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Zimbabwe's hungry season has arrived with this month's onset of fitful summer rains.

In Bimha, a village about 140km south of Harare, rural dwellers clad in their Sunday best unloaded sacks of European Union-donated maize next to a shop front advertising coffins for sale.

The United Nations World Food Programme, which co-ordinated the distribution, gives priority to groups such as the terminally ill, single-parent families and what it calls "child-headed households" - minors orphaned by HIV/Aids who are raising their siblings.

Lois, a 10-year-old with her six-year-old sister in tow, was among the people collecting rations in Bimha this month. Her father died in 2000 and her mother this year, bequeathing the girls a vegetable garden from which they eke sustenance.

The WFP is targeting 4m of the most vulnerable Zimbabweans for food aid, but estimates that up to 5.5m need help. The C-Safe consortium, grouping the Care, Catholic Relief Services and World Vision charities, is feeding another 400,000 people, but will increase numbers in the months preceding the southern hemisphere's harvest.

Zimbabwe's plight is not unusual for Africa, where the WFP also runs large feeding programmes in Ethiopia and Angola. But it marks a sharp setback for a country that once boasted some of the continent's best social services and grew enough crops in most years to feed its neighbours.

Now it is feeding up to 45 per cent of the 12m population at some point of the year, compared with about 20 per cent of Ethiopia's 66m people. Angela Tseriwa, queuing for rations, recalled her region's bumper harvests of pumpkins and cereals in years past. "We never thought this would be happening," she said.

President Robert Mugabe has blamed the food crisis on drought. Three years of poor rainfall in southern Africa have taken a heavy toll on Zimbabwe and its neighbours, with this year's harvest 85 per cent below normal in Bimha's district of Chikomba.

Yet whereas food production is rebounding in countries such as Zambia, Zimbabwe's shortages are worsening. The state's Grain Marketing Board, once an important artery for food distribution, is nearly bankrupt because of Zimbabwe's economic crisis, making maize scarce and expensive.

The government's land reform programme, under which more than 4,000 commercial farms have been seized since 2000, has contributed to the collapse in food production.

Despite government pledges to assist them, many of those settled on the land lack the seed, machinery, draught animals or knowhow to grow crops.

Hunger is spreading to urban areas, with poor city dwellers cutting meat from their diets and reducing from three meals a day to two or one. Compounding the problems caused by government policies, illnesses related to HIV/Aids - the infection rate is an estimated one in three adults - kill about 3,000 Zimbabweans a week.

The disease has put thousands of rural orphans in relatives' care and rendered some farmers too weak to work. Clophas Mahaingahawe, a chronically ill farmer collecting food rations in Bimha, said he was "not energetic enough" to plant or plough, and missed last year's harvest.

In Zimbabwe, the WFP gives adults corn-soya blend because it is nutritious and easily digested by sick people. But the WFP has had to halve its monthly allotments of maize from 10kg to 5kg per head this month due to a shortfall in donations.

Donors led by the US and the European Commission's EuropeAid have pledged $98.7m (€79m, £55.6m) for Zimbabwe this year, or half the $197m the WFP is seeking. One UN official, requesting anonymity, warns of a "major pipeline break" for food aid next year if donations do not resume.

Foreign countries' fatigue with Zimbabwe's worsening political crisis - and its impact on the food supply - may be to blame. In September the government issued a directive on non-government organisations that gave local councillors a leading role in deciding who would get food aid. The UN and NGOs later negotiated a memo of understanding with the state which they claim precludes political interference in food distribution.

But aid officials privately acknowledge that the incident, coupled with Zimbabwe's seemingly intractable political stalemate, may have deterred some donors. "This is a government-made crisis, and [Mugabe's] recalcitrance is not endearing him to the international community," said one.

