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Abstract
Zimbabwe’s oil industry continues to face long-standing, deep rooted and multifaceted challenges despite the adoption of a deregulation policy in 2003. Persistent foreign currency shortages, regulatory volatility, weak infrastructure, high supply chain costs, and inadequate investment have collectively undermined the efficiency and reliability of the petroleum sector. To interrogate these issues, this study employed a mixed-methods research design that integrated quantitative data from official reports, published statistics, and supply chain performance indices with qualitative insights from semi-structured interviews with policymakers, regulators, distributors, retailers, and consumers (n = 50). Purposive sampling ensured representation across key stakeholder groups, while NVivo 12 Plus facilitated systematic coding and thematic analysis. Document analysis, including statutory instruments and regulatory reports, provided additional contextual depth and triangulation. Findings indicate that foreign currency shortages account for approximately 60–70% of procurement delays, while transport and compliance costs have risen by an estimated 25% over the past five years. Whilst, supply chain performance indices further show an average distribution efficiency of only 52%, well below regional benchmarks. In short, foreign currency constraints remain the primary bottleneck to fuel procurement, while policy inconsistencies, rising compliance costs, infrastructural deficits, and logistical inefficiencies continue to elevate operational costs. Nevertheless, emerging initiatives in regulatory reform, infrastructure development, and alternative energy integration show positive potential. The study concludes that Zimbabwe’s petroleum sector challenges are predominantly structural and policy-driven rather than technical. Recommendations include stabilising currency policy, strengthening regulatory coherence, investing in supply chain modernisation, expanding storage and distribution infrastructure, and promoting local content and import substitution through alternatives such as biofuels, solar, wind, and hydrogen. Collectively, these measures can improve resilience, enhance competitiveness, and ensure long-term sustainability of Zimbabwe’s oil industry.
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1.0 Introduction
Zimbabwe remains heavily dependent on imported petroleum products to meet its growing energy demands, driven by the expansion of the manufacturing, mining, agriculture, and transportation sectors. As a landlocked country, Zimbabwe faces inherently high transportation and logistical costs, compounded by complex regional transit arrangements, currency instability, and inconsistent regulatory environments. These structural constraints have contributed to persistent fuel shortages, volatile pricing, and unreliable supply, which in turn suppress productivity and economic growth across key sectors (Zibizapanzi & Zivanomoyo., 2024). In recent years, global oil price volatility, persistent currency devaluation, and inconsistent domestic regulatory frameworks have further destabilized fuel supply and pricing, highlighting the vulnerability of Zimbabwe’s energy sector. Globally, oil is recognized not only as a commercial commodity but also as a strategic tool shaping international trade and geopolitical relations (Black., 2012). Empirical studies indicate that robust petroleum industries are strongly correlated with GDP growth, particularly in emerging markets. Historically, Zimbabwe attempted to manage fuel supply challenges through centralization under the National Oil Company of Zimbabwe (NOCZIM). While intended to stabilize supply, widespread corruption, poor financial management, and escalating public debt undermined the effectiveness of the state monopoly, resulting in chronic fuel crises. In response, the government adopted deregulation in 2003 to stimulate competition, attract private investment, and improve supply chain efficiency. Despite theoretical advantages supported by international studies (Osuala., 2013; Chigbu et al., 2016), Zimbabwe’s deregulated market continues to experience foreign exchange shortages, regulatory volatility, infrastructure deficits, and weak institutional oversight.

