY

In an effort to improve the knowledge base about urban food security in 
Southern Africa, the African Food Security Urban Network (AFSUN) 
undertook a baseline study in 11 cities in nine countries in Southern 
Africa, including Gaborone. The survey data base contains information 
for 6,500 households and 28,700 individuals in the 11 cities. The survey 
was implemented in Gaborone in October 2008, with a sample of 400 
households drawn from three of Gaborone’s poorer areas: Old Naledi 
(150 households), White City/Bontleng (125 households) and Broadhurst 
(125 households) (Figure 3). 

Old Naledi is a low-income “congested, overcrowded settlement” locat-
ed south of the city adjacent to the north-south railway line.25 The area 
started off as a squatter camp housing workers who had come to the city 
soon after independence to build the new capital. The initial plan was 
that once Gaborone was built the area would revert to its planned use as 
an industrial area, but this never happened. The migrants stayed put and 
were later joined by other migrants. The government has recently taken 
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steps to improve the settlement by providing social, economic and line 
infrastructure, including schools, clinic, tarred/gravel roads, VIP latrines 
(now being replaced by a sewerage system), electricity, pumped water and 
street lights. The White City/Bontleng areas are immediately south of the 
city and south-west of the main Central Business District (CBD). Unlike 
Old Naledi, the two areas were planned as low- and medium-income 
areas with running water, tarred/gravel roads, and pit latrines giving way 
to a sewer system. Following upgrading, the areas have also received the 
excess population from Old Naledi. Most of the residents eke out a liv-
ing in the informal sector. Broadhurst is located north of the city and has 
similar characteristics to Bontleng/White City with a mix of low- and 
some medium-income households.

FIGURE 3: Location of Survey Sites, Gaborone

Source: Hovorka (2005)26 
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Systematic random sampling was used to select a sample of households in 
each site. The available maps of the city of Gaborone include clear layouts 
of streets and numbered households in the research sites. After the initial 
selection of a household on a street, the next two households were skipped 
and the fourth household was selected. Where there was no respondent 
in a selected household, the next household was selected for interview. 
At the household level, household heads or other responsible adults were 
selected to answer the questions on the survey.

The AFSUN survey used four international cross-cultural scales devel-
oped by the Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance Project (FANTA) 
to assess levels of food insecurity in Gaborone: 

Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS): The HFIAS 
measures the degree of food insecurity during the month prior to the sur-
vey.27 An HFIAS score is calculated for each household based on answers 
to nine “frequency-of-occurrence” questions. The minimum score is 0 
and the maximum is 27. The higher the score, the more food insecurity 
the household experienced. 

Household Food Insecurity Access Prevalence (HFIAP) indica-
tor: The HFIAP indicator uses the responses to the HFIAS questions 
to group households into four levels of household food insecurity: food 
secure, mildly food insecure, moderately food insecure and severely food 
insecure. 

Household Dietary Diversity Scale (HDDS): Dietary diversity refers 
to how many food groups were consumed within the household in the 
previous 24 hours.28 The maximum number, based on the FAO classifi-
cation of food groups for Africa, is 12. An increase in the average num-
ber of different food groups consumed provides a quantifiable measure of 
improved household food access. 

Months of Adequate Household Food Provisioning (MAHFP) 
indicator: The MAHFP indicator captures changes in the household’s 
ability to ensure that food is available above a minimum level the year 
round.29 Households are asked to identify in which months (during the 
past 12 months) they did not have access to sufficient food to meet their 
household needs. 
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4. HOUSEHOLD PROFILE

4.1 Demographic Characteristics

The average size of the surveyed households was only 3.0 (Table 2). 
The 2006 Botswana Demographic Survey found that the average size 
of Gaborone households was 3.3 (and the national average was 4.2).30 
In other words, poor urban households in Gaborone tend to be smaller 
than other urban and rural households. Second, the surveyed areas have 
a large proportion of female-centred households (47%) and male-centred 
households (23%) and smaller numbers of nuclear and extended family 
households.31 The Demographic Survey found that 42% of Gaborone 
households were female-centred, which suggests that the poorer areas of 
the city have a slightly greater proportion of female-centred households.32 
Third, only 25% of surveyed household heads were married or cohabit-
ing. This is relatively close to the proportion of nuclear and extended fam-
ily households (at 28%) and suggests that most of the heads of male- and 
female-centred households are single. The low rates of marriage are con-
sistent with broader trends in Botswana: marriage rates have been steadily 
declining in recent decades and only 31% of all household heads in the 
country were married in 2001.33 

The total population of the sampled households was relatively young, 
with 23% under the age of 15 and 64% under the age of 30. The latter 
figure is not dissimilar to the regional average of 68%. However, there 
is a marked difference in the proportion of household members under 
the age of 15 (23% versus 32%). This may partly reflect the practice in 
Botswana of parents working in the urban areas and leaving their children 
in the care of grandparents and other relatives in the rural areas. However, 
the number of children in the sample was still relatively high. There were 
very few adopted children or orphans despite the fact that the number of 
AIDS orphans is estimated by some to be as high as 100,000 in Botswana.

