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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: By early 2021, The World Bank was indicating that the massive COVID-19 induced declines in remittance flows it
Remittances had predicted in the previous year had not materialised; actual declines were smaller and shorter term than
CQVID-19 expected. In some cases like that for Zimbabwe, there were significant increases. It argued that coronavirus
3;51}:::: pandemic lock down policies led to a shift from use of informal to formal recorded money transfer channels.
Zimbabwe However, given the diversity of contexts in source and receiving countries, there is need for continued localised

investigations to understand the nature and development policy implications of these flows. Focusing on re-
mittances sent by Zimbabweans settled in the UK (diaspora) during COVID-19 pandemic year, this paper draws
on survey data to explore increases in the remittance flows, nature of, motivations for and purposes of re-
mittances. Crucially it examines how the diaspora managed to increase the remittances when they were under
immense financial pressure themselves. It confirms and contributes to understanding of the countercyclical

nature of remittance flows.

1. Introduction: From narrative of plummeting to “defiant”
remittances during COVID-19

Remittances that ‘migrants’send to their countries of origin in the
form of finance, goods, information and services are critical for liveli-
hoods (Bracking & Sachikonye, 2006), education, health, agricultural
investments, economic growth and sustainable development (Mercer,
2008; Mukwedeya, 2012; Pharaoh & McKenzie, 2013; United Nations,
2021). For Africa, remittances are more ‘reliable’ and far exceed foreign
direct investment (FDI) and have exceeded foreign Oversees Develop-
ment Assistance (ODA) since 2000-2005 (ODI, 2007; Mukwedeya,
2012: 43; Ratha et al., 2020: 8). However, significant proportions of
these transfers are lost in intermediation because of high charges (ODI,
2014; Esser & Cooper, 2020) while socio-economic crises or shocks can
affect the transfers (ODI, 2007; The World Bank, 2020). In the initial
phase of the COVID-19 pandemic in April 2020, The World Bank (2020:
1) predicted that the economic crisis induced by the pandemic and
shutdown policies would lead to an unprecedented 20 % decline in
global remittances to low and middle income countries. Sub-Sahara
Africa would experience a sharper 23 % decline (Bisong et al., 2020;
Kalantaryan & McMahon, 2020: 5-6) especially for transfers to conflict
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affected countries and fragile economies, countries with low remittance
diversity indices and countries where remittances contribute at least 10
% of GDP (Kalantaryan & McMahon, 2020: 9-12).

Even the revised briefings of late November 2020, were that “re-
mittances flows to low and middle income countries [would] decline by
7.2 % to $508 billion in 2020 followed by a further decline of 7.5 % to
$470 billion in 20217 (Ratha et al., 2020: vii). These projected declines
would be much higher than the 5.5 % (The World Bank, 2011: x)
registered during the last major global financial crisis of 2008/2009.
Factors leading to the projected declines would include weak economic
growth, unemployment and uncertainties around jobs in migrant host-
ing countries (e.g. in Europe, USA, China and Gulf Cooperating Coun-
tries) weak oil prices, unfavourable exchange rate against the US$ in
remittance source countries (Ratha et al., 2020: vii; The World Bank,
2021a: xi) and migrants returning home (Financial Express, 2021).
Given the knowledge influence of The World Bank, the narrative of
decline was dominant in 2020.

However, by May 2021, it had become clear that the actual 2020
decline in global remittances was at most a paltry 1.6 % below the
volumes sent in 2019, and that excluding China, they far exceeded
foreign direct investment (The World Bank, 2021a: x). Furthermore,

Received 21 August 2021; Received in revised form 28 July 2022; Accepted 4 August 2022

Available online 8 August 2022

2452-2929/© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


mailto:bmbiba@brookes.ac.uk
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/24522929
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/world-development-perspectives
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wdp.2022.100452
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wdp.2022.100452
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wdp.2022.100452
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

B. Mbiba and D. Mupfumira

diversity was prevalent across sending and receiving countries. For
instance while the flows to Europe and Central Asia declined by 9.7 %;
increases were registered for Latin America (+6.5 %), East Asia and the
Pacific (+7.9 %), Middle East and North Africa (+2.3 %) and Sub-Sahara
Africa + 12.5 % (ibid.). In contrast, during the 2008/2009 global
financial crisis, remittances to developing countries fell 5.5 % while FDI
dropped by 40 % (The World Bank, 2011: x). To explain the stability and
increases in remittance flows during the COVID-19 pandemic, several
factors have been suggested. First was the shift from informal unregis-
tered to digital and formal channels of transfer (The World Bank, 2021a;
The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2021) in a context where lockdowns
reduced movement of people and goods to a minimum. Second were the
host country policies that were inclusive and offered migrants the same
welfare support and vaccinations as offered to natives thus enabling
them to continue working. Thirdly, the fiscal stimuli adopted in many
developed countries ensured economic stability and limited job loss thus
leading to a not so drastic reduction in the capacity of migrants to send
remittances.

