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Abstract

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic triggered severe health and economic disruptions worldwide, with developing regions experiencing deeper setbacks because of structural vulnerabilities. In Southern Africa, limited research has examined how restrictive measures influenced economic outcomes, despite the region’s dependence on trade and tourism. This study evaluates the economic impact of restrictive measures implemented by Botswana, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe to manage the COVID-19 pandemic. Using a comparative case study design and secondary data analysis, the research highlights how the pandemic escalated from a health crisis to an economic crisis, affecting gross domestic product growth, unemployment, poverty and inflation. The findings indicate that while lockdowns effectively curbed virus transmission, they exacerbated pre-existing economic vulnerabilities, especially in countries heavily reliant on trade and tourism. The findings further show that the lockdown escalated economic vulnerabilities – worsening unemployment, poverty and inflation – underscoring the need for coordinated regional recovery strategies. It exposed possible gaps in the institutional capacity, mandates and resource allocation that left countries ill-prepared to mitigate the economic and social impacts of the pandemic.

Contribution: The study underscores the need for economic diversification, enhanced disaster risk governance and social safety nets to mitigate future economic disruptions. Policy recommendations include strengthening institutional capacity, improving infrastructure resilience and fostering regional economic cooperation for effective crisis response.
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Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic resulted in a global health crisis that disrupted every aspect of our lives, including health, the economy and social activities (Nyaruwata & Mbasera 2021:1). The rapid spread of the virus and its ability to cause severe respiratory symptoms and diseases led to the urgent need for effective containment measures and treatment strategies. In response to the spread of the virus, many governments in Southern Africa declared national lockdowns to limit free travel, limit the size of public gatherings, and enforce preventive isolation (Banda-Chitsamatanga & Malinga 2021:3). These lockdowns had a severe impact on business continuity and the delivery of public services such as schooling. Low-income countries and vulnerable populations were particularly hard hit, as inadequate healthcare responses, limited economic support mechanisms, and increased poverty resulting from lockdown measures delayed economic recovery after the pandemic (Hill & Narayan 2020:20).

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed critical weaknesses in disaster risk governance across Southern Africa. Although Botswana, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe each have legislative and policy frameworks in place, these arrangements proved insufficient to prevent severe economic and social impacts. Weak institutional capacity, unclear mandates, limited resources and inadequate coordination magnified the consequences of the pandemic, particularly for vulnerable populations dependent on informal economies, and left the region highly vulnerable to future pandemics and systemic disasters. This article analyses the governance frameworks of four Southern African countries and how these were activated during the COVID-19 pandemic. By tracking the immediate economic impact and subsequent recovery of these countries, the article offers recommendations for strengthened disaster governance arrangements.

Research methods and design

This study adopted a desktop approach review of the available data reflecting changes in the gross domestic product (GDP), unemployment, poverty and inflation for four selected countries in Southern Africa (Botswana, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe) to determine the economic impact of the COVID-19 lockdown measures. While these four countries share geographic proximity and regional trade and migration agreements, differences in their baseline economic system, infrastructure and governance style offer an interesting comparison of the effects of lockdown measures.

The study focused on information published from 2019 to 2022 to determine the immediate effect of the lockdown measures. Literature and statistics were obtained through two targeted search strategies:


	Google Scholar and the academic journal catalogue of the university where the study was conducted were searched using the following key terms: ‘COVID-19 economic impact’, ‘lockdown’, ‘Southern African economy’, ‘macro- and micro-level impacts’, ‘policy initiatives’, ‘socio-economic impact of COVID-19’, ‘poverty’, ‘unemployment’, ‘lack of income’, ‘closures’ and ‘restrictions’.


	The disaster management risk frameworks of the four selected countries and the various government statements and ordinances issued in response to the pandemic were reviewed.




Socio-economic data were extracted from the World Health Organization, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the African Development Bank, as well as the health ministry reports, official reports and national statistics databases of the four countries. Where different data sources offered duplicate data or showed discrepancies, data from the most recent and comprehensive dataset were used.

This study focused on the first 18 months after the introduction of lockdown measures and is limited to only secondary data. This may present inconsistencies and gaps, potentially affecting the accuracy and completeness of the findings and conclusions. The evolving nature of the pandemic and the emergence of new variants may have resulted in further government responses and economic impacts that were not captured in this study. Moreover, the comparative analysis may not fully consider the unique socio-political and economic contexts of each country, which could influence the effectiveness of lockdown measures and policy responses.

Disaster risk governance

Governments play a critical role in protecting citizens and promoting development through economic and social progress (Welby 2019:23). A key responsibility of the government is to ensure a stable and predictable macroeconomic environment (Abaidoo & Agyapong 2022:213). This includes maintaining low and stable inflation, ensuring a sound currency, upholding property rights, enforcing contracts, protecting consumers from unfair practices, responsibly managing public finances, and stimulating human capital development through education and skills training programmes (Cozzens & Sutz 2014:7–13). Stability gives businesses and citizens the confidence to invest and plan for the long term and protects them from the harmful effects of inflation and currency volatility. In an increasingly volatile context, the role of government becomes increasingly important to mitigate emerging risks and address social vulnerabilities (Shi 2012:139). Equally important is a comprehensive national disaster risk governance strategy that provides a unifying vision, clear institutional role players, and mechanisms for coordination across sectors and levels of government. Such a strategy anchors disaster risk reduction (DRR) within broader development and governance systems, ensuring that risk considerations are systematically integrated rather than treated as ad hoc crisis responses.