Consistent with the growth of urban areas in Botswana, the survey found 
that the majority of the residents of the surveyed areas were migrants. 
Only 28% of the household members were born in urban areas (23% in 
Gaborone itself and 5% in another urban area). In total, then, more than 
two-thirds (69%) of the surveyed population were born outside the city 
and had subsequently moved to Gaborone. The 2006 Botswana Demo-
graphic Survey found that 40% of the national population had migrated 
at least once.34 This is considerably lower than the Gaborone figure, prob-
ably because it includes a large number of children and youth who are 
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still living where they were born. Of all 11 cities in the AFSUN survey, 
Gaborone had the highest number of migrant households (that is, house-
holds in which every member was born outside the city) at 67% and the 
lowest number of non-migrant households (5%) (Table 3). 

TABLE 2: Demographic Characteristics of Households
Household characteristics

Household size No. of members

Average 3.0

Median 3.0

Smallest 1.0

Largest 10.0

Household structure %

Female-centred 47

Male-centred 23

Nuclear 20

Extended 8

Individual characteristics

Sex %

Male 43

Female 57

Age %

0–15 23

16–29 41

30–44 24

45+ 12

Marital status (>=15 years) %

Unmarried 71

Married 11

Living together/cohabiting 14

Divorced 0

Widowed 3

Relationship to household head %

Spouse/partner 16

Son/daughter 52

Parent <1

Adopted child/orphan <1

Other relative 18

Non-relative 14
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TABLE 3: Proportion of Migrant and Non-Migrant Households

City
Migrant  

households  
(% of total)

Mixed  
households  
(% of total)

Non-migrant 
households  
(% of total)

Gaborone 67 28 5

Cape Town, South Africa 54 40 6

Msunduzi, South Africa 48 43 9

Windhoek, Namibia 49 40 11

Johannesburg, South Africa 42 35 23

Maseru, Lesotho 37 52 11

Manzini, Swaziland 32 55 13

Lusaka, Zambia 24 56 20

Blantyre, Malawi 17 65 18

Maputo, Mozambique 11 78 11

Harare, Zimbabwe 9 78 13

Total 38 49 13

4.2  Economic Characteristics

The educational levels of the sampled population were generally low 
(Table 4). For example, 61% of adult household members only had a 
primary school education or lower. Another 12% had completed high 
school and 9% had a post-secondary qualification. The generally low 
educational attainment of the population would tend to confine them to 
lower-skilled, lower-paying jobs or to unemployment. The survey found 
that 62% of adults in the poorer areas of Gaborone were unemployed 
(Table 5). Of these, 15% were actively looking for work and 47% were 
not. Among the sample, 26% were in full-time employment and 11% 
were employed part-time. These figures contrast sharply with national 
figures, which show that in 2006 the unemployment level was 31% (with 
14% looking and 17% not looking).35 National rates of unemployment 
were 34% among women and 25% among men in 2006. In the survey 
areas, 57% of men and 68% of women were unemployed. The majority 
of the unemployed, both men and women, were not actively looking for 
work. 

At the national level, there is a clear occupational division by gender, with 
men dominant in mining, construction, transportation and, to a lesser 
extent, the civil service. Women dominate wholesale and retail, tourism, 
education and domestic work.36 The less-educated workforce in Gabo-
rone’s poorer areas tends to work in lower-skilled, low-income sectors 
(Table 6). Among the 20% of skilled white-collar workers in the survey 
areas there were similar numbers of women and men. However, within 
the blue-collar occupations, men predominate in skilled manual labour 
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(primarily construction) and women in domestic work. More women 
than men also work in the informal economy. 