Given that the above patterns are global, there is need to unravel the
local level remittance dynamics in both sending and receiving commu-
nities and approach remittances in a way that recognises regional and
geographical complexity (Nyamunda, 2014; McGregor & Pasura, 2014).
For instance, the switch to digital transfer channels had negative effects
for communities with limited internet access and banking services such
as in Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali (Kalantaryan & McMahon, 2020: 27).
Mukwedeya (2012) confirmed that at the peak of Zimbabwe’s economic
crisis (2006-2008), remittances to Zimbabwe’s low income areas of
Harare were mainly ‘in- kind’ compared to cash transfers from the USA
and the UK. In the UK, Black and ethnic minorities are also dispropor-
tionately represented in ‘shut down sectors of the economy’; the sectors
closed during the initial phase of lockdowns such as transport and
tourism, hotel, catering services, gym and leisure where they are typi-
cally low paid and more likely to lose their jobs (IFS, 2020; HC,
202:21-23).

Where the host governments have no capacity to provide welfare to
all, such as in South Africa or where the migrants are undocumented
(including in the UK), the capacity to send remittances would have been
severely dented. Kalantaryna & Mohan (2020: 8) report that during the
2014-15 Ebola crisis, remittance inflows increased for Liberia and
Guinea but remained flat for Sierra Leone. Country differences in
remittance inflows were also observed for 2012 MERS crisis in Asia.
While data on remittances is not reliable, the countercyclical nature of
remittances needs continued investigation. The impact of COVID-19 at
the local level and how the affected communities respond to their cir-
cumstances is thus an area for further interrogation.

In Fig. 1, for instance, this entails asking why there was noticeable
decline in remittances to Lesotho, The DRC and South Africa but a sharp
increase in the case of Zimbabwe. The diversity of remittances and
events in the sending countries and channels of transmission have to be
analysed in detail. For instance, Lesotho depends on remittances from
South Africa and has a Remittances Diversity Index’ of less than 0.1
(Kalantaryan & McMahon, 2020: 13). South Africa’s economy was hit
hard by the COVID-19 pandemic and welfare support to migrants was
non-existent. Thus, migrants in South Africa (including the large Zim-
babwean diaspora) would have struggled to support themselves and
send money back home. However, Zimbabwe has a Remittances Di-
versity Index of close to 0.8 (Kalantaryan & McMahon, 2020). This
means that it has a wide range of source countries for its remittances: a
collapse in one would likely not lead to a major decline. However, this
and the switch to formal channels does not fully explain the sharp
remittance inflow increases in 2020-2021; the actual experiences need
deeper investigation.

1 The Index has a range of 0 to 1 with one the most diverse (i.e. a wide range
of sources for remittance inflows).
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This paper illustrates the necessity to understand dynamics in spe-
cific remittance corridors during COVID-19 and has broader implica-
tions on diaspora, remittances, livelihoods and development literature.
However, except for a few points and to avoid going on a tangent, the
concept of diaspora (e.g. Safran, 1991; Tololyan, 1991; Van Hear, 1998;
Vertovic & Cohen, 1999) and as debated in the Zimbabwean context (e.
g. Mbiba, 2005, 2011, 2012a, b; McGregor, 2007; Pasura, 2010,
McGregor & Primorac, 2010; McGregor & Pasura, 2014; Chiumbu &
Musemwa, 2012; Nyamunda, 2014) will not be discussed here. First,
using the ‘outsider’ versus ‘insider’ notion of diaspora dominant among
ordinary Zimbabweans (McGregor, 2010a) diaspora are those Zimbab-
weans living outside the country: as migrants, refugees, asylum seekers
or exiles, settled citizens and those born to such Zimbabweans (the neo
diaspora) and continue to live outside the country and who maintain
transnational linkages with the country of origin. Second, there is a ‘near
diaspora’ in Zimbabwean’s neighbouring countries especially South
Africa and Botswana and a ‘far diaspora’ especially in the UK, Europe,
North America, China, Australia and New Zealand. Consequently,
Zimbabwe’s diaspora is variegated and fractured (McGregor & Pri-
morac, 2010; Mbiba, 2012a; Pasura, 2014) by history, origin and
destination regions, original push factors, race, class, gender, ethnicity,
identity, cultures and dynamics of transnationalism.

Furthermore, central to remittances are the poverty reduction, live-
lihoods and development impacts that they engender (Bracking &
Sachikonye, 2006). Individuals, households and communities or entities
(in the diaspora and at home) work to boost their assets/capitals such as
human, physical, social, political and financial capital (Rakodi & Lloyd-
Jones, 2002; Scoones & Wolmer, 2003) (see relations sketched in Fig. 2).
Within given structural contexts (e.g. political economy, government
policy, climate, gender, patriarchy) assets/capitals determine the ca-
pacity of entities to withstand shocks, to exploit opportunities and to
construct complex livelihoods portfolios (Rakodi & Lloyd-Jones, 2002;
Scoones & Wolmer, 2003) both in the diaspora (Mbiba, 2011; Mbiba,
2012b) and home community (Bracking & Sachikonye, 2006; Mukwe-
deya, 2012; Nyamunda, 2014). As implied in Fig. 2, and depending on
context as well as the nature and duration of shocks, some capitals may
shrink in the short term. Remittances help to stabilise, replenish and
enhance assets and livelihoods of recipients.

