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Zimbabwe

Personal and Institutional Safety Nets:
The Long-term Consequences of Failure

t is well-known that households
[:| in developing countries often ex-

perience weather-related shocks
and other setbacks that drastically
affect incomes. Fortunately, these
shocks do not always translate to
similar magnitude fluctuations in
consumption. However. not all
households can smooth consump-
tion as much as desired. Moreover,
many households maintain con-
sumption only at the expense of
their long-term income possibilities
— for example, by selling off pro-
ductive assets or by reducing in-
vestments in the health or educa-
tion of their children.

Often, livestock are sold — or lost
— during droughts in Africa. In
many instances these stocks are
built up in inter—drought periods.
Evidence from the 1994-95
drought in Zimbabwe indicates that
this recuperation can be quite rapid
for households that have retained
breeding stock. Conversely, those
households that lost their breed-
ing stock may have a difficult time
restocking their herds. This implies
that repeated shocks can pose a
barrier to the economic develop-
ment of the very poor but that these
are less likely to be an insurmount-

able barrier for the wealthier mem-
bers of the rural community.
Another long-term impact of a
poor agricultural year might be in
terms of the nutritional status of
children. That young children are
especially vulnerable to hardships
imposed on families is not seriously
questioned. In many settings child
mortality increases in times of ex-
treme drought. But what is the
long-term impact on the survivors
in these circumstances? Similarly.
what are the consequences for chil-
dren when drought is less severe
and does not result in excess mor-
tality? Evidence of reduced growth
of young children following a poor
crop year comes from many stud-
ies, covering settings as diverse as
Bangladesh and Céte D’lvoire. This
is of concern, in part, because it
shows that other methods of con-
sumption-smoothing in these en-
vironments, including utilization of
credit and insurance as well as re-
lying on social assistance, have
proven partially inadequate. The
concern is greater to the degree that
this reduced growth has repercus-
sions for the children’s futures.
While a child’s growth is a good
indicator of its underlying health
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status and, thus, is an important
welfare outcome in its own right,
children experiencing slow growth
can also expect to earn less
throughout their lives. School en-
rollment may be delayed or fore-
gone entirely. If malnourished chil-
dren do attend school, they may
perform less well than other chil-
dren. If school entry is delayed,

entry in the labor market can also

be postponed leading to reduced
overall earnings.

Moreover, at any given level of
education, shorter adults are gen-
erally found to have lower earnings.
This likely reflects strength and
endurance. Nevertheless, the cor-
relation of earnings and wages has
been observed for both males and
females and in a number of envi-
ronments including the urban ar-
eas of middle-income countries.
Size is also an issue for reproduc-
tive health: smaller women experi-
ence more complications during
child- birth, typically have children
with lower birth-weights, and ex-
perience higher risks of child and
maternal mortality. Thus, the costs
of growth faltering during a single
drought may well be incurred for
more than one generation.

However, it is surprisingly diffi-
cult to verify that the impact of a
drought on child growth persists.
Plausibly, a child may grow faster
in the post-drought period and
catch-up to his or her peers. The
scarcity of longitudinal data con-
tributes to the relative dearth of
evidence on this catch-up growth.
Yet the main limitation to quanti-
fying the long-term consequences
is the inability to distinguish the
effects of the drought or similar
economic shock from other perva-
sive features of poverty. A child
from a poor household may have
growth faltering during a drought

but after the drought she remains
in the poor household. If she is
found to be malnourished many
years after the drought, it may not
be possible to distinguish the
drought impacts from the conse-
quences of chronic poverty. Yet,
policy prescriptions may differ de-
pending on these underlying factors.

Two recent studies have ad-
dressed the question of the long-
term impact of rainfall shocks on
child health using household panel
data from rural Zimbabwe. One
study looked at the impact of
drought that affected production in
the 1994-95 crop year. Children
aged 12 to 24 months proved most
vulnerable, losing 1.5-2 cm of ex-
pected growth. By contrast, older
children did not experience a slow-
down in growth. The children who
suffered a loss in growth had lim-
ited catch up growth and remained
shorter when visited four years af-
ter the drought. Thus, the initial
growth faltering appears to have
had a permanent effect on stature.
These impacts were observed even
though virtually all households
studied received some government
assistance during the drought pe-
riod- either in the form of food
supplementation or grain loans or
both.

Moreover, livestock ownership
appears to have played an impor-
tant role as an asset that buffers
the impact of drought in these
households since children in
households with more cattle had no
long-term loss of stature. While this
may be a direct impact of the abil-
ity of households with larger herds
to sell their cattle in order to main-
tain consumption, it may also re-
flect the overall wealth of families
with large herds.

Using panel data from these same
villages, a second study found that

children who were in the same vul-
nerable 12-24 month age bracket
during an earlier two-year drought
in 1982-1984 were affected more
than other children in the sample.
Similarly, children who were in this
age bracket during the civil war
that preceded independence in
1980 were smaller than their sib-
lings born in less stressful times.
Individuals who were measured in
the 1980s were interviewed as well
as measured again in February and
March 2000. The young men and
women who had the misfortune of
being vulnerable during the earlier
drought had closed about half the
height gap between them and other
children in the villages that had
existed when they were young chil-
dren. However, they clearly had not
caught up with their siblings or
with other cohorts unaffected by
the drought. Moreover, these young
adults had started school later and
had completed significantly less
schooling than the rest of the
sample.

This observation does not merely
inform about the consequences of
drought. It also allows one to infer
about the impacts of improvements
in nutrition distinct from other con-
current possible improvements in
income or the home environment.
In particular, had the median pre-
school child in this sample had the
stature of a median child in a de-
veloped country, by adolescence
she would be 4.6 centimeters taller,
would have completed an addi-
tional 0.7 grades of schooling, and
would have started school seven
months earlier.

Given that the 1982-84 drought
reduced height-for-age by roughly
half of the gap in the heights of the
average Zimbabwean child and the
international norms for growth of
children, these findings imply that




this transitory drought shock re-
sulted in a loss of stature of 2.3 cen-
timeters, 0.4 grades of schooling,
and a delay in starting school of 3.7
months. Thus, while not all of the
nutritional gap — and the school-
ing attendance gap — is attribut-
able to a short-term shock. these
findings strengthen the motivation
for a “forward looking” policy for
mitigating the impacts of shocks.
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