TABLE 4 : Highest Level of Education
Male (%) Female (%) Total (%)

No formal schooling 7 10 9

Some primary school 12 12 12

Primary completed 42 42 42

Some high school 8 10 9

High school completed 14 12 12

Post-secondary (non-university) 8 5 6

Some university 6 6 6

University completed 3 3 3

N 332 465 797

TABLE 5: Employment Status
Male (%) Female (%) Total (%)

Working full-time 32 21 26

Working part-time/casual 12 10 11

Not working – looking 13 19 15

Not working – not looking 44 50 47

TABLE 6: Occupations of Employed Household Members
Male (%) Female (%) Total (%)

Skilled/white collar 18 20 18

Managerial office worker 2 2 2

Professionals 9 10 9

Office worker/civil servant 6 7 6

Employer/manager 1 1 1

Semi-skilled/blue collar 46 34 40

Skilled manual worker 13 4 9

Service worker 11 10 11

Security 8 2 5

Truck driver 5 <1 3

Supervisor (“foreman”) 2 <1 1

Police/military 2 <1 1

Miner 2 <1 1

Domestic worker 2 18 9

Other 14 32 22

Self-employed entrepreneur 9 15 12

Informal economy 5 17 10
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Just over half of the surveyed households (51%) receive income from 
wage work and 24% from casual work (Table 6). Other minor sources of 
income include rent (10%), informal business (8%), formal business (8%) 
and social grants (6%). Remittances (from household members working 
on Botswana’s diamond mines) are received by 8% of households. The 
proportion of households that receive income from the sale of urban farm 
products is a mere 0.3%. 

When this data is disaggregated by household type, various differences 
emerge. The most important from a food security perspective is that 80% 
of nuclear households earn wage income compared with 56% of male-
centred households and only 43% of female-centred households (Table 
7). More nuclear households are also involved in formal and informal 
businesses, usually run by the female spouse or partner (28% versus 16% 
of female-centred households). As a result, nuclear households have the 
highest average incomes (at P2,813 per month), followed by extended 
family households (P2,733 per month) and male-centred households 
(P2,403 per month). Female-centred households earn considerably less 
on average than the other types of household (P1,674 per month) and are 
therefore far more vulnerable to food insecurity.

TABLE 7: Sources of Income by Household Type 
All  

(% of 
households)

Female-
centred  
(% of 

households)

Male- 
centred  
(% of 

households)

Nuclear  
(% of 

households)

Extended 
(% of 

households)

Wage work 51 43 56 80 45

Casual work 24 25 22 24 15

Rent 10 9 8 13 15

Formal business 8 9 6 9 12

Informal business 8 7 7 15 3

Remittances 8 10 7 4 15

Social grants 6 8 2 3 6

Gifts 5 8 6 1 3

Aid 2 4 2 1 9

Urban agriculture <1 <1 0 0 0

N 379 188 90 78 33

Average monthly income P1,674 P2,403 P2,813 P2,733

5. LEVELS OF FOOD INSECURITY

Levels of food security in Gaborone proved to be marginally better than 
in several other cities surveyed (including Manzini, Harare, Maseru, 
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Lusaka and Msunduzi), although many households reported difficulties 
in meeting their food needs. The mean HFIAS score for Gaborone was 
10.8, comparable to the poorer areas of Cape Town but higher (indicating 
greater levels of food insecurity) than cities such as Maputo, Windhoek, 
Blantyre and Johannesburg (Table 8).

TABLE 8: Gaborone HFIAS Scores Compared to Other Cities
Mean HFIAS Median HFIAS No.

Manzini, Swaziland 14.9 14.7 489

Harare, Zimbabwe 14.7 16.0 454

Maseru, Lesotho 12.8 13.0 795

Lusaka, Zambia 11.5 11.0 386

Msunduzi, South Africa 11.3 11.0 548

Gaborone, Botswana 10.8 11.0 391

Cape Town, South Africa 10.7 11.0 1,026

Maputo, Mozambique 10.4 10.0 389

Windhoek, Namibia 9.3 9.0 436

Blantyre, Malawi 5.3 3.7 431

Johannesburg, South Africa 4.7 1.5 976

The Household Food Insecurity Access Prevalence (HFIAP) indicator 
divides the households into four groups: food secure (12% of the total), 
mildly food insecure (7%), moderately food insecure (19%) and severely 
food insecure (62%) (Table 9). Food insecurity therefore appears to be 
endemic in the poorer parts of Gaborone. Botswana’s “economic mira-
cle” is clearly not reaching many of these households.

