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Seasonal variation in the 
food consumption 

patterns of the people of 
Mutambara district of 

Zimbabwe
M A N REN11 Li R A .IC C W  TS A KI j 

SUMMARY

The patiern of locxl consumplion among the people 
of Mutambara was .studied during periods in 
Decenther/J anuary, May, and August. A total of Ido 
lcxtd items were consumed. T he largest number ol 
meals missed, mainly lunches, was irt May. Home 
grown foixis were consumed to a greater extent in 
May and August than in the Decern ber/January 
period. Wild and semi-wiki vegetables and insects 
were consumed only in December/January when they 
were available.

INTRODUCTION

The pattern of the consumption of various food items 
in rural households would be expected to change with 
the seasons as the availability of various types of ftxxl 
changes. To obtain meaningful information on the 
pattern of food consumption of a given community, 
it is essential to conduct surveys during the difterent 
seasons of the year.

The objective of this study was to determine the 
food items consumed by the people in Mutambara 
during the course of the year.

To do this, surveys were conducted during the 
periods of January, May and August, 1988. These 
periods correspond approximately to the hot, wet 
beginning of the cold, dry and the beginning of the 
hot, dry periods respectively. In an earlier report1 the 
types o f foods consum ed during the 
Deccmbcr/January period of 1988 were reported.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Information on householders and the food consumed 
on seven consecutive days during periods in 
December 28ili to January 5th, 8th to 14th may, and 
7th to 13th August, 1988, was obtained using 
questionnaires as described previously.1 Two to 
thirty-eight households were selected born each ol 
eleven villages for study. The same householders 
were interviewed during tire three study periods. 
I louseholders who left the atea or became otherwise 
inaccessible were not reported.

RESULTS

Most oi the people involved remained m the area 
during the course ol die study. Two ol tire respondents 
from Mulamburn mission ielt the mission at the end 
of April 19888 thus reducing the si/e of the sample. 
No immigrants into households were reported during 
the whole course of the study.

Prom Table 1, it can be seen that supjvr w ith only 
a toUil of seven meals missed, seems to be the most 
important meal of the day. The largest number of 
meals was missed in May when people would have 
the largest amount and widest variety of food from 
among their own crops. Lunches comprised most of 
the meals missed in May probably because people 
would be working in the fields where a variety of forxl 
items would be consumed in a more or less informal 
atmosphere.

In contrast, the fact that no lunches were missed in 
August may be a reflection of the relative scarcity of 
food items outside formal meals during that period.

A total of 146 items was consumed during the 
study period but some related items were combined 
in the complication of Table II. The scientific names 
of some of the food items arc listed in Tabic III.

In general, those food items which the villagers 
produced themselves were consumed to a greater 
extent in May and August than in January. For rural 
communities the hot wet season can be a difficult 
period not only because food reserves from the 
previous harvest would be declining but also because 
people would be involved in hard work in the fields. 
Fresh leafy vegetables were consumed in January 
when they would be most lender. However, garden 
grown vegetables such as tomatoes as well as those 
items that were bought from commercial dealers were 
consumed more or less evenly throughout the year.
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Table I  shows the m e a l that s h o u ld  ha v e b e e n  c o n s u m e d  by a ll h o u s eh o ld s  in the th ree  su rv ey  s ea so n s , m e a ls  

actually co n su m ed , m e a ls  m iss e d  a n d  m e a ls  m iss e d  e x p re s s e d  a s  a p e r c e n t a g e  o f  e x p e c t e d  m ea ls . T h e  m e a ls  

are shown as breakfast (B ) , lu n ch  (L )  a n d  s u p p e r  (S ).

Meals that should have Meals that were Meals that were Meals missed as a
been eaten in the eaten in the three missed in the three % meals that should
three seasons seasons seasons have been eaten

B L S B L S B L S B L S

January 438 438 438 432 428 434 6 10 4 1 oc. 1

May 432 432 432 417 382 429 15 50 3 3 12 1

August 432 432 432 392 432 40 0 0 9 0 0

TOTAL 1 302 1 302 1 302 1 241 1 242 1 295 61 60 7 141 14 2

TABLE II  show s the f r e q u e n c y  with w h ich  the va rio us f o o d  item s w ere  c o n s u m e d  d u r in g  th e  th re e  p e r io d s  o f  

study. A n attem pt ha s b e e n  m a d e  to g ro u p  re la te d  fo o d s  to gether.