2.0 Statement of the Problem

Zimbabwe’s petroleum sector deregulation, initiated in 2003 to liberalize fuel importation and distribution and attract private and indigenous investment, has yielded mixed outcomes. Structural challenges continue to constrain energy security and economic growth. While deregulation has expanded the fuel market and enhanced private sector participation, including the introduction of containerized fuel retail outlets to improve rural access to the full potential of these reforms has not been realized. Persistent supply disruptions, limited access to foreign currency, weak regulatory oversight, infrastructure inadequacies, and ongoing market volatility continue to undermine transparency and foster illicit trade (Munyoro et al., 2025). Thus, dependence on imported petroleum exposes Zimbabwe to external price shocks, while recent fiscal measures such as increased fuel duties have raised operational costs, potentially dampening competitiveness and exacerbating inflationary pressures (The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025; The Herald., 2025). These dynamics, coupled with regulatory gaps that facilitate black-market fuel smuggling and financial opacity, underscore the need for coherent policy refinement. Strengthening governance, stabilizing currency mechanisms, reviving critical infrastructure, and improving supply chain efficiency are necessary to support broader economic sectors including mining, agriculture, and transport. This study, therefore, aims to evaluate the enduring challenges, emerging opportunities, and policy implications within Zimbabwe’s petroleum sector, while proposing recommendations to enhance sustainability, competitiveness, and resilience in support of national development objectives.