However, there are other possibilities. For instance, sending re-
mittances to stabilise livelihoods and assets of recipients (see Mukwe-
deya, 2012; Nyamunda, 2014) may erode the assets of the diaspora;
leaving the sender vulnerable to future shocks. The hope is that in the
long term (time t, in Fig. 2), the assets will be restored and enhanced
relative to their status in earlier periods (time t;, tp). While the critique
of this paper is on the need to understand implications of diversity of
diaspora and remittance corridors on remittances sent during COVID-19,
Fig. 2 is a sensitising device to connect emerging and comparative dis-
cussions and further case studies. Resources permitting, the diaspora
and home community space, the corridors, the structure-agency re-
lations all need time-series examination that was not focus of this paper.

2. Research questions and objectives

Zimbabwe registered an increase in formal remittance inflows during
the COVID-19 year (2020-2021) of over US$ 1bn (RBZ, 2021; The World
Bank, 2021a; The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2021) compared to the
same period in 2019 (US$636 million). The Economist Intelligence Unit
(2021: 1) suggested that this surge in remittance inflows:

... could be a result of many Zimbabweans in nearby South Africa,
Malawi and Botswana, shifting to formal money-transfer channels
owing to the effect of COVID-19 pandemic as travel across interna-
tional borders was curtailed for much of 2020.

The closure of borders made it difficult to send funds through
informal cross border options (the ‘Malayitsha’ systems) (see e.g. Nya-
munda, 2014). However, border closures increased illegal crossings
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Fig. 1. Inflows of Remittances to the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Region — 2008 — 2021Source: Original data extracted from The World Bank
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Fig. 2. COVID —19, Diaspora Remittances and Sustainable Livelihoods- Conceptual Apparatus.

(along the porous Zimbabwe-South Africa boundary) and smuggling of
goods (Africanews, 2020; Financial Mail, 2020). Police and soldiers
mandated to protect the borders instead are involved and receive bribes
“colloquially termed toll-gate fees™ to facilitate the illegal movement of
large amounts of goods (The Chronicle, 2021). All this has increased the
risks and costs of informal trade on which Zimbabwe depends.

When it comes to financial remittances, the closure of borders and
switch to formal channels explanation does not cover those in the USA
and Europe for example who traditionally had limited options for use of
cross border channels and are more likely to have always used more of
the formal bank and money transfer operators. Beyond the change in
transmission channels (The World Bank, 2021a; The Economist Intelli-
gence Unit, 2021), there is need to investigate whether such diaspora
sent more money than usual. Zimbabwe has a significant diaspora in the
United Kingdom with the majority arriving in the 1999-2006 period.
The Zimbabwean born population in the UK is now the third largest

African population (ONS, 2019; Mbiba et al., 2020: 2) and has signifi-
cant presence in the health and care sectors (McGregor, 2007; Mbiba et
al 2020).

This study investigates the patterns of cash remittances sent to
Zimbabwe from the UK during the COVID-19 year (March 2020 — April
2021); whether individuals sent more money than in previous years, the
motivations and purposes for which the remittances were sent. Black
Africans in the UK were among the highest at risk of poverty and most
likely to be infected by the coronavirus and to experience unemploy-
ment, loss of income or suffer financial stress (IFS, 2020: HC, 2020; Hu,
2021). Nevertheless, Pharoah and McKenzie (2013: 7) concluded that
they were more likely to send money overseas even when they were
under crisis conditions. Therefore, crucially, the study explores the
sacrifices and adjustments that the UK diaspora had to make in order to
send remittances under the stressful COVID-19 conditions.
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3. In the filed: Research design and methods

The data used in this paper was extracted from a study whose
objective was to deepen understanding of the COVID-19 impacts,
including on transnational relations, among Zimbabweans in the UK.
Data was collected using an online survey, four one-hour zoom focus
group discussions (FGs)” and literature review. Although social media
(Facebook and WhatsApp groups) are reservoirs of significant testi-
monies and information on impacts of COVID-19 among Zimbabweans,
there are ethical issues relating to use of this information for research
without the permission of each individual participant or contributor. To
recruit participants, the study used information from LinkedIn, publicly
available lists of participants to seminars or events and websites of or-
ganisations to build an email list of the target population. In addition,
community and civil society leaders were invited to circulate the
research flyer among their membership. The flyer was also posted at
three shops patronised by Zimbabweans: an ethnic food shop in Central
England, a hair salon and a vehicle repair shop both in the Thames
Valley region. The flyer provided links to further information about the
study and what volunteers needed to do to participate in the online
survey and focus group discussions.

Emailed invitations to participate in the study were sent to two
hundred individuals. From all these initiatives, there were eighty online
survey responses of which fifty were valid with the rest either opt outs or
incomplete and unusable. The online survey was created and managed
using QUALTRICS software. QUALTRICS enabled sending of reminders
and ‘thank you messages’ to participants at the end. The survey was left
open for forty days in July- August 2021. To participate in the study,
respondents had to confirm that they understood the study information,
were Zimbabwean diaspora, aged 18 years and above, that their
participation was voluntary and had been in the UK for at least six
months before March 2020.

The study did not request any personal data. However, those opting
to share their experiences in the focus group discussions were offered the
opportunity to give an email contact at the end of the online survey.
Nine participants opted into the FGs from using this method. To recruit
more focus group participants, two community leaders, one from South
East England and another from West England invited the study team to
explain the study to their membership instead of just distributing the
flyer. A one-hour session was held with each group on zoom at the end of
July during which participants enrolled anonymously and asked ques-
tions. From these talks, eight participants either opted to participate in
the FGs or offered to have an in-depth interview or both.