TABLE 9: Levels of Food Insecurity by Type of Household 
Female- 
centred 

(%)

Male- 
centred 

(%)

Nuclear 
(%)

Extended 
(%)

Total (%)

Food secure 13 12 13 3 12

Mildly food insecure 4 4 15 7 7

Moderately food insecure 13 22 15 24 19

Severely food insecure 64 61 57 66 62

In terms of the relationship between household structure and food 
security, some important differences can be identified. Female-centred 
households do not appear to be significantly more food insecure than 
other types of household, as they are in many other SADC cities.37 Given 
the lower rates of participation in the formal economy, the relegation of 
many women to the lower end of the labour market and the fact that the 
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average incomes of these households are well-below those of other types 
of household, this is a surprising finding. Nearly two-thirds of female-
centred households are severely food insecure but so are 66% of extended 
family households, 61% of male-centred households and 57% of nuclear 
households. In addition, there are not significantly fewer food-secure 
female-centred households.

There are two possible explanations for this: first, the food-secure female-
centred households could be headed by white-collar workers with a 
regular wage. For example, the maximum household income among the 
female-centred household group was P12,050 per month, which is more 
than five times the average. A second explanation is that women heads of 
households prioritize food expenditures and therefore spend a greater pro-
portion of their income on food. There is some evidence from the survey 
to support this proposition. For example, in female-centred households, 
39% of total household expenditure is on food, compared with 32% in 
male-centred households and 27% in extended households. In nuclear 
households, where women have some control over the household budget, 
food expenditures are also higher (at 34%) but not as high as in female-
centred households. Extended family households are the most food inse-
cure despite the fact that they have much higher household income than 
female-centred households. This may be because these households tend 
to be larger and have more mouths to feed.

Several recent studies of nutrition and dietary diversity among the elderly 
and youth in urban and rural settings in Botswana show a recurrent pat-
tern of poor dietary diversity among the most vulnerable groups in soci-
ety.38 Specific studies of groups of urban poor in Gaborone confirm that 
dietary diversity is extremely low with negative nutritional outcomes. For 
example, one study of 522 young children in Gaborone found that 11% 
were stunted and 14% were wasted. Stunting and wasting ranged from 
9% and 4% in middle- and high-income neighbourhoods to 18% and 
21% in low-income neighbourhoods respectively.39 

The FANTA Household Dietary Diversity Score captures the foods con-
sumed in the household in the 24 hours before the survey and groups 
them into 12 food groups. The higher the score, the more diverse the 
diet. The median HDDS score for the Gaborone households was 7 out 
of 12 (mean of 6.5). These numbers indicate relatively low dietary diver-
sity, although it is notable that households in Gaborone do enjoy a more 
diverse diet than the regional norm. For example, 48% of households in 
the regional sample had a score of 5 or lower compared with only 32% 
of the Gaborone households (Table 10). A greater proportion of Gabo-
rone households also scored 7 or more (37% compared with 27% of the 
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regional sample), another indicator of a more diverse diet. Also important 
in assessing the quality of the diet are the food groups consumed (Fig-
ure 4). The majority of households had consumed cereals (97%), sugars 
(74%), oils/fats (63%) and “others” such as tea and coffee (76%). There 
was also relatively high consumption of meat and vegetables, which can be 
attributed to the traditional Batswana staple meal of maize meal, vegetable 
relish and beef. 

TABLE 10: Household Dietary Diversity
HDD score Gaborone (cumulative %) Regional (cumulative %)

1 5 2

2 10 13

3 16 23

4 23 34

5 32 48

6 43 61

7 63 73

8 78 83

9 88 90

10 92 94

11 95 96

12 100 100

FIGURE 4: Types of Food Eaten in Previous 24 Hours 
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The Months of Adequate Household Food Provisioning (MAHFP) score 
for Gaborone was 9. Some 60% of households had experienced a peri-
od of inadequate food provisioning in the previous 12 months. Figure 5 
shows the variation in levels of food security of all households combined 
during the previous year. Interestingly, the peaks and troughs do not cor-
relate with the agricultural cycle, with the rainy season from November to 
March and the dry season from April to October. This would be consis-
tent with a population that relies more on food imports than local produc-
tion. The fluctuations are associated with spending cycles, most notably 
the jump in food shortage in January following December festivities. The 
jump in September is probably associated with preparations for Botswana 
Day festivities.

FIGURE 5: Months of Food Shortage

6. URBAN FOOD SOURCES

Households were asked three questions about their food sources: (a) where 
they normally obtain their food; (b) how frequently they obtain food from 
these sources; and (c) where they obtained food in the previous week. 
In the case of (a) and (c), households could identify more than one food 
source. In presenting the data, this section therefore looks at the propor-
tion of households that obtained food from each of the possible sources.