Percent meals with Percent households
item in month of involved in month of

Jan May Aug Jan May Aug

Total n u m b e r o f  m e a ls  o r  h o u s e h o ld s 3585 3502 3530 172 170 170

CEREAL PRODUCTS

M aize

1. green 0.9 1.8 0.0 12.8 98.4 0.8

2 co rn  f la ke s 0.3 0.1 0.1 1.7 1.2 0.6

3. d rie d  w h o le ,g ra in , c o o k e d 0.2 1.7 0.8 1.8 3.6. 4.1

4. s a m p  a n d  m e a lie  ric e 0.5 1.1 8.4 7.5 5.9 51.8

5. s u p e r re fin e d  m ea l 0.6 23 0.4 2.3 5.3 1.8

6. re fine d  m ea l 74.1 2 2 2 9 91.9 3.5 5.3

7. u n re fin e d  m e a l 5.5 50.7 60.9 8.1 91.2 90.0

8. m u tw iw a -h o m e  p re p a re d 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.6 0.0

SMALL GRAINS
9. b u lru sh  m ille t m ea l 0.5 1.1 0.7 1.7 8.8 6.5

10. f in g e r m ille t m e a l 0.4 1.1 1.5 11.6 7.7 12.4

11. p o lis h e d  rice 0.8 1.1 1.5 11.6 7.7 12.4

12. s o rg h u m  m ea l .1 0.5 0.5 0.6 5.3 3.5

13. s o rg h u m  g ra in  d r ie d  & s ta m p e d 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.0 5.3 0.0

W h e a t

14 w h o le  w h e a t f lo u r 0.9 0.2 4.4 9.3 3.5 28.8

15 white f lo u r 22.7 17.7 13.1 94.2 97.1 73.5

16 p a s ta 0.1 0.3 0.2 1.2 1.8 1.8

ROOTS & TUBERS

17. c a rro ts 0.2 0.3 0.1 2.3 1.2 1.2

18. o n io n s 12.9 4.7 5.7 54.1 25.9 20.6

19. taro .1 0.1 0.2 0.6 1.2 1.2
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T A B L E  I I  (c o n t.)
Percent meals with 
item in month of

Percent households 
involved in month ot

Jan May Aug Jan May Aug
20. p o ta to e s 0 .9 0 .6 0.1 11 .6 5 .3 1.2

21. s w e e t p o ta to e s .1 4 .2 1.1 0 .6 3 5 .9 6.5

22. c a s s a v a 0.0 0 .5 0.1 0 .0 4 .7 1.2

LEGUMES

23. g re e n  a n d  d r ie d  b a m b a ra  nu ts 0.1 2 .3 2 .8 2 .9 2 1 .8 19.9