Disasters, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, impact the government’s ability to achieve development targets as disasters divert resources (Nandi 2022:325). Disasters disrupt the delivery of essential services and infrastructure and negatively impact institutional capacity and livelihoods, thereby exacerbating inequalities and vulnerability. Vulnerable sectors and populations are those deemed to be most susceptible to harm as a result of a disaster or rapid change, as they have limited capacity to adapt (Dube 2008:26–27). Disasters heighten vulnerability and can lead to loss of life, property, livelihoods or infrastructure and can further lead to population displacement, social system breakdown, trauma, stress and anxiety. Disasters create a downward spiral whereby one disaster may weaken the ability to deal with future disasters (Dube 2008:34). This highlights the importance of a proactive approach to disaster risk governance that clearly defines responsibilities across government departments to enable an efficient response to disasters when they arise.

Risk mitigation includes a range of actions to reduce or avoid the impact of risks and disasters (Edirisooriya et al. 2018:1034). Governments may adopt disaster management plans, risk reduction strategies, regulations, early warning systems, and support packages that address weaknesses and vulnerability, and increase resilience and the ability to recover (Chipenda & Tom 2021:6–7; Dube 2008:77). By bringing together diverse perspectives and expertise, the government can ensure comprehensive and well-coordinated disaster risk mitigation strategies (Van Niekerk & Wentink 2017:2–3). Regular risk assessments help to identify vulnerable populations, areas, and infrastructures and assist in the formulation of targeted interventions and resource allocation to reduce vulnerabilities (Pieri 2019:74). Strong disaster risk governance requires not only plans and early warning systems but also a legal framework that mandates preparedness, allocates dedicated resources, and ensures accountability and transparency in implementation. These components reflect the priorities outlined in the Sendai Framework for DRR, which emphasises understanding disaster risk, strengthening governance to manage risk, investing in resilience and enhancing preparedness for effective response.

Capacity-building initiatives strengthen the skills and knowledge of communities, emergency responders, and officials in DRR and response (Elston et al. 2017:61). Including stakeholders such as communities, civil society and the private sector as partners in the disaster risk governance processes can help to build legitimacy of these strategies and enable more locally grounded risk reduction strategies. Similarly, public awareness education, support to research and innovation, and facilitation of international cooperation play an important role to increase resilience (Shah et al. 2023:1–4).

When a disaster occurs, the government can implement interventions and measures to stabilise and reduce the impact and duration of the disaster. These may include additional public services such as healthcare, transportation or accommodation, or financial assistance such as grants, tax incentives or relief measures to support affected sectors, businesses or individuals (Alajlan 2024:323–329). Effective responses to disasters require clear decision-making processes, stakeholder engagement, rapid communication corridors, coordination of efforts by multiple actors and accountability mechanisms (Elbanna et al. 2019:113; Murray 2017:43). Given the unique nature of each disaster, generic disaster preparedness plans must provide for quick adaptation to the specific context on the ground (Kim & Ashihara 2020:3). However, a prior review of the completeness of pandemic plans of 35 countries on the African continent found only a 36% completion rate (Evanson et al. 2018:7). Clear decision-making processes and accountability mechanisms ensure that relief measures are delivered fairly and transparently, strengthening public trust. Without accountability, resources may be misallocated, undermining resilience and widening inequalities. Effective governance requires crisis management coordination at the strategic level and effective implementation at the local level (Uddin, Haque & Khan 2021:96–97).

Disaster risk mitigation efforts are complicated by the level of ambiguity, complexity and sophistication of the disaster (Murray 2017:42–43). Effective disaster risk governance can be strengthened by a national strategy that offers institutional clarity, legal authority, dedicated resources, inclusive participation and a clear accountability framework. These elements, consistent with the Sendai Framework, enable governments to move beyond reactive disaster management towards proactive and systemic risk reduction. The novel nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, differences in outbreaks and mortality levels between contexts, variations of the virus, and varying baseline social, health and economic conditions in countries complicated the disaster management response (Verikios 2020:6). In addition, a lack of coordination and collaboration among the different sectors and stakeholders intensified the short- and long-term impact of the pandemic. Effective disaster risk mitigation to deal with similar events in the future requires governments to strengthen their disaster risk mitigation measures while building baseline capacity by identifying and strengthening vulnerable sectors and communities (Verikios 2020:6).

National disaster risk management frameworks

Governments adopt policies and legislation to guide disaster risk mitigation efforts. Country frameworks complement implementation of the regional Southern African Development Community Disaster Risk Management Strategy and Action Plan (SADC, 2023). This section compares the disaster risk management frameworks of South Africa, Botswana, Zimbabwe and Zambia to outline the respective approaches and available capacity to respond to disasters.