3.0 Literature Review

3.1 The Contextual of the Literature
The deregulation of Zimbabwe’s oil and petroleum sector has been widely examined as a pivotal policy response to persistent fuel shortages, foreign currency constraints, and inefficiencies in state-controlled pricing and distribution systems (Munyoro et al., 2025). Since liberalization reforms in the early 2000s, and intensifying after 2016, deregulation has sought to attract private sector participation, improve fuel availability, and alleviate fiscal pressures on the state. Empirical studies indicate that deregulation initially contributed to improved fuel supply and reduced queuing. However, it simultaneously exposed structural challenges, including limited market competition, exchange-rate volatility, infrastructure inadequacies, and weak regulatory capacity (Makwiramiti., 2020; World Bank., 2023; Munyoro et al., 2025). Consequently, the continued dominance of a small number of large fuel importers, heavy reliance on regional supply chains, particularly from South Africa and Mozambique and vulnerability to global oil price shocks have further constrained deregulation efforts (Makwiramiti., 2020; Munyoro et al., 2025). These challenges therefore, align with broader analyses of market-oriented reforms in developing economies operating under macroeconomic instability and weak institutional frameworks (World Bank., 2023; Munyoro et al., 2025).
From an international political economy and international business perspective, Puślecki’s work offers a theoretical lens to situate Zimbabwe’s oil sector deregulation within evolving global and regional dynamics. Puślecki (2019, 2022a) emphasizes the interaction between state policy, global value chains, and geopolitical risk, which are particularly salient for Zimbabwe’s fuel market. Moreover, the restructuring of global supply chains following the COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing geopolitical conflicts has intensified price volatility and supply insecurity for import-dependent economies like Zimbabwe (Puślecki, 2020, 2022b). These insights underscore the need for adaptive and resilient energy policies.
Historically, deregulation was first introduced in advanced economies during the 1970s and expanded from the transportation and financial sectors to industries such as oil (Krugman, 1997; Goodhart, 2010). In Zimbabwe, the 2003 policy shift dismantled the monopoly of NOCZIM, unbundling it into the National Oil Infrastructure Company (NOIC) and Petrotrade to enhance operational efficiency and market responsiveness (Rosen et al., 2009; Roland., 2008; NOCZIM., 2010; Borenstein & Bushnell., 2015). While global experiences often link deregulation to improved supply reliability and increased investment, critics argue that it can exacerbate price volatility, enable market manipulation, and weaken consumer protection—challenges that are particularly acute in developing economies with fragile regulatory systems (Scott et al., 2014).
In Zimbabwe, empirical studies continue to highlight persistent structural, regulatory, and financial constraints. Bimha et al. (2020, 2022) demonstrate that foreign currency shortages, policy inconsistency, weak regulatory oversight, and burdensome taxation adversely affect fuel procurement, logistics, inventory management, and overall supply chain performance. Regulatory unpredictability has emerged as a significant impediment, with statutory instruments such as SI 168 of 2024, SI 150 of 2024, and SI 50 of 2025 introducing new levies, ethanol blending mandates, and revised fuel station licensing procedures, thereby increasing market uncertainty (The Chronicle., 2025; The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). Limited access to foreign currency further constrains the sector, as exporters face stringent retention requirements that restrict operational flexibility and investment capacity (The Herald., 2025).
Infrastructure and distribution networks remain underdeveloped, characterized by inadequate storage capacity, inefficient logistics, and limited fuel access in rural areas (Bimha et al., 2020). In response, recent policy initiatives emphasize import substitution and domestic value chain development. The Zimbabwe Industrial Reconstruction and Growth Plan (ZIRGP) for 2024–2025 targets sectors such as tires, fertilizers, pharmaceuticals, iron and steel, cement, and edible crude oil, aiming to increase local content and optimize industrial value chains (The Herald., 2024; ZiMetro., 2024). While these initiatives may complement deregulation by strengthening domestic productive capacity, their effectiveness ultimately depends on policy coherence, institutional capacity, and the broader macroeconomic environment.
3.2 Conceptual Framework: Factors Influencing Oil Sector Performance in Zimbabwe
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This study applies a supply chain resilience and energy security framework to evaluate Zimbabwe’s petroleum sector. Thus, this framework integrates structural, financial, and policy dimensions, providing a comprehensive lens for assessing sector performance and key variables include regulatory stability, foreign currency availability, infrastructure adequacy, and institutional capacity, which collectively shape supply reliability, pricing stability, and sectoral competitiveness. Thus, regulatory stability plays a particularly critical role in sector performance, as transparent and consistent regulations improve predictability for investors and operators, reduce compliance costs, and encourage long-term investment. For instance, recent reforms such as the streamlining of regulatory agreements to attract oil and gas investment illustrate efforts to enhance clarity and administrative efficiency, potentially boosting investor confidence and operational planning (The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). Across Africa, initiatives such as the African Petroleum Regulators Forum (AFRIPERF) reflect regional trends toward harmonized regulatory environments, which can attract investment and reduce policy risk (Reuters., 2025). Likewise, foreign currency availability is equally vital. Shortages constrain the ability to import refined petroleum products and procure necessary inputs, undermining supply reliability and driving up local prices, particularly in countries with limited reserves or volatile exchange rates. Zimbabwe’s continued dependence on imported fuel strains foreign currency reserves, while its multicurrency dynamics, including persistent reliance on the U.S. dollar alongside challenges in the local Zimbabwean dollar (ZiG), complicate forex flows for petroleum imports (The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025).
However, infrastructure adequacy, including storage, transport, and distribution networks significantly impacts supply chain efficiency. Robust infrastructure reduces bottlenecks and mitigates shortages, whereas weak infrastructure exacerbates volatility and service disruptions (The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). Initiatives such as the proposed Mozambique-Zimbabwe petroleum pipeline aim to enhance cross-border infrastructure, potentially improving reliability and lowering transit costs (The Energy & Power Insider, 2025; The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). In summary, regulatory clarity, foreign currency availability, and infrastructure adequacy serve as critical determinants of Zimbabwe’s petroleum sector performance. Addressing these areas through coherent policy, manageable forex risk, and resilient infrastructure can strengthen supply reliability, enhance competitiveness, and foster long-term sector resilience.

3.3 Research Gaps

[bookmark: _Hlk216355864]Despite extensive literature on deregulation and petroleum sector performance globally, recent empirical research specifically examining the effects of Zimbabwe’s 2003 and subsequent deregulation policies on persistent sector challenges such as foreign currency shortages, regulatory instability, infrastructure deficits, and supply chain inefficiencies remains limited (Bimha et al., 2020; Munyoro et al., 2025; The Herald., 2025). While some studies have documented the negative impacts of foreign exchange scarcity, an unfriendly business environment, and weak regulatory systems on supply chain performance and competitiveness, much of this work predates post-2018 economic reforms and the recent dynamics of macroeconomic policy and energy market liberalization (Bimha et al., 2020; Munyoro et al., 2025; The Herald., 2025). Emerging research increasingly explores stakeholder perceptions of liberalization benefits alongside operational constraints; however, systematic analyses integrating macroeconomic policy, infrastructure development, and sectoral resilience are still limited. Therefore, this study aims to address this gap by evaluating both the enduring challenges and emerging opportunities within Zimbabwe’s petroleum industry and proposing robust policy recommendations to enhance sustainability, competitiveness, and resilience in support of broader national development objectives.