6.1 Supermarkets

Botswana’s proximity to South Africa has meant that it is increasingly 
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10

20

30

40

50

60

70

H
ou

se
ho

ld
s 

(%
)

January February March April May June July August September October November December
0



URBAN FOOD SECURITY SERIES NO. 17  17

that country’s food retail sector. Southern Africa’s “supermarket revolu-
tion” has transformed the way in which urban (and rural) residents of 
Botswana source their food.40 Supermarkets have expanded in Botswana 
over the past 30 years, a growth driven by a rapidly increasing urban popu-
lation, a growing middle-class and a favourable economic and political cli-
mate for investment including trade liberalization and stable democracy.41 
Supermarkets handle around 50-60% of food retail in cities and major 
urban villages in Botswana. Within Gaborone, supermarkets are scattered 
around the city and are accessible to most urban consumers (Figure 6). 

FIGURE 6: Location of Supermarkets in Gaborone
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There are two main types of supermarkets. First, there are the major 
South African supermarket chains (such as Shoprite, Spar and Wool-
worths) that have become increasingly well-established in Gaborone’s 
urban food market. Second, there are smaller, locally-owned supermar-
kets that tend to target poorer areas of the city. Some Gaborone-based 
supermarket chains have been expanding to towns outside the capital. In 
a recent reversal of the trend of supermarket expansion from South Africa 
to other African countries, one of these chains (Choppies) has been open-
ing stores in South Africa.42

Supermarkets sell a variety of perishable and non-perishable products, 
including maize meal, sugar, flour and milk, at significantly lower costs 
than most other food outlets within Gaborone.43 Low-income house-
holds take advantage of the central role that supermarkets play in the food 
system, using them to purchase staple foods in bulk.44 It is also worth not-
ing that supermarkets have increased the availability of highly-processed 
foods, which poses dietary concerns especially given growing evidence 
of a nutrition transition and the co-existence of diet-related disease and 
obesity.45 The survey found that supermarkets are easily the most impor-
tant food source for the urban poor in Gaborone (Table 11), with 92% 
of households using them as a normal food source. As many as 73% of 
households had also purchased food at supermarkets in the week prior to 
the survey. A third of the households said they buy from supermarkets at 
least once a week (Table 12). Another two-thirds shop there at least once 
a month. Only 4% of households never shop at supermarkets. Supermar-
kets are a more important food source in Gaborone than in any other city 
in the AFSUN survey, including the three South African cities.46

TABLE 11: Sources of Food
Normal source 

(% of  
households)

In previous week  
(% of  

households)

Supermarkets 92 73

Small outlets 54 52

Informal food economy 29 23

Urban agriculture 5 2

Food aid 5 5

Food remittances 4 4

Sharing meals with neighbours/other households 21 16

Food from neighbours/other households 21 18

Borrow food from others 4 3
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TABLE 12: Frequency of Usage of Food Sources 
At least 
5 days 
a week 

(%)

At least 
once a 
week 
(%)

At least 
once a 
month 

(%)

At least 
once 

every 6 
months 

(%)

Less 
than 
once 
a year 

(%)

Never 
(%)

Supermarkets 10 20 65 1 0 4

Small outlets 20 20 15 2 0 43

Informal food economy 13 11 4 1 0 71

Urban agriculture 0 1 1 2 1 95

Food aid 6 0 0 0 0 94

Food remittances 0 0 2 2 0 96

Sharing meals with  
neighbours/other households 4 9 7 1 1 78

Food from neighbours/ 
other households 3 9 8 1 0 79

Borrow food from others 2 1 0 0 0 97

6.2  Informal and Small Retail Food Economy

According to the Central Statistics Office, Botswana’s informal economy 
has been expanding “very fast” in recent years.47 The CSO’s 2007 Infor-
mal Sector Survey estimated the total number of informal enterprises at 
44,000 of which 28,000 were owned by women. The number of enter-
prises had increased by 54% since the 1999 Informal Sector Survey. 
Gaborone had a larger share of the enterprises than any other part of the 
country (around 11,000 or 23% of the total). On the other hand, another 
study has suggested that the presence of South African supermarkets and 
the absence of a supportive policy environment means that the informal 
economy in Botswana is neither large nor flourishing.48 This might sug-
gest that the informal food economy in Gaborone is not a major source of 
food for the urban poor. The AFSUN survey confirmed that the informal 
food economy is relatively unimportant for the majority of poor urban 
households. Only 29% of the households said they normally obtain food 
from informal sources and just 23% had done so in the previous week. 
Most of this is consumption of cooked street food during the day. As 
many as 71% of the households never obtain food from informal sources. 