Botswana has an Emergency Powers Act (1984) that may be evoked to declare states of emergency and a Disaster Risk Management Policy (01 October 2009), in line with the Southern African Development Community Regional DRR Strategy. In South Africa, the Disaster Management Act (2002) is the primary legislation for disaster management and established the National Disaster Management Centre and Provincial Disaster Management Centres that coordinate disaster management activities. Zambia has a Disaster Management Act (13 April 2010), and the National Disaster Management Policy (adopted in 2015) provides the framework for risk reduction, preparedness, response and recovery. Table 1 offers a synopsis of the main disaster management legislation in these countries. Zimbabwe adopted a Civil Protection Act in 1982, with Chapter 10 providing a legal basis for reacting to disasters but not necessarily pre-empting risks.
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Effective disaster management requires a robust legal framework, a strong institutional capacity and effective coordination among stakeholders. While the four selected countries have adopted legislation to facilitate disaster mitigation, the focus seems to be more on reactive measures, with limited institutional capacity or resources to respond to multiple or reoccurring risks.

Effective DRR requires clear roles, responsibilities and accountability. While Botswana, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe have established legal foundations for disaster management, their frameworks remain variably equipped to respond to the magnitude and scope of systemic crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Clarity of institutional roles and responsibilities remains uneven. For example, South Africa’s Disaster Management Act provides for national and provincial centres, but enforcement mechanisms and accountability lines remain weak (Taljaard, Van Niekerk & Weerts 2019:9–10). Botswana’s reliance on emergency powers concentrates authority at the executive level, which can bypass inclusive, multilevel governance. Zimbabwe’s Civil Protection Act establishes broad authority but lacks clear allocation of responsibilities across ministries and local levels, leading to fragmented responses. Zambia’s decentralised approach is promising, but resource limitations weaken implementation at community level. Strengthening all four frameworks requires more precise mapping of responsibilities across government tiers and robust accountability mechanisms to ensure implementation.

Across the four cases, a recurring gap is the absence of dedicated and sustainable resources for disaster risk governance. During the COVID-19 pandemic, this was evident in Zimbabwe and Zambia, where fiscal constraints severely limited relief and recovery efforts (Braimoh et al. 2018:53; Runga 2023:88). Botswana’s financial support mechanisms were modest relative to the scale of disruption (Abrahamsson & Becker 2010:17), while South Africa’s broader fiscal space allowed a more significant response but also highlighted the importance of enforcement and coordination. Embedding resource allocation mandates within legislation, rather than ad hoc mobilisations, would make frameworks more resilient to shocks of pandemic scale.

The comparative review suggests that existing frameworks are often reactive and insufficiently aligned with the systemic, multisectoral approach required by the Sendai Framework for DRR. Sendai emphasises governance structures that ensure shared responsibility, transparency and stakeholder inclusion. In all four countries, community participation and inclusive decision-making remain underdeveloped, weakening legitimacy and resilience.

Strengthening these frameworks requires moving beyond reactive, event-driven responses to proactive disaster risk governance rooted in clear institutional mandates, accountability, sustainable resource allocation and inclusive participation. Aligning national frameworks with the Sendai principles of shared responsibility and resilience-building is critical to ensuring that future disasters do not destabilise development gains but instead become opportunities for strengthening adaptive governance.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Research Ethics Committee: Social, Behavioural and Education Research (Project number: School of Public Leadership Public Administration and Development [SPLPAD]-2022-26322) of Stellenbosch University. The Research Ethics Committee: Social, Behavioural and Education Research of Stellenbosch University issued an ethics waiver for the study because the project does not involve the participation of human participants or the use of personal, identifiable information.

Results

This section compares the COVID-19 response strategies adopted by Botswana, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe and the economic impact on GDP growth, unemployment rates, poverty rates and inflation rates of these strategies. Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3 and Figure 4 provide visual depictions of the data presented next.
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Botswana

Botswana implemented lockdowns after its first case on 30 March 2020, declaring a state of emergency in April and a 28-day lockdown from 2 April (Gronbach & Seekings 2021:459; Stone et al. 2021:265). Borders were closed, movements restricted by permits, and gatherings prohibited (Gronbach & Seekings 2021:459). Measures tightened in mid-May and extended for 3 months (Seloilwe et al. 2022:164–165). Restrictions curbed infections but disrupted the diamond industry, GDP and employment:


	GDP: Reliance on diamonds and tourism made Botswana vulnerable. GDP fell from 3% in 2019 to a negative growth of between 8.5% and 8.9% in 2020 (Bank of Botswana 2020; Statistics Botswana 2021). This decline signified one of the most substantial economic downturns in recent Botswanan history. Reduced exports, tourism and customs revenues revealed structural economic weaknesses (Mogapi & Badirwang 2021:1–4).