24. d r ie d  c o w  pe a s 0.1 2 .3 2.8 2 .9 21 .8 19.9

25. g re e n  &  d r ie d  b a m b a ra  n u ts 0.1 3.1 0 .4 2 .3 2 8 .8 4.1

26. g re e n  & d r ie d  p e a n u ts 0 .2 1.1 0 .6 3 .4 13 .6 6.5

27. p e a n u t b u tte r 1.8 0 .5 1.0 15.1 9 .9 9.4

28. fre s h  & c a n n e d  g re e n  b e a n s 0.0 0 .2 2.4 0 .0 1.8 29.9

SEEDS

29. s u n f lo w e r s e e d s 1.1 0.0 0.1 8 .7 0.0 0.6

30. s u n f lo w e r p a s te 0 .6 0.0 0.0 4,1 0 .0 0.0
LEAFY VEGETABLES

31. fre s h  b a o b a b  le a v e s 0 .7 0.0 0.0 7 .6 0.0 0.0

32. fre s h  & d r ie d  b la c k ja c k 1.6 1 .2 0.1 15.1 8 .8 0.6

33 . fre s h  & d r ie d  ca b b a g e 8 .5 2.1 3 .2 6 3 .4 21 .8 23.6

34. fre s h  & d r ie d  c h o u m o llie r 1.5 0,1 .1 1 5 .7 1.2 0.6

35 . fre s h  & d rie d  c o v o 8 .0 7.2 10 .7 4 9 .4 6 9 .4 56.4

36. d r ie d  c o w p e a  le a v e s 0,1 3 .0 1.2 1 .2 24.1 12.9

37 . fre s h  & d r ie d  d e re re -m in d a 4 .7 2 .5 0.1 3 4 .3 23 .4 1.2

38. fre s h  m b o w a 0.4 0.0 0.0 4.1 0 .0 0 .0

39 . fre s h  m u d e d y a .1 0.0 0.0 0 .6 0 .0 0.0
40 . fre s h  m u k a k a s h a n g o 1.5 0.0 0.0 11.0 0 .0 0.0
41 . fre s h  n d a k u p u k a 1.3 0 .9 1.4 18 .6 7 .7 10.6

42 . fre s h  & d r ie d  p u m p k in  le a v e s 5 2 11 .0 0.1 58.1 9 9 .4 17 .7

44 . fre s h  & d r ie d  run i 2 .6 1 .5 0.1 2 9 .7 15 .3 1.2

45 . g o w o k o w o 0.0 1.5 0.0 0.0 11.2 c.o

46 . fre s h  s p in a c h .1 0.1 0.0 0 .6 0 .6 0.0

47 . fre s h  b ro c h o lie 0.0 0.0 .1 0.0 0.0 0 .6

OTHER VEGETABLES '
48 . c u c u m b e rs 0.1 0 .2 0.1 1 .7 1.8 1.2

49 . fre s h  & d r ie d  o k ra 0 .9 1 .2 0.1 14 .5 15 .3 1.2

50 . m a rro w 0.1 0.0 0.0 1 .7 0 .0 0 .0

51. fre s h  & d r ie d  m u s h ro o m 0 ,3 1 .5 0.1 5 .2 17 .7 1.2

52. fre s h  m h a ru p w a ,1 0.0 0.0 0 .6 0.0 0.0
53 . g re e n  p e p p e r 0.1 0.0 0.2 2 .3 0.0 1.2

54. p u m p k in 0.1 3 .8 0.3 1 .2 3 1 .8 4.1

55. to m a to e s 40.1 23.1 31 .3 9 3 .6 99 .9 75 .3
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TABLE 11 (cont.)