During the recruitment talks, it was clear that participants needed to
build trust. In one of the sessions, they needed to understand why a
“non-Zimbabwean’, ‘a Kenyan’ a ‘Cameroonian’” was conducting a
survey on Zimbabweans. The study coincided with the episode when the
UK Home Office was preparing to enforce deportations of Zimbabweans
deemed undesirable in the UK. These deportations were done with the
agreement of the Zimbabwe government and generated anger and
anxiety among some Zimbabweans. Unsurprisingly, in these circum-
stances, any surveys were viewed with suspicion by sections of the
community; the study could be covert operations of the two govern-
ments (McGregor, 2010b: 136-137). The talks helped to reduce
anxieties.

The COVID-19 pandemic generated ongoing traumatic experiences
in different ways among the community (Mbiba et al., 2020). The focus
group discussions had the potential to exacerbate anxieties and distress

2 Initially, the groups were supposed to be thematic but participants argued
that given the overlapping nature of issues, it was best to have then as “open-
ended” giving participants to narrate experiences without limitations. Partici-
pants numbered eight, nine, six and nine. Only two males participated. Five
participated in all the four sessions. COVID-19 regulations (national and Uni-
versity) did not permit face to face meetings at the time.
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among some participants. The study developed support pathways for
individuals in distress and provided this information to participants
before the start of deliberations. An experienced mental health support
worker was also present at every discussion to help identify and offer
immediate support to any participant in distress. A board chaired by an
experienced medical practitioner was also constituted and on standby
for consultation in the unlikely event that a study participant showed
signs of acute distress or needed further support.’

Descriptive statistics of responses to pre-coded questions were pro-
duced automatically by the QUALTRICS software and are used to pre-
sent profiles of respondents presented in the results section. Recordings
from the FGs were transcribed and Nvivo software was used for content
and thematic analysis of the textual material. This entailed searching for
key terms (derived from literature review), interpretation and coding of
statements to identify emerging and recurring themes. Main elements of
this analysis will be subject of a separate paper.

4. Results and discussions: diasporic connections for
development during Covid-19

4.1. Features of the survey respondents: Still in employment during and
after COVID-19

There are about 130 000 Zimbabwean born citizens in the UK (ONS,
2019) and thousands more who were born in the UK: the latter can be
described as the ‘neodiaspora’. The respondents to the online survey all
identified themselves as ‘Zimbabwean born’. Seventy-eight percent (78
%) indicated that they were/are naturalised British citizens. The ma-
jority of respondents (66 %) left Zimbabwe for the UK in the period 2000
and 2004. This aligns with the period of rapid arrivals of foreign born
nationals to the UK (2000 — 2009) (ONS, 2013; DMA, 2015: 4). They
were largely in the 36 to 65 year age group (64 %) and drawn mainly
from urban regions of Harare Province (30 %) and Bulawayo Province
(24 %) with Manicaland Province (14 %) and Midlands Province (10 %)
the notable contributions. These patterns are similar to those from
another survey on health and care workers conducted in mid-2020
(Mbiba et al., 2020) where negligible proportions of respondents were
recorded from the two Matabeleland Provinces and Masvingo.

At the start of COVID-19 in March 2020, 67 % of the respondents
were employees while three percent were self-employed (with no em-
ployees), 14 % operated as agency workers and six percent were running
businesses that had employees. Thus in total, up to 23 % of respondents
were in the categories likely to be at the back of the queue to receive
state support (Duke, 2020: 115). In the initial lockdown, nurses working
as agency staff presented testimonies at community online forums
(Mbiba et al., 2020) pointing to complex eligibility criteria and lack of
awareness of the available state support systems on the part of both
workers and managers.

Thirty-five percent of the participants described themselves as
nurses, 14 % as pharmacists, 5.4 % as occupational health therapists, 11
% unemployed and 18 % working in other professions such as finance,
surveying, local government and information management. The pro-
portion of nurses in this survey was lower than the 63 % in the 2020
survey (Mbiba, et al., 2020) that had targeted health professionals.
About 11 % of those who were employees at the start of COVID-19 year,
had changed their employer or changed their main job over the year.
Crucially, at least 94 % of respondents who were employed in March
2020 were still employed at the end of the COVID-19 year in April 2021.
Their capacity to send remittances would not have been as compromised
as that of the 23 % in insecure employment or contracts.

3 Fortunately, this did not happen.
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4.2. Zimbabwean remittances “soaring” during the CIVID-19 year.

The rise in volumes of remittances to Zimbabwe seem to have taken
most experts by surprise. Based on The Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe (RBZ:
2021: 31) data, after a decline in March and April 2020, official inflows
of remittances increased by 57 % from US$635.7 million in 2019 to US
$1.0 billion in 2020. For the RBZ, 2021: 31), the increases were “...
mainly due to liberalisation of the use of free funds in the country and
improved channelling of remittances through formal channels”. These
figures have informed subsequent comment in the media and reports of
international development organisations such as The World Bank (2021:
31) and the Economist Intelligence Unit (2021).