	Unemployment: Rates rose from 17.6% in 2019 to 24% in 2020 (Statistics Botswana 2021), a significant increase of 6.4% that defies more recent economic trends for the country. Informal workers, youth, women and rural poor were most affected (Mashek 2021:45). Tourism suffered job losses as a result of border closures and travel restrictions, while the mining and diamond sector was severely hit because of global supply chain disruptions (Phiri et al. 2022:14).

	Poverty: Job losses increased poverty, with overall poverty at 14% ($2.15 line) and 62% ($6.95 line) during lockdown (World Bank 2023). Poverty rose to 16% ($2.15 line) in 2020. The inability to work and to access essential services worsened the economic challenges faced by low-income households who struggled to meet their basic needs (Stone et al. 2021:271).

	Inflation: Average inflation declined from 2.8% in 2019 to 1.9% in 2020 (Statistics Botswana 2020). Low demand, falling oil prices and subdued activity kept inflation below target, although electricity tariffs, public transport costs and food prices increased from December 2019 to December 2020 (Matsheka 2021:6; Pelaelo 2020). Despite the lower inflation rate, commodities required for survival by poorest households increased because of the disruption of global supply chains and domestic production, leading to commodity shortages and subsequent price increases (Kootsholetse 2022:4).



Government relief included food packages to 430 000 households and P150m for food, transport and social workers (Gronbach & Seekings 2021:459–460). P800m (0.45% of GDP) in wage subsidies supported 200 000 workers, administered through the Botswana Unified Revenue Service (Gronbach & Seekings 2021:460). The Economic Recovery and Transformation Plan (P14.5bn) targeted long-term recovery (Ekenberg et al. 2022:49).

South Africa

South Africa imposed some of the strictest lockdown measures in the region, severely limiting movement and economic activity (Masiya et al. 2021:6–7). A five-tier lockdown system was adopted to respond to COVID-19 prevalence over time (Olivier, Botha & Craig 2020). While there were only 402 confirmed cases by 23 March 2020 (Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, Government Technical Advisory Centre & National Research Foundation [DPME, GTAC & NRF] 2021:3), lockdown level 5, the most severe, commenced on 27 March 2020 and placed severe restrictions on movement, business activities and international travel. The aim was to curb the spread of the pandemic to allow the health sector time to prepare for the pandemic (DPME et al. 2021:29). The lockdown level was adjusted to level 4 on 01 May 2020, level 3 on 01 June, level 2 on 18 August and level 1 on 21 September, with a brief return to level 3 during the ‘second wave’ that occurred in December 2020 (DPME et al. 2021:33). Early lockdown slowed infection trends, but the abrupt and protracted measures caused a sharp GDP decline and significant increases in unemployment, poverty and inflation:


	GDP: Lockdown measures caused a GDP fall from 0.2% in 2019 to −8.2% in 2020 (Statista 2024), or 0.3% to −6.2% (World Bank Group 2025). The decline was most severe in the 2020 second quarter, with construction, manufacturing and retail shrinking by 17.1% (Statistics South Africa 2020a). Growth bounced back in the third quarter once restrictions eased but was insufficient to offset initial losses (DPME, GTAC & NRF 2021:383).

	Unemployment: Rates rose from 29.1% in 2019 to 30.8% in 2020, with an estimated 2.2 million job losses (Statistics South Africa 2020b). Tourism, hospitality, entertainment, restaurants and informal businesses were hardest hit (DPME et al. 2021:443). By 2022, an additional 3 million people were unemployed (Posel, Oyenubi & Kollamparambil 2021; Statistics South Africa 2022), with women, youth and low-skilled workers most affected.

	Poverty: Lockdown and suspended economic activity saw 2.2–2.8 million adults lose income (Gronbach & Seekings 2021:457–458; Posel et al. 2021). The number living below the poverty line increased from 13.5m in 2019 to 15.9m in 2020, an 18% rise (Bassier, Budlender & Goldman 2022:25). The impact of hard lockdowns was most significant for vulnerable groups reliant on daily wages. The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the importance of robust continuity plans and remote work (Evanson et al. 2018:6) to continue operations.

	Inflation: Average inflation fell from 4.1% in 2019 to 3.3% in 2020 (Badru 2020) as demand contracted, but rebounded to 4.4% by April 2021 and 6.9% in 2022 (Statistics South Africa 2021, 2022), straining households. This increased the costs of living, increasing the strain on already vulnerable households.



Government provided extensive relief, including social grants and food parcels (Mutambara, Crankshaw & Freedman 2022:707). The R500bn Reconstruction and Recovery Plan included tax relief, credit guarantees, wage protection and infrastructure reprioritisation (DPME, GTAC & NRF 2021:443). The Reserve Bank cut the repo rate from 6.25% to 3.5%, while banks granted repayment holidays (DPME, GTAC & NRF 2021:14). The Social Relief of Distress Award supported unemployed adults via the Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF) (Gronbach & Seekings 2021:458; Seidman Makgetla 2021:19–23). The ‘Solidarity Fund’ provided food aid and grants, resuming school feeding programmes (Mutambara et al. 2022:715). R50bn was allocated to grants, including R300.00-R500.00 top-ups for child support and R350.00/month for unemployed adults (Masiya et al. 2021:8–9). Other measures included fiscal stimulus, business support and job creation initiatives.