Percent meals with Percent households
item in month of involved in month of

Jan May Aug Jan May Aug

56. egg p lan t 0 0 0.0 .1 0.0 0.0 0 .6

57. squash 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0 .6

FRUIT
58. apple 0 ,2 0 ,2 0 ,2 2 .3 1 .2 1 .2

59. banana 0.7 0.1 0 .2 2.3 1 .2 1 .2

60. guava 0.1 2.5 0.1 1.2 18 .8 1 .2

61. grape 0.1 0.0 0.0 1.2 0.0 0.0

62. lem on .1 0 .2 0.1 0 .6 2.4 1.8

63. a v oca do  pe a r 0 .0 0.1 0.0 0.0 1.2 0 .0

64. o range 0 .2 0 .4 0.4 1.7 2 .9 2.9

65. paw  paw 0 .4 0,1 0.1 7.6 1.2 3 .5

66. m ango 1.8 0.0 0.0 27 .3 0.0 0.0

67. m azh an je 0 .6 0.0 0.0 8 .7 0.0 0.0

68. fresh  & ca n n e d  p e ach 0 .3 0.0 0.0 4 .7 0.0 0.0

69. p ine app le 0.1 0.0 0.0 2.3 0.0 0.0

70. w a te r m e lon 0.1 0.0 0.0 1.7 0.0 0.0

71. ba o b a b  fru it 0.0 0.0 0 .4 0.0 0.0 3 .5

72. s u g a r ca ne .1 2 .0 1.5 0 .6 2 1 .2 2 4 .7

ANIMAL PRODUCTS

73. B ee f 10 .9 7.5 7 .7 72 .8 67.1 5 8 .4

74. C h ick e n 1 .6 2 .7 2.1 2.3 2 6 .5 18 .8

75. eggs 3 .0 2.8 2 .4 29.1 2 9 .9 14.1

76. fish , fre s h  & fro z e n , r iv e r 0.0 0.2 0 .4 0.0 2.9 4 .7

77. d rie d  m a te m b a 5 .7 3 .6 3 .6 61 .6 25 .3 37.1

78. g o a t m ea t 0.1 0.1 0.1 1.2 1.2 1 .8

79. po rk 0 .4 0.4 0  2 3.0 1.8 1.2

80. m u tto n 0 .2 0.0 0.0 1.7 0.0 0 .0

81. ra b b it .1 0.0 0.0 0.6 0.0 0.0

OTHER EDIBLE ANIMALS

82. m ice 0.0 0.0 0 .8 0.0 0.0 3.5

83. c ic a d a s 0.1 0 .0 0.0 1.2 0.0 0.0

84. is h w a 0 .7 0.0 0.0 12.2 0.0 0.0

85. m o p a n e  w o rm s .7 0.0 0.0 0.6 0.0 0.0

86. m a ju ru 1 .5 0.0 0.0 12.2 0.0 0 .0

87. ts a m b a ra fu ta 0.1 0.0 0.0 2.3 0.0 0.0

88. ts u n w a u n w a ,1 2.4 0.0 0.6 17.1 0.0

89. lo c u s t 0.0 0.1 0.0 0,0 0 .6 0.0

DAIRY PRODUCTS

90. m ilk , fresh 22 .8 12 .7 10 .0 84 .3 9 7 ,6 5 4 .6
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TABLE 11 (cont.)

Percent meals with 
hem in month of

Percent households 
involved in month of

Jan May Aug Jan May Aug

91. lull cream, powdered 0.0 1.7 1.9 0.0 18.8 9.4

92. skimmed, powdered 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 2.9 0.0
93. home and commercial fermented 2 6 7.5 7.9 32.6 60.1 60.2

95. butter 0.1 0.0 0.0 1.7 0.0 0.0
95 cheese 0.1 0.1 0.2 1.2 1.2 1.8

96. fats £ oils 52.7 47.9 54.7 148.2 99.9 98.1

BEVERAGES

97. coffee 0.4 1.5 1.9 4.1 18.2 10.

98. mineral drink 1.2 0 4 0.3 10.6 2.4 1.2

99. maheu 0.0 0.8 0.9 0.0 11.8 11.8

100. tea 25.6 20.3 20.1 90.7 76.5 81.8

101. sugars 30.2 20.0 25.8 92.1 85.3 96.4

Table I I I  lists scien tific  n a m es  o f  s o m e  o f  the fo o d  

item s m e n tio n e d  in the text. F o o d  item s f o r  w h ich  the 

scien tific  n a m e c o u ld  not b e  id en tified  a re  d e s c r ib e d  

b riefly ,

C o m m o n  N a m e S c ie n tif ic  n a m e  o r  d e s c rip tio n

B la c k ja c k B idens p ilosa
C ic a d a Loba leo pard ina
C o w  p e a Vigna sinensis
D e re re -m u n d a C horchorus tridens
G o w o k o w o a  le a fy  v e g e ta b le

Is h w a M acro te rm es  falciger
Lo c u st M igrato ides
M a ju ru M acro term es
M b o w a A m aranthus  thunbergii
M h a ru p w a S olanum  m am m osum
M ic e S eato m ys  praetern ism is
M o p a n e  w o rm s Im brasia e p im eth ea
M u d e d y a a  le a fy  v e g e ta b le

M u k a k a s h a n g o C occin ia odoensis
R uni C leom e gyn an d ra
Ta ro C olocasia  antiquorum
T s a m b a ra fu ta A crida bicolor
Z h a n je U a p a c a  kirkiana

It can be observed from the table thai the 
proportion o f households using unrefined maize meal 
rises from 8.1 percent in January to over 90 percent 
in MAy and August. This is probably because, after

harvest, most villagers have their own grain ground 
at local m illers. Only the landless would use 
commercial maize meal throughout the year. Bulrush 
millet, finger millet and sorghum meals were used as 
alternatives for maize meal in the preparation of 
sadza, the staple dish. Maize meal is preferred to be 
small grains in the preparations of sadza because it is 
easier to grow, process, and cook the meal.