However, beyond the increased use of formal channels to send re-
mittances, there is also the possibility of other factors including in-
creases in actual amounts sent by diaspora during COVID-19. Diaspora
faced significant financial insecurity and risk of unemployment (Hu,
2021) while lockdowns restricted international cross-border travel for
seasonal migrant workers in the Zimbabwe-South Africa corridor.
Nevertheless, these factors would differ from one remittances channel to
another (DMA, 2015). For instance cross-border travel and use of
informal channels would have been a more pronounced factor for the
South Africa to Zimbabwe corridor and less so for the UK-Zimbabwe or
USA-Zimbabwe channels. Given Zimbabwe’s relatively high Remittance
Diversity Index (of 0.76) (Kalantaryan and McMahon, 2020; EU, 2020;
Kalantaryna, 2021) there is need to interrogate how COVID-19 affected
remittances in different remittance corridors. This focus on the UK-
Zimbabwe corridor is an initial start in that direction.

Respondents to the online study were asked to indicate whether
there was any change in the amounts of money they sent to Zimbabwe
during the COVID-19 year relative to previous years. Fig. 3 shows that
the majority of respondents (57 %) reported having sent more money
while 18 % sent less money than in previous years. This contrasts with
rural Kenya (Janssens, 2021: 1) where in the short term, households
‘gave out less gifts and remittances”.

There is thus a real possibility that the diaspora dug deeper into their
pockets to send more money to those in Zimbawe. The bulk of the cash
remittances were sent through World Remit (43 %), Western Union (29
%), Mukuru.com (7 %) and via Bank to Bank transfers (7 %). This is in
sharp contrast to the first decade of the millenium when families in
Zimbabwe recived as much as 58 % of transfers via informal chanells
(Bracking & Sachikonye, 2006: 32). Notable as well in the responses was
that no transfers were made using neither ‘hand couriers’ nor ‘barter
exchanges that were dominant before 2010 (Bracking & Sachikonye,
2006). Low proportions sending cash to an account or cash in hand were
also observed for other UK based diaspora (DMA, 2015). Barter ex-
changes are scenarios where a member of the diaspora requests someone
in Zimbabwe to provide a service or goods with the payment made into a
foreign account (see next section for diversity in sending goods). This
was a feature during the era of hyperinflation (Gono, 2008) when those
in Zimbabwe would seek to retain value of their earnings by keeping
savings out of the country and shunning formal banking systems.
Therefore unlike the cash remittances from South Africa that have
signficant use of informal channels (Bracking & Sachikonye, 2006;
Nyamunda, 2014), use of formal Money Transfer Operators dominates
transfers in the UK-Zimbabwe corridor.

However, with use of free funds policy (RBZ, 2021: 31) in the
country, the need for barter transactions has diminished. A large
disparity between official exchange rates and the black market rates is a
huge incentive for remitters to use infomal channels (ODI, 2007). But
over the year 2020, Zimbabwe’s headline inflation had reduced from a
peak of 837.5 % in July 2020 to 326.6 % in January 2021 (RBZ, 2021:
23). Over the same period exchange rates had been stable and the par-
allel market premium had reduced to a tolerable band of up to 20 %
(RBZ, 2021: 8). These were shifts towards conditions more favourable to
use of formal channels for sending cash remittances. Thus the structural
conditions in the home country (Fig. 2) had an influence on the mode of
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sending remittances. The story is however incomplete without consid-
ering the motivations or purposes for which the remittances where sent
and why.

4.3. Remittances sustaining the Zimbabwean health system

Respondents to the survey indicated that they sent money to a wide
range of recipients but mainly to family (58 %), to friends (25 %) and
community (8 %) (Fig. 4). The major purposes for these remittances
where largely to address health and care issues (19.23 %), school fees
and education related support (19.23 %), funerals (15.38 %) and food
and clothing (15.38 %). Health, education and food are key basic needs
at the core of sustainable development goals. As revealed in recipient
community based studies (Bracking & Sachikonye, 2006; Mukwedeya,
2012), the channelling of remittances to sustain livelihoods remains a
dominant phenomenon. Diaspora remittances also pay for investment in
income generating projects and are channeled to government and
community recipients in the form of collective contributions (AUC/
CIDO, 2021).

Crucially, the survey results confirm that in addition to family live-
lihoods and investments, remittances also pay for things that govern-
ment and ODA will not pay for: namely dignity and the sense of being a
human being in the form of payments for funerals. As during the HIV/
Aids pandemic, households would spend as much as they could to keep
their loved ones alive even where medical indicators pointed to little
chance of survival. Moreover, the expenditures would continue after
death. The view that “there is no sense or value of living if one cannot
provide end of life care and decent burial to loved ones” was a recurring
theme in the focus group discussions. Cash remittances from ‘children
abroad’ (the diaspora) have contributed to the transformation of Zim-
babwean ‘mourning and funeral’ rituals. As Chadya (2013: 141)
observed from an ethnographic study of Zimbabweans in Canada, the
impact of remittances is such that ... funeral paraphernalia — funeral
food, dressing and etiquette, the kind of casket one is buried in and the
use of funeral homes for burial ...” that used to be a preserve of privi-
leged economic and political elites are now prevalent. At the same time,
gender and patriarchy dynamics have been truncated as power has
shifted to younger and female diaspora sending remittances (Chadya,
2013: 155).