Zambia

Zambia adopted moderate restrictions. Outbreak response began on 13 March 2020, before the first confirmed case on 18 March. Measures included border closures, gathering restrictions and hygiene promotion (Matenga & Hichambwa 2022:153–154). Schools reopened in June 2020, as did international arrivals, with testing protocols in place (Juntunen et al. 2022:384–385). The effect on key economic indicators is presented as follows:


	GDP: Growth fell from 1.9% in 2019 to −2.6% in 2020 (World Bank 2023). Real GDP contracted by 4.9% in 2020 after modest growth in 2018 and 2019 (Mwasile & Haabazoka 2024:164). Business closures, travel bans, supply chain disruptions and lower consumer spending drove a decline in manufacturing and spending, with the severest impact in the tourism and hospitality sectors and the mining sector because of lower demand for copper (Imasiku & Ntagwirumugara 2021; Mwasile & Haabazoka 2024:164). Despite moderate restrictions, Zambia’s economy entered a recession.

	Unemployment: Rates increased from 5.54% in 2019 to 6.03% in 2020, recovering to 5.2% in 2021 (Statistica 2025). Mining and tourism were worst affected, with an alarming loss of more than 60 million jobs in the travel and tourism sector in 2020 (Mwiinga & Mwanza 2024:59–60).

	Poverty: Poverty rose from 54.4% to 57.6%, pushing 2 million more Zambians below the line (World Bank 2020). The 69% informal workforce faced severe income shocks (Matenga & Hichambwa 2022:154). Poorest households experienced significant fluctuations, facing either complete income loss or notable increases, in contrast to wealthier households (Diwakar & Bwalya 2024:11–14).

	Inflation: Inflation rose from 9.2% in 2019 to 15.7% in 2020 and 22% in 2021 (Sichoongwe, Kaonga & Hapompwe 2021:74), driven by fluctuating copper production and prices and escalating public debt. The lockdowns reduced trade with key partners such as South Africa (Bounouh 2022:109), with the disrupted supply chains driving shortages and price increases (Bounouh 2022:109; World Bank 2020). The pandemic worsened macroeconomic challenges, including high inflation, widening fiscal gaps, unsustainable levels of debt, low reserves on the international front and constrained liquidity conditions (World Bank 2022).



The government offered aid and stimulus, including K500m for public service retirees, K170m to banks for arrears and K140m for road contractors (Aubrey et al. 2022:1554). K500m was paid in pensions, alongside investments in health, agriculture and mining, supported by UN partnerships (United Nations Zambia 2020).

Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe declared a state of emergency and a 21-day lockdown from 30 March 2020, later extended with phased relaxations (Chitungo et al. 2022:897). The fragile health system relied on quarantine, isolation and hygiene promotion. The lockdown was extended indefinitely with phased relaxations. The economic results of the pandemic were as follows:


	GDP: Already contracting at −6.3% in 2019, GDP shrank further to −7.8% in 2020 (World Bank Group 2025) as a result of declined industrial production and international trade, worsening the effect of an already fragile economy plagued by hyperinflation and political instability for vulnerable households (Chipenda & Tom 2021:6).

	Unemployment: Rates rose from 7.37% in 2019 to 8.62% in 2020 and 9.54% in 2021 (Statistica 2023). Traders in the informal sector, workers in the hospitality and agriculture sectors and cross-border traders were hardest hit (Nyabunze & Siavhundu 2020:3; Price 2020:12). With 76% in informal employment (World Bank 2022), households dependent on labour earnings were hard hit. Rural households experienced the most severe impact, with income dropping by 1.1% for rural households compared to a 0.9% decrease for urban households (Mabugu et al. 2023:7).

	Poverty: Extreme poverty rose from 38.3% in 2019 to 49% in 2020 (World Bank 2022). By mid-2020, 7 million people, about half of the total population, lived below the poverty line (Nyabunze & Siavhundu 2020:3). Food insecurity affected 60% of the population, with the most severe effect on rural households (Mabugu et al. 2023:7) and a total of 7.7 million persons in need of food aid (United Nations 2020).

	Inflation: Inflation rose from 226.9% in 2019 to 622.8% in 2020 (Bounouh 2022:109). According to the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe (2022), the monthly inflation rate increased from 2.23% in January 2020 to 13.52% in February 2020 and 26.59% in March 2020, while Trading Economics (2022) calculated year-on-year inflation increases as 175.66% for January 2020, 540.16% for February 2020 and 676.39% for March 2020. Supply disruptions, currency depreciation and shortages drove hyperinflation (Nyabunze & Siavhundu 2020). The country struggled to control inflationary pressures that arose because of excessive money supply growth, foreign currency shortages and a depreciating exchange rate (Nyabunze & Siavhundu 2020:4). Hyperinflation continued to surge during the pandemic with essential commodities, such as food and fuel, unaffordable to many Zimbabweans (Chari et al. 2022; Nyabunze & Siavhundu 2020).