Only a small proportion of people consumed beans 
green, preferring instead to use the mature dry form. 
The dried beans were consumed with sadza or on 
their own. Green bambara nuts were popular when in 
season. No sunflower seeds were consumed in May, 
and only one percent of the households ate in August.

The leafy vegetables consumed were similar to 
those reported by earlier investigations,2 ,3,4,5,6, 
except that choumollicr seems to have replaced by 
covo in popularity. The most popular leafy vegetable 
throughout the year was covo although it was beaten 
by pumpkin leaves in May. Cabbage was also a 
relatively important vegetable.

O f the seventeen leafy vegetables that people 
reported consuming throughout the year, eight were 
not cultivated but grew wild or semi-wild in the filed. 
The semi-v.ild vegetables such as derere-munda 
normally grow in cultivated fields where they may be 
spared during hand cultivation. Some such as mbowa 
may grow on land on to which cattle manure has been 
applied. Most are preserved by brief cooking then
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dry ing in the sun. Little information on the nutritional 
value of semi-wild vegetable is available.

The various kinds of fruit were consumed in small 
amounts and at irregular intervals. The variety of wild 
and cultivated fruits reported here is similar to that 
reported by other worker.2’'̂ ’4'5'6 As different wild 
fruits ripen at different times of the year it is possible 
that other wild fruits are consumed in addition to 
those such as baobabs and mazhanjc reported here.

Although dried fish is consumed throughout the 
year, fresh fish was most consumed in August when 
it appears that villagers had time to catch their own. 
Most of the insects were consumed in January with 
only the grasshopper group being group being 
consumed in May. This arises because most of the 
insects are available only the early part of the rainy 
season.

Edible insects have been found to be quite 
nutritious with, for instance, termites, being rich in 
lipid and lysine, an essential amino acid which is 
d efic ien t in ce rea ls . Insects may, therefore, 
complement maize meal in the diet. Although locusts, 
reported to contain 47-59 pc protein, would be 
expected to provide that nutrient, it is normally a very 
d iff ic u lty  task  to ca tch  m ore than a few. 
Tsambarafuta, tsunwaunwa, and termites, rich in 
lipid, would also be limited in their value.

During the whole duration of the study, fresh milk 
was consumed only with tea. Although no-one 
reported fermented milk in January, some did so in 
May and August. Fermented milk, commercial or 
home prepared, is consumed together with sadza. 
Cooking oil and margarine were consumed widely 
(norc or less evenly throughout the year. This 
widespread use of commercial oils seems to be part 
o f a nation-wide trend towards a western type pattern 
of eating.

The consumption of sugar decreased in both May 
and August. This may be because in these seasons, 
people were eating a large selection of foods fro 
breakfast in stead of relying on the usual tea and bread 
or porridge. Tea remained the most popular beverage 
throughout the survey period, although coffee and 
home prepared maheu were also popular.

CONCLUSION

In con clu sion , it appears that the people o f 
Mutambara generally eat three meals a day, have

apparently a varied diet, and produce a substantial 
proportion of food that they consume. It maybe 
important that the variety in the food that they 
consume. It may be important that the variety in the 
food applies to the overall course of the year rather 
than to the variety of food consumed during 
individual meals.

O f the 146 items that the people reported 
consuming, nearly 25 pc would be considered to be 
processed foods. It would be interesting to monitor 
the trend in the consumption of processed foods 
among this community in the years to come. It would 
also be interesting to investigate to what extend the 
food consumption patterns o f this community 
continues to be influenced by climatic factors such as 
rainfall.

When there arc sufficient rains, Mutambara people 
currently produce adequate quantities o f food that arc 
probably varied enough to provide nourishment 
meals.
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