Higher levels of remittances were also paid for health care due to
what a respondent called the ‘crazy situation in Zimbabwe’ where
everything is informal and never under one roof.

Even the doctors’ services are secured informally, after paying for the
doctor, you run around to secure the equipment, you need oxygen
and you have to get it informally, you need the antibiotics, any tests
to be done, you use informal means to secure them. And all providers
know that there is diaspora support so they charge anything really...
crazy situation” (Respondent Muvhuni, Liverpool).*

With a collapsed public health sector, private hospitals were
charging a daily admission fee of US$800 — US$1000 per day for a
COVID-19 bed: well beyond the reach of the majority (Sunday Mail,
2021).

A couple of reflections from the focus groups on the ‘crazy situation’
above are apt. First, informality is now ubiquitous including in the re-
mittances sector (Bracking & Sachikonye, 2006; Mukwedeya, 2012;
Chadya, 2013; Nyamunda, 2014). Even the state itself has informalised
in order to sustain itself (see Mbiba, 2022). Second, as a health emer-
gency, COVID-19 illnesses forced diaspora to send cash immediately.
Third and crucially, the nature of the illness and the lockdown policies
closed the option for diaspora relatives to transfer COVID-19 patients to
better facilities in South Africa or India, as is increasingly the trend.
Consequently, diaspora had to send cash to Zimbabwe and hope

4 All names from the surveys used in the paper as pseudonyms.
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The amounts I sent during COVID-year were about the same as in
other years
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Fig. 4. Purposes for which respondents sent remittances to Zimbabwe: from the minor to major.
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something positive would work out.

A recurring feature of these remittances is that they address poverty
and well-being in ways that governments and donors do not do: they are
direct, immediate and highly responsive to local needs and changing
circumstances at the household level. According to Mrs Makomo,
COVID-19 affected diaspora remittances in other ways and were sent:

“... because there was a huge rise in family members asking for
financial support, who, pre-COVID-19 would not ask for support. The
support was mainly-one-off; paying school fees, examination fees
and food parcels for our elderly family members” (Survey response,
2021).

There was a broadening of the people to whom remittances needed
to be sent. The one off money sent for tuition fees and examination fees
reinforces the perception that investment in education remains highly
valued among Zimbabweans (see also Mukwedeya, 2012.

Nevertheless, if food is added, survey results show that the health
sector was the dominant recipient of remittances from the UK during
COVID-19. Having enough food is critical for health and well-being of
communities. However, during initial lock downs, even those with
money could not go out to purchase food in some urban settings. Only
security forces personnel and individuals in approved sectors would be
permitted to pass through the lockdown roadblocks. Some of the secu-
rity officers became ‘couriers of goods’ during the crisis as MaKhumalo
explained:

I have friends and neighbours who work in the police. They were
among the few able to travel around in Bulawayo at the time. We
organised that they deliver groceries to our families... they were
doing door-to-door service. They were paid on delivery or at times
before, depending on the circumstances... everything was arranged
on the phone and based on trust. Many people survived this way
(Respondent MaKhumalo, July 2021).

The informal ‘couriers’ role of police and other government officers
during COVID-19 mirrors that of illegal cross-border crossing and
smuggling of goods on the Zimbabwe - South African border (Nya-
munda, 2014: 40; Africanews, 2020; The Chronicle, 2021). The survival
challenges these government officers face (d) are/were the same as those
faced by the rest of society; hence, they were/are sympathetic. They also
use/d the opportunity to earn extra income in forex.

Moreover, survey data reveals that those who needed support were
not only in Zimbabwe. Thirty-seven percent of online survey re-
spondents reported sending money to South Africa. In 2020, Zimbab-
weans in South Africa were hit hard by COVID-19 with many of those
dependent on informal economy jobs not able to earn an income due to
lockdowns and faced challenges to pay rents and to buy food. If the
Zimbabwe diaspora sent more money during COVID-19 than in previous
years, there is need to examine how they managed to do it given the
pressures that they faced as well.

4.4. Capabilities to send remittances: The sources and adjustments

As summarised earlier, the overwhelming majority of respondents
remained employed during the COVID-19 year and were thus able to
continue sending remittances and sending even more than before. The
literature points to higher risk of jobs loss among Africans during
COVID-19 (IFS, 2020; UK Parliament, 2021; Hu, 2021). However, the
respondents in the survey were dominated by health workers and pro-
fessionals outside the shutdown sectors. Health care was a service in
great demand while most professional jobs in finance, management and
information could be conducted remotely from home. Thus, those who
did not fall ill were likely to have continued working during COVID-19.

At the same time, the UK government welfare support system would
be available to most of the respondents given that they were naturalised
citizens. However, an Agency worker who was infected by the corona-
virus reported that:
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... The COVID self-isolation payment of £500 was denied by my local
council. I then wrote my local MP for support and the council deci-
sion was overturned. I think COVID victims must have financial
support ... it has left many incapacitated (Online Survey Respondent
July 2021).

This response points to a real possibility that some of those who were
eligible for support had difficulties accessing it due to lack of awareness,
lack of information or improper interpretation of policy on the part of
officials.