	Mitigating measures: Fiscal constraints limited relief. Zimbabwian dollar (ZWL) 25.2m supported 63 000 households in 23 districts (Chipenda & Tom 2021). Eight rural districts received 7114 metric tonnes of grain, later replaced by cash transfers in urban areas. An economic recovery package of ZWL18.2bn (9% of GDP) was announced, with further spending on transfers, livelihoods and protection (Chipenda & Tom 2021). Small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) and farmer loan guarantees were provided, but only half the target population was reached (Chipenda & Tom 2021:6–12).



Discussion

The comparative analysis shows that the COVID-19 pandemic had a profound impact on all four countries studied. However, prior market vulnerabilities, rather than the strictness of lockdown measures, largely explain the severity of the outcomes. Table 2 summarises the effects on key indicators discussed in the previous section.
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The analysis shows that the four countries experienced a decline in GDP because of COVID-19 lockdowns (Figure 1 on GDP Growth Trend). The sharpest declines in GDP growth between 2020 and 2019 were seen in Botswana (11.9% decline) and South Africa (8.2% decline), followed by Zambia (4.5% decline) and Zimbabwe (1.5% decline). The declines stemmed from halted economic activities, disrupted trade and reduced consumer spending. Botswana’s economy was hard hit, given the high dependence on tourism and diamond exports, while South Africa experienced severe losses in the construction, manufacturing and retail sectors. Zimbabwe showed only a moderate further decline in GDP growth rate, but the informal sector, particularly small businesses and vendors, faced severe challenges. Zambia implemented less restrictive lockdown measures with quicker easing of these restrictions. However, this proved insufficient within the context of global and regional economic lockdowns. The country still experienced a decline in GDP, with the most severe impacts on the tourism, hospitality and mining sectors.

The contraction in GDP had cascading effects on unemployment, poverty and inflation. All four countries experienced significant job losses because of the pandemic and lockdowns. South Africa’s unemployment rose from 29.1% (2019) to 30.8% (2020), Botswana’s from 17.6% to 24%, Zimbabwe’s from 7.37% to 8.62% and Zambia’s from 5.54% to 6.03% (as shown in Figure 1). Travel restrictions reduced economic activity and spending, and restrictions on gatherings severely impacted tourism, mining, construction, hospitality and informal businesses, which represent vital employment sectors in these economies. The informal sector was particularly hard hit in all countries, and many small traders, vendors and entrepreneurs struggled to survive. The effect was more severe in Zimbabwe, where economic income is strongly dependent on the informal economy and cross-border trade. Similarly, low-skilled labour markets were disproportionately impacted, increasing socio-economic vulnerabilities.

The lockdowns intensified pre-existing poverty levels. South Africa’s poverty rate increased from 13.5 million to 15.9 million (55% in 2019 to 63% in 2020). Botswana’s poverty rate increased from 14% in 2019 to 16% in 2020. Zimbabwe had the highest increase, with poverty levels rising from 38.3% to 49% in 2020. Zambia’s poverty rate increased from 58.6% to 59.9%. In rural areas, the increase in absolute poverty levels was somewhat shielded by the bumper harvest in both South Africa and Zambia, with Zimbabwe experiencing the most acute food insecurity.

Reduced spending initially contained inflation rates in South Africa and Botswana, but inflation surged in Zimbabwe and Zambia. South Africa and Botswana maintained better inflation control, and Zimbabwe’s pre-existing economic instability led to hyperinflation, reaching 676.39% by March 2020. Zambia’s inflation rose from 9.2% (2019) to 22% (2021), which might be because of the macroeconomic challenges before COVID-19 rather than the lockdown measures.

South Africa introduced extensive economic relief measures, including social grants and a R500 billion relief package to support resilience for vulnerable communities and assist with economic recovery. Botswana also provided wage subsidies and food aid, but the response was more limited. Zimbabwe and Zambia had less fiscal space for relief measures, leading to higher increases in poverty during the first year of the pandemic.

The synopsis of lockdowns and effects in Table 3 shows that lockdowns, while essential for controlling the virus, exacerbated existing structural inequalities and disrupted cross-border trade. Zimbabwe and Zambia struggled more with initial resilience and economic recovery, as structural challenges such as hyperinflation, prevailing poverty and reliance on the informal economy worsened the impact of COVID-19. Although Botswana and South Africa had a stronger economic starting position, vulnerable sectors such as mining, tourism and services also experienced declining economic growth, unemployment and poverty. Heavy reliance on single industries increases the vulnerability of the economy to disasters, suggesting that future resilience requires greater diversification.
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The lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic have significant implications for future responses to public health crises. The ability of governments to effectively mitigate disasters and pandemics is largely determined by pre-existing conditions. Socio-economic factors shape how governments, the private sector and communities respond to crises. A strong macroeconomic foundation is essential for crisis preparedness and should not be underestimated (DPME et al. 2021:14). Countries with robust support measures, greater fiscal flexibility and efficient policy implementation can better mitigate the immediate effects of poverty during crises. The pandemic revealed that countries with weak monetary and fiscal systems, such as Zimbabwe and Zambia, are highly vulnerable to price shocks. Meanwhile, South Africa and Botswana’s strong institutions helped keep inflation stable. Creating resilience policies and ensuring food security are key to protecting households from future crises.