No other city in the AFSUN survey has such a relatively insignificant 
informal food economy. In the region as a whole, 70% of households 
normally obtain food from the informal economy and in some cities (such 
as Blantyre, Maputo, Lusaka and Harare) the proportion is over 90%.. 
Small retail outlets are also far less important in Gaborone than in most 
other cities. Around half the households obtain food from this source on a 
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regular basis, compared with a regional average of 68%. As many as 43% 
of Gaborone households never obtain food from small outlets.

6.3  Urban Agriculture 

The Botswana Ministry of Agriculture encourages urban and peri-urban 
agriculture initiatives as a policy strategy for ensuring urban food secu-
rity in an era of rapid urbanization, economic decline, urban poverty and 
HIV and AIDS.49 Empirical studies from Gaborone have highlighted the 
challenging environmental conditions that limit agricultural production, 
with urban and peri-urban agriculture offering limited prospects for the 
urban poor.50 On the other hand, well-educated middle-income entre-
preneurs involved mainly in poultry farming do generate foodstuffs for 
the urban market.51 These entrepreneurs are adept at taking advantage of 
government funding schemes and land tenure policy in Gaborone, creat-
ing productive agricultural ventures.52 The potential for urban agriculture 
to address food insecurity tends to be overemphasized, given its limited 
share in income and overall agricultural production.53 The insignificance 
of urban agriculture as an income source for Gaborone’s urban poor is 
demonstrated in Table 7 above. Urban agriculture is also unimportant as 
a household food source for the urban poor. Only 4% of households con-
sume some home-grown produce during the course of a year and 97% 
never do so (Table 12).

6.4  Rural-Urban Transfers

A 2003 study of 360 households in the Broadhurst area of Gaborone found 
that the vast majority of households had close rural links.54 Of the house-
hold heads, 82% were involved in some form of rural activity, including 
cattle rearing, keeping small stock, poultry farming and arable agriculture. 
As many as 65% of the household heads owned farmland/fields in rural 
areas, 64% owned livestock and 57% owned cattle posts/grazing fields. 
Links were maintained through two-way visits, remittances to rural fam-
ily members, and the exchange of goods. The study found that the trans-
fer of goods, including agricultural produce, was relatively unimportant 
with only 9% of households receiving goods from rural areas.55

The AFSUN survey confirmed that rural-urban food transfers are not 
a particularly significant phenomenon, and certainly nowhere near as 
important as in cities such as Windhoek, Harare and Lusaka (Table 13).56 
Three-quarters of the households never receive food transfers from out-
side Gaborone. However, food transfers certainly do assist a minority of 
households to deal with the challenge of food insecurity. A total of 16% 
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of households regularly receive transfers from rural areas, 4% receive 
food from other urban centres and 3% receive food from both. Nuclear 
households tend to have the strongest links in terms of rural-urban trans-
fers (29%) and female-centred households the weakest (16%). The most 
common types of food transferred are peas, beans and nuts, cereals and 
vegetables. 

TABLE 13: Informal Food Transfers to Gaborone
Female-

centred (%)
Male- 

centred (%)
Nuclear  

(%)
Extended 

(%)
Total  
(%)

Rural areas only 13 11 28 21 16

Urban areas only 4 3 4 3 4

Both areas 3 7 1 3 3

No transfers 80 78 63 73 76

6.5  Other Sources

A minority of households rely on other households to meet some of their 
food needs. For example, 21% said they share meals with, or receive food 
from, neighbours and/or relatives. Just over 15% had done so in the week 
prior to the survey. However, nearly 80% of households never obtain 
food this way. Food borrowing is much less important (with only 4% 
sometimes borrowing from others). Small numbers of households (4-5%) 
receive regular food aid and food remittances. 