But as indicated by Debra, many in employment especially nursing
and health care were also able to access loans:

A time bomb will explode in two or so years. Many of us got these
loans, up to ten thousand pounds for example. You had to do it to buy
medication for parents or siblings struggling at home... Not sending
money was not an option. However, if one is not able to pay in the
coming two years and if cost of living goes up, then there will be
problems. One will have to put in extra shifts to earn the money
(Focus Group discussion, 2021).

Thus, those sending remittances are left with depleted assets and
vulnerable to future or persistent shocks (See Fig. 2, time t3).

In the 2020 community zooms meetings (Mbiba et al., 2020) some
participants advised others not to overwork themselves, to eat well and
have a balanced healthy life. However, 49 % of survey respondents
indicated working well over eight hours a day. Working long hours
could arise for a variety of reasons beyond the need to send money
home. Those in insecure jobs (agency staff, self-employed and zero hour
contracts) worked as many hours as they could as there was no guar-
antee that they would get work the following day. At the launch of a
Migrants’ Rights Network (2020) report, a security guard reported that
guards risked not getting work if they demanded to work only for the
statutorily prescribed hours as they would be replaced easily in a context
where more people were looking for jobs. The report highlights how
COVID-19 heightened the invisible workplace racism and structural
inequalities affecting migrants. In the health and social care sector,
working hours were also long due to high demand during the COVID-19
pandemic. These diasporic struggles for rights in the host country are
juxtaposed with diasporic political activism in the home country
(Mutambasere, 2022).

A respondent enrolling herself as Muroora R (daughter in law R)
indicated that many in her circles resorted to “Food Banks” and collected
free food humpers offered by large supermarkets.

Instead of buying pasta, cereals, baked beans and so on, every week
we collect these dry food items at the large shops... just go into ASDA
or TESCO, shoppers drop these in the boxes and the shops add some
more. The thirty pounds I would normally use to buy these items
every week... when I send it ...it means a lot to those back home.
There is nothing to be ashamed of... (Respondent Muroora, R. July
2021).

This testimony, corroborated in FGs, points to adjustments that some
in the UK diaspora had to make in order to send more money home.
Discussants observed that COVID-19 had normalised use of Food Banks
that in the past would have been a source of shame among Zimbabweans
(see similarities with work in ‘dirty, demeaning and dangerous jobs’
Mbiba, 2005; McGregor, 2007).

Use of Food Banks would have helped many destitute people to
survive and others to make savings on grocery costs. Remote working
(Deloitte, 2020) also helped those in work to make savings for example
the cost of commuting was reduced significantly enabling individuals to
send a bit more in remittances. Those who fell ill or were self-isolating
had access to state support although success in accessing this support
seems to have been better in large metropolitan areas than in rural
settings and small towns (Focus Group discussions, 9th August 2021).
From the online survey, 47 % respondents indicated that they did not
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need to apply for Statutory Sick Pay or that it was not applicable to them
(34 %) while 19 % had made successful applications. The support they
received ranged from three days to four months. Consequently, in-
dividuals would have access to food even if they had challenges paying
for rent and sending remittances to Zimbabwe. Broadly, diaspora coping
mechanisms were similar to those of rural households (Gupta et al.,
2020; Janssens et al., 2021).

In line with (Duke, 2020) focus group discussions also revealed that
Zimbabweans in the UK participated in mutual aid social formations that
sprung up to support the vulnerable during COVID-19. These were
involved in sourcing food, delivering prescription medications and ‘soup
kitchens’. Mutual aid included online social ‘friends and talking groups’
that helped people keep in touch during self-isolation. Church based
groups were critical in these mental health and emotional support ac-
tivities. Thus, the strengths and role of social capital (in Fig. 2) during
COVID-19 emerged as a major phenomenon even though it can be under
stress (see also McGregor, 2010a, b) or not available at all times (Cha-
dya, 2013).

4.5. Diasporic connections for development: From individual to collectives

The remittances narrative presented in this paper has focussed on
individual giving during what is arguably an ‘emergency situation’. In
that sense, these remittances can be considered humanitarian emer-
gency giving (AUC/CIDO, 2021). It is this ‘urgency’ that explains why
remitters had to do as much as they could at short notice. However,
assuming the emergency becomes protracted, as was likely with COVID-
19, or a new crisis unfolds as has happened with economic impacts of the
war in Ukraine, then some remitters may find their capacity to give
completely eroded and assets failing to recover (scenario of time ty
Fig. 2). If two family members needed COVID-19 hospital care in
Zimbabwe at the same time for just one week, then even diaspora sup-
port would buckle. The duration and intensity of the shock is critical in
how long the diaspora can continue giving meaningful support to their
family and friends in the country of origin.

Beyond the individual giving there is also community and collective
giving which was not explored in the study for this paper. Such giving
tends to focus on organisations and communities in the home countries.
In traditional development (Mercer, et al., 2008), diaspora civil society
organisations support initiatives in a range of sectors including educa-
tion and health. Fig. 5 gives a summary of how the UK based diaspora
used the financial support received from COMIC Relief in the 1998 to
2008 decade. Awareness raising/advocacy and capacity building are
significant features of collective initiatives that are not possible at the
individual level. COVID-19 induced lock downs and border closures
made in difficult for diasporic organisations and individual to travel for

Education
Vocational training

Water and sanitation/physical.. [N

Income and jobs
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development work in their countries of origin. Face to face mobilisation
was also curtailed and sending of goods was affected.