The comparative analysis highlights that effective disaster risk governance requires more than fiscal space and policy intent. National disaster risk governance strategies should establish clear institutional role players, define shared responsibilities across government levels and embed accountability mechanisms that ensure transparency and enforcement. Dedicated budget lines for DRR are also critical to avoid ad hoc reallocations during crises. Without these governance arrangements, even well-designed policies cannot be fully implemented.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns had profound consequences for South Africa, Botswana, Zimbabwe and Zambia. The stringent measures put in place to curb the spread of the virus resulted in significant economic contractions, characterised by sharp declines in GDP, fewer employment opportunities and rising levels of poverty. Furthermore, the pandemic exacerbated existing socio-economic challenges, such as increasing inflation rates. Although each country responded to the crisis in its own manner, the overall impact emphasises the need for coordinated regional efforts and sustainable economic strategies to promote recovery and rebuilding. As these nations continue to navigate the ongoing repercussions of the pandemic, it is vital to prioritise resilient economic frameworks, social protection programmes and collaborative initiatives to foster growth, alleviate poverty and ensure long-term stability.

The findings underscore that governance frameworks must go beyond reactive measures. Governments should adopt disaster risk governance strategies aligned with the Sendai Framework, emphasising understanding of risk, strengthening institutions, investing in resilience and enhancing preparedness for effective response. This includes regular risk assessments, inclusive stakeholder participation and multilevel coordination to ensure that responsibilities are clearly mapped and capacities are adequate. In South Africa, stronger enforcement of the Disaster Management Act could improve accountability; in Botswana, fiscal constraints highlight the need for sustainable DRR funding; Zimbabwe’s reliance on emergency relief points to the urgency of a comprehensive governance framework, while Zambia’s decentralised approach requires stronger resourcing and capacity-building.

The pandemic underscored the necessity for proactive policy measures to maintain macroeconomic stability and diversify economies, enhancing resilience against external shocks. Strengthening social safety nets is vital to support vulnerable populations facing rising unemployment and poverty. Effective responses require improved coordination, community engagement and multisectoral collaboration. There is a need for regional cooperation and preparedness to address economic vulnerabilities, with adaptable and tailored strategies for future crises. Flexibility in disaster response is essential, and a networked governance model that involves collaboration among governments, private sectors and nongovernmental organisations can help to mitigate economic impacts effectively.

The COVID-19 revealed that crises are magnified where institutional capacity is weak, mandates are unclear, and resources are inadequate. Strengthening disaster risk governance frameworks is therefore essential to ensure robust responses to future pandemics and disasters. Although all four countries analysed have frameworks in place, this study highlights the need to clarify institutional roles and responsibilities, promote stronger multilevel and multisectoral coordination, and secure dedicated budgets for DRR. The pandemic also underscored the interconnected nature of economies: disruptions in one sector reverberated through supply chains and downstream industries, amplifying impacts across the system. Ultimately, the ability to respond effectively is not determined by emergency measures alone but is built on the strength of underlying social, economic and environmental conditions. Improving these baseline conditions significantly enhances resilience and adaptive capacity in times of crisis.
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FIGURE 1: Change in gross domestic product 2019-2022 per country.
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TABLE 2: Southern Africa Comparative Economic Indicators (2019-2022).

Countries Year ~ GDPgrowth Unemployment Poverty Inflation
(%) (%) (%) (%)
Botswana 2019 3 17 14 2.8
2020 -8.7 24 16 19
2021 11.9 2311 14 6.7
2022 55 23.62 14 121
South Africa 2019 0.2 29.1 55 41
2020 8.2 30.8 63 33
2021 4.9 353 64.65 4.4
2022 19 333 61.12 7.0
Zambia 2019 19 5.54 54.4 9.2
2020 2.6 6.03 57.6 157
2021 6.2 5.2 70.6 22
2022 5.2 6.10 60 10.99
Zimbabwe 2019 6.3 7.37 383 226.9
2020 7.8 8.62 49 662.8
2021 85 9.54 42 98.55
2022 6.1 10.09 42 104.71

GDP, gross domestic product.
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TABLE 3: Synopsis of lockdowns and effects.

Lockdown severity

Changes in GDP

Changes in
Unemployment

Changes in
poverty rate

Effect on inflation

Botswana imposed a 28-day strict lockdown commencing 02 April 2020. South Africa imposed a 35-day strict lockdown from 27 March 2020. Zambia
imposed a 5-week lockdown with quick easing on gatherings. Zimbabwe imposed a 21-day national lockdown from 30 March 2020.