7. FOOD INSECURITY AND  
 HIGH FOOD PRICES 
A 2008 BIDPA study of rising food prices in Botswana showed that the 
cost of a basket of basic foodstuffs had risen from P332 to P381 between 
2006 and May 2008 (in 2008 prices), a real increase of 15%.57 Bread flour, 
maize meal, meat and milk showed the greatest proportional increases, 
while the cost of vegetables, sorghum, sugar and salt remained relative-
ly stable. Prices for most products continued to rise steeply during the 
remainder of 2008 and into 2009. Given the reliance of poor households 
in Gaborone on food purchase and food imports, these urban dwellers 
are likely to be particularly vulnerable to rapid food price increases, but 
the government seemed to focus its concern about food price inflation on 
rural residents. 
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A high proportion of survey respondents noted that their economic con-
ditions had deteriorated in the year prior to the survey (25% much worse, 
18% worse). Only a few (18%) noted that their conditions had got bet-
ter or much better in the past year. Only 17% of households said they 
had never had to go without food in the previous six months because it 
was unaffordable (Table 14). Extended family households (the most food-
insecure type overall) had the lowest incidence of never going without 
(6%). At the other end of the spectrum, more nuclear households than 
any other type went without on a daily basis. The majority of all types 
of household went without on a weekly or monthly basis (52%), which 
correlates with the period prior to their weekly or monthly shop at the 
local supermarket.

TABLE 14: Frequency of Going Without Food in Previous Six Months 
Due to Price Increases 

Female- 
centred (%)

Male- 
centred (%)

Nuclear 
(%)

Extended 
(%)

Total  
(%)

Every day 16 18 25 12 18

At least 
once a week 30 30 22 30 28

Once a 
month 23 25 25 27 24

Never 17 18 20 6 17

8. CONCLUSIONS AND  
 RECOMMENDATIONS

The AFSUN survey results show that not everyone is benefitting from 
Botswana’s strong and growing economy and that many of the urban 
poor in Gaborone experience extremely high levels of food insecurity. 
The survey collected data on a broad range of issues that affect house-
hold food insecurity and illustrates how in Gaborone, a relatively wealthy 
city, a high number of households are food insecure. Approximately four 
out of five households in the survey reported severe or moderate food 
insecurity. In contrast, only 18% were either food secure or mildly food 
insecure. Income level is a particularly important determinant of food 
insecurity as most households access food from the marketplace rather 
than grow their own. The data show a significant correlation between 
household income and food security, with the poorest households being 
most severely affected by food insecurity.
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The pace of urbanization in Botswana is unlikely to decline, particularly 
in view of the country’s post-independence history of temporary and 
semi-permanent movement off the land and given the continued expan-
sion of the formal-sector economy. Barring the imposition of artificial 
controls on movement, which is extremely unlikely to happen, people 
will continue to migrate to towns in increasing numbers. There is an 
argument that to slow down migration the government should accelerate 
the provision of services and make the rural areas more attractive through 
rural development. While this might alleviate hardship in the countryside, 
it is highly unlikely to stop Botswana’s urban transition. The Botswana 
government and the Gaborone City Council are under serious pressure 
to handle the implications of rapid urbanization with respect to service 
provision, housing, transportation, health care, education, employment 
and the impact of HIV and AIDS. What this report shows is that food 
insecurity is an equally serious challenge requiring urgent attention. 

The short- and long-term impacts of chronic food insecurity on Gabo-
rone’s population are likely to be considerable unless this problem is 
urgently addressed. The problem is in some sense invisible because there 
appears to be no shortage of food in the shops and on the streets of this 
booming city. The challenge is not one of food supply but food acces-
sibility and food quality. The default food security policy strategy in most 
African countries is usually directed at increasing smallholder agricultural 
production. Despite official preoccupation with low agricultural produc-
tion within Botswana, the country is highly dependent on the supply of 
foods from neighbouring South Africa. The advanced agricultural pro-
duction and marketing system in South Africa ensures that South Afri-
can-owned and local supermarkets in Botswana are generously supplied 
with a variety of products all year round. This has its positive elements, as 
Batswana do not need to worry about seasonality and crop failure. 

There are some government efforts to improve access to local (Botswana) 
fresh produce, for example, the establishment of Botswana Horticultural 
Market in the Broadhurst Industrial area in Gaborone in 2008.58 This 
commission-based market, where market agents sell fresh foods to buy-
ers and wholesalers on behalf of famers, has a capacity of about 3,600 
tonnes and cold storage of about 320 tonnes. The market has been able to 
attract local producers from several parts of the country including Kasane, 
Tuli Block, Bobonong, Mahalapye, Gaborone Talana farms and Barolong 
farms, although its clientele still largely consists of retailers and wholesal-
ers rather than individuals. It has been suggested that for greater efficiency 
it would be important to reduce the number of staff, allow cash transac-
tions on small food quantities as transactions are currently via computer-
ized smart cards, and allow farmers direct contact with buyers.59 
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On the other hand, the availability of food for purchase discourages a 
greater uptake of urban agriculture to supplement incomes, food supplies 
and provide better nutrition. There are vast areas in the city where this 
activity could be carried out, including on road verges, along infrastruc-
ture rights of way, rivers and stream valleys that are unsuitable to build on 
and many other open spaces in the city. Both permanent and temporary 
crops could be grown here to help feed the city’s population. However, 
such urban agriculture as exists in Gaborone tends to be undertaken by 
middle-class households that are able to earn income from these activities. 
The urban poor might follow suit if there is a chance that effort invested 
in urban agriculture would lead to increased household income. There 
is much less chance that they will do so simply to grow food for home 
consumption. 