Consequently, like in the individual remitting of funds, diaspora
groups switched to online platforms for mobilisation and connections
with home. Knowledge exchange, awareness and capacity building
(AUC/CIDO, 2021) dominated these online exchanges. These were tar-
geted both at the country of origin as well as the diaspora itself (Mbiba
et al., 2020; AUC/CIDO, 2021; Migrants’ Rights Network, 2020). The
focus on rights which featured in the diasporic development initiatives
(Fig. 5) also featured in the online exchanges during COVID-19. Evi-
dence from the study focus group discussions indicates that rights of
workers and migrants, information sharing on where or how to get help
during the crisis, dispelling the myths/fake news on COVID-19 and
vaccinations were dominant features of diaspora organisation discourses
-both the formal and informal. The AUC/CIDO (2021) and Migrants’
Rights Network (2020) underline the importance of this advocacy, hu-
manitarian and capacity building aspect of diaspora remittances.

5. Conclusions and recommendations

Observing the scale and development significance of remittances,
governments and international development agencies have increased
attention to address barriers that remitters face, such as transfer charges,
regulations, speed and efficiency of delivery (ODI, 2014; DMA, 2015;
Esser and Cooper, 2020; The World Bank, 2021a,b,c). The onset of
COVID-19 inevitably raised anxieties among all key stakeholders with
The World Bank (2020) predicting unprecedented declines in re-
mittances due to low economic growth, lockdowns, illness and unem-
ployment. However, the declines were short-lived and countries like
Zimbabwe registered phenomenal increases in remittances sent during
the COVID-19 pandemic. At a time the UK government was announcing
a 29 % reduction in its ODA commitments from 0.7 % to 0.5 % of na-
tional income in 2020 (UK Parliament, 2021; IFS, 2021) the Zimbabwe
diaspora in the UK was raising its remittance contributions. The paper
confirms the countercyclical nature of diaspora remittances (ODI, 2007;
The World Bank, 2021a: 30) and sought to explain how the increases
occurred in the case of the UK-Zimbabwe remittances corridor.

This paper has argued that the diversity of conditions in remittance
sending countries, nature and type of remittances (Bracking & Sachi-
konye, 2006; Mukwedeya, 2012), remittance corridors (Nyamunda,
2014) and remittance diversity indices of recipient countries (Kalan-
taryan & McMahon, 2020) demand that the impact of COVID-19 on
remittances be examined in disaggregated ways. The Word Bank
(2021a) and The Economist Intelligence Unit (2021) for example have
argued that COVID-19 induced lock downs closed the informal channels
of remittances transfer and switch to formal and mainly digital ones.
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Fig. 5. From basic needs to rights: Comic Relief funded diaspora activities (1998-2008) Source: Compiled by B. Mbiba from Comic Relief Project Files, 2013. (n
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Governments and money transfer operators also made initiatives to
reduce the costs of remittances (ODI, 2014; Esser and Cooper, 2020; The
World Bank, 2021). All this contributed to an increase in the recorded
remittance inflows.

However, this paper has used data from a survey and focus group
discussions with Zimbabwean diaspora in the UK to demonstrate that
beyond the switch in the methods of sending remittances, the diaspora
community sent more money during COVID-19 than in previous years.
This happened because of the urgency and gravity of health, care and
education needs arising during COVID-19 in a fragile socio-economy like
Zimbabwe. In addition, the majority Zimbabwean diaspora in the UK
retained their jobs and worked extra hours or borrowed to send emer-
gency cash to family in Zimbabwe. They also made drastic consumption
changes and behaviours including the use of Food Banks in order to
survive or make small but fundamental savings. Those who fell ill or had
to self-isolate had access to state support such as Statutory Sick Pay.

As noted by Pharoah & McKenzie (2013: 7-8), the case study of
Zimbabweans in this paper reiterates the importance of diaspora re-
mittances in international development and that although “Black and
Black British populations in the UK are at the highest risk of poverty”,
they are also the most likely to send money overseas. Further research,
stakeholder and policy dialogue is needed to include these diaspora
contributions in official household surveys and to bring this form of
humanitarianism at par with donations made to and through charities.
Furthermore, in the UK there is need to formulate ways of including such
giving in the tax system.

Limited resources at the disposal of the researchers constrained the
scope and sample size of this study. Larger longitudinal surveys should
be done to deepen understanding of how COVID-19 affected remittances
in different remittance corridors beyond prices (The World Bank, 2021c)
for single country and community groups as well as the regional, global,
and aggregate levels. Whether and to what extent coping mechanisms of
Zimbabwe diaspora households mirror those of communities from other
developing countries (Gupta, et al., 2020; Janssens, et al., 2021) requires
further examination.

Implied in the diasporic remittances reported in this study is hu-
manitarianism that illustrates and reinforce citizenship beyond the legal
and civic realms as discussed in Mutambasere (2022) to social spheres of
identify, culture and belonging at the family level. It is a multi-sited
citizenship in which even Zimbabweans settled abroad pronounce
their hostlands as ‘home from home’ (Chadya, 2013: 131). How the post-
COVID-19 economic crisis (compounded by war in Ukraine) impacts on
diaspora remittances remains a candidate for comparative study.
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