As shown in Figure 1, the GDP growth trends of all countries show the disruptive economic impact of the economic lockdown measures. In 2019, all four
countries experienced modest positive or near-stable growth, with the exception of Zimbabwe, which already showed negative growth. In 2020, following
the imposition of strict lockdown measures, all economies contracted sharply, with Botswana and South Africa recording steep declines. By 2021, the
easing of restrictions and partial economic reopening enabled a strong rebound across the region. However, by 2022, the momentum slowed for all four
economies. While initial starting conditions enable better recovery, a robust economic structure is required to maintain a positive growth rate.

The unemployment trends from 2019 to 2022, shown in Figure 2, highlight the labour market challenges faced by Southern African economies during and
after the COVID-19 pandemic. South Africa consistently recorded the highest unemployment rates, indicating structural labour market weaknesses, which
were aggravated by the lockdown measures. Botswana also showed a steady increase in unemployment, with a modest decline in 2022. This reflects the
country’s vulnerability to external shocks, especially in sectors such as tourism and mining. Zimbabwe’s unemployment rate followed a gradual upward
trajectory, suggesting persistent economic instability and limited job creation despite short-term growth rebounds. In contrast, Zambia maintained the
lowest unemployment rates throughout the period. This relative stability may reflect the predominance of informal and subsistence employment, which
often absorbs labour during times of crisis. Overall, the data show that unemployment rose in most countries during the peak pandemic years (2020-2021),
but by 2022, only partial labour market recovery was evident, with structural challenges persisting, particularly in South Africa and Zimbabwe.

Figure 3 shows that the poverty rates in all four countries rose around 2020 with the imposition of economic lockdown measures. Zambia recorded the
most significant increase over 2 years. Figure 3 shows that Zambia’s poverty showed a moderate yet volatile trend, increasing from 2019 to 2022 and
then dropping in 2022, highlighting severe impact in 2021 and partial recovery afterwards. While Zimbabwe recorded the sharpest initial increase, this
improved somewhat in 2021. Although poverty rate is lower than in South Africa and Zambia, they were unstable, rising from 2019 to 2022, then falling
in 2021 and 2022, suggesting a spike during the pandemic followed by stabilisation. South Africa showed a steady upwards trend before stabilising.
Poverty levels in South Africa were high, climbing from 2019 to 2020 and peaking in 2021, before slightly declining to 2022. This reflects worsening
during the pandemic and a slow recovery. Botswana had the lowest poverty levels among the four, with only a modest rise in 2020 followed by a return
to its pre-pandemic level in 2021-2022. Poverty level in Botswana remained stable in 2019, rose in 2020, and then returned to 14% in 2021 and 2022,
indicating resilience despite the COVID-19 shock. Overall, the data reflect how the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown measures disrupted livelihoods
across the region. Zambia and South Africa experienced persistently high poverty levels, while Zimbabwe’s rate showed some recovery after the initial
shock. Botswana proved relatively resilient, with only minimal long-term impact.

Figure 4 shows that while inflation patterns for most countries are similar, Zimbabwe stands out with extreme volatility. Dramatic spikes in inflation
reflect severe macroeconomic instability worsened by the lockdown measures, declining sharply post the lockdown with signs of stabilisation in 2022.
Zambia experienced moderate inflationary pressures, while South Africa and Botswana maintained relatively stable and low inflation throughout the
period. Hyperinflation in Zimbabwe is attributable to its weak monetary system, while Zambia dealt with rising prices from currency depreciation and
food supply disruptions. Conversely, South Africa and Botswana maintained stable inflation attributable to their relatively strong institutions and
effective monetary policies. Zimbabwe’s inflation peaked in 2020 and remained high, while Zambia’s rate more than doubled during the pandemic. This
highlights that fragile economies faced significant price stability compared to those with strong institutions.
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TABLE 1: Disaster management frameworks in South Africa, Botswana,
Zimbabwe and Zambia.

Country  Riskmanagement  Main aim Available coordinator
mandate capacity

Botswana Emergency Powers  To integrate disaster  The disaster risk
Act, No. 200f 1984 preparednessand ~ management
and Disaster Risk response with framework is a
Management Policy,  development activities coordinated strategy
2009 involving national,

district and community
efforts. The Emergency
Powers Act of Botswana
empowers the
President to proclaim a
state of emergency
subject to a temporal
limitation and to
promulgate temporary
legislation during
periods of crisis, with
oversight provided by
the National Assembly.

South Disaster Management To develop and The act provides for the
Africa Act, No. 570f 2002 implement disaster  establishment of
management plans  national and provincial
and coordinate disaster management
emergency responses  centres.
Zambia  Disaster Management To establish a The act provides for the
Act, No. 2 of 2010and  comprehensive establishment and
National Disaster disaster management maintenance of disaster
Management Policy, ~ framework for management
2015 preparedness, organisations and

prevention, mitigation, emphasises a

response and recovery decentralised approach,
integrating national and
community efforts to
enhance resilience and
reduce disaster

vulnerability.
Zimbabwe  Civil Protection Act,  To protect people and  The act coordinates
No. 10 of 1982 property from disaster management
disasters activities across all

levels, integrating
disaster preparedness
and response with

ongoing development
activitie:
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FIGURE 4: Change in inflation 2019-2022 per country.