Around Gaborone, all neighbourhoods (both high and low income), are 
well serviced with food access points. Malls have become a defining char-
acteristic of the city and most include several supermarkets. Complement-
ing the supermarkets are general provision stores (cash and carry), stores 
at filling stations, fast-food chains, restaurants and street vendors. While 
sufficient food is available at these diverse access points, the major issue is 
affordability and, more specifically, affordability of nutritious foods. The 
profit-making and pricing strategies of these South African retail outlets 
need much closer examination and even regulation, particularly during 
times of food price escalation. Corporate social responsibility should also 
be encouraged to minimize food wastage, support feeding programmes 
and foster entrepreneurship. 

Poor urban households in Gaborone depend heavily on wage income as 
a survival strategy. The few households with a member in decent paid 
employment are significantly less food insecure than the rest. A number 
of households do have members in low-wage or casual work and this does 
not insulate them from food insecurity. Poor households do not have a lot 
of other income-generating possibilities. A small number receive remit-
tances from relatives working elsewhere and a few participate in the infor-
mal economy. But, by and large, the informal economy is relatively small 
for a city the size of Gaborone and with such high rates of unemployment. 
It is clear that Botswana’s economic trajectory, for all its positive dimen-
sions, is not leading to inclusive growth.

The informal economy is a permanent fixture and should be accorded due 
attention and support. Entrepreneurial initiatives could be much better 
nurtured, rather than being hamstrung by numerous zoning and licensing 
regulations. If allowed to develop freely, the informal sector, which can 
be particularly important for the poorest sectors of society, will evolve in 
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response to need. Price and accessibility of goods and services will reflect 
a balanced relationship between supply and demand, and thus be within 
the reach of a greater proportion of the population. This in turn generates 
capital and at the same time is a convenience for those customers with 
least mobility. Furthermore, in Botswana, where there is little tradition 
of entrepreneurship, the informal sector is an important component of 
future commercial and industrial development.

In terms of local dietary knowledge and skills, there is growing concern 
about the effects of urbanization, with its concomitant supermarket expan-
sion and lifestyle change, on the people of Botswana. For example, urban 
adolescents in Botswana are at growing risk of obesity given their high 
consumption of snacks and fizzy drinks coupled with low consumption 
of healthy foods including fruits and traditional meals.60 Traditional diets 
in Botswana include maize or sorghum with meat and vegetable relish or 
samp and beans, which provide a relatively balanced meal. However, there 
is an increased tendency for maize meal to be mixed with processed pack-
aged soups in low-income households in Gaborone. The survey results 
also show a low proportion of households eating foods made of beans, 
lentils and peas, which are healthy protein sources. Economic and lifestyle 
considerations that come with living in the city trump traditional knowl-
edge around proper dietary habits. 
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The results of  AFSUN’s study of  the food security situation of  the poor 

in Gaborone show that not everyone is benefitting from Botswana’s 

strong and growing economy and that many of  the urban poor experi-

ence extremely high levels of  food insecurity. The study, which formed 

part of  AFSUN’s baseline survey of  11 Southern African cities, collected 

data on a broad range of  issues that affect household food insecurity 

and found that four out of  five households in the surveyed areas in 

Gaborone reported severe or moderate food insecurity. Only 18% were 

either food secure or mildly food insecure. Income level is a particularly 

important determinant of  food insecurity as most households access 

food from the marketplace rather than grow their own. The impacts 

of  chronic food insecurity on Gaborone’s population are likely to be 

considerable unless this problem is urgently addressed. The problem 

is in some sense invisible because there appears to be no shortage of  

food in the shops and on the streets of  this booming city. The chal-

lenge is not one of  food supply but food accessibility and food quality. 

Given that Botswana is one of  the most rapidly urbanizing and most 

urbanized countries in Africa, its example has wider importance for the 

general study of  urban food security on the continent.