4.0 Methodology
This study adopted a mixed-methods research design to generate a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics shaping Zimbabwe’s liquid fuels supply chain between 2020 and 2025. The combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches enabled the study to leverage the strengths of each methodological strand, thereby enhancing the depth, rigor, and interpretive validity of the findings.
4.1 Research Design and Sample Size Justification
A sample size of 50 participants was selected to balance the quantitative requirement for adequate statistical representation with the qualitative need for rich, contextual insight. Quantitatively, a sample of this size facilitates meaningful descriptive analysis while maintaining manageable data variability, consistent with methodological recommendations for exploratory research in complex environments such as energy supply chains (Kumar & Barua., 2021). Qualitatively, the sample size is sufficiently robust to support thematic depth, allowing the collection of diverse perspectives from regulators, importers, distributors, large-scale retailers, and sectoral experts without compromising the level of detail expected in semi-structured interviews (Munyoro., 2014; Creswell & Creswell., 2018; Saunders et al., 2019). Moreover, the sample size strengthened methodological triangulation by enabling convergence between interview data, document analysis, and secondary quantitative datasets. Overall, the choice of 50 participants enhanced the robustness of the study by providing both breadth and depth across the mixed-methods framework, aligning with best-practice principles in integrative research design.
4.2 Quantitative Component
The quantitative aspect relied primarily on secondary data sourced from published surveys, government reports, and sectoral databases. Key sources included the Zimbabwe Energy Regulatory Authority (ZERA), trade bodies providing import and export statistics, and the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe, particularly regarding foreign currency reserves relevant to fuel importation. The analysis focused on core metrics such as supply chain performance indices, numbers of licensed fuel stations, foreign currency availability relative to import requirements, volumes of oil imports, and patterns of national fuel consumption. These indicators were used to establish reference benchmarks and evaluate sectoral performance between 2020 and 2025, following analytical frameworks proposed by Kumar and Barua. (2021). This quantitative component offered a macro-level assessment of structural and operational dynamics in Zimbabwe’s oil supply chain.
[bookmark: _Hlk216387750]4.3 Qualitative Component
[bookmark: _Hlk216722015]The qualitative dimension employed semi-structured interviews to gain in-depth insights from key stakeholders, including government regulators such as ZERA and the Ministry of Energy, fuel importers and distributors, major fuel retailers, and independent industry experts. Interview protocols were designed in line with established qualitative research standards—ensuring structure while allowing flexibility for participants to elaborate on critical issues (Munyoro., 2014; Creswell & Creswell., 2018; Saunders et al., 2019). In addition to interviews, a systematic document analysis was conducted, focusing on statutory instruments, regulatory frameworks, energy policy announcements, and other relevant sectoral documents (Munyoro., 2014; Creswell & Creswell., 2018; Saunders et al., 2019; Chigwada & Ngulube., 2023). This approach enriched the qualitative inquiry by situating participant narratives within broader institutional and policy contexts, thereby supporting triangulation and deepening the interpretive analysis.
4.4 Data Analysis
· Quantitative Component 
Quantitative data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistics and comparative benchmarking to objectively assess the performance of the oil sector under changing regulatory regimes. Key indicators covering the period 2020–2025 were sourced from macroeconomic datasets (including foreign exchange availability and import requirements), supply chain performance indices, transport and regulatory compliance cost metrics, and industry financial and operational datasets (data.imf.org; Bimha et al., 2020; Munyoro et al., 2025; The Herald., 2025). This analytical framework enabled the measurement of critical performance outcomes such as procurement delays, transport cost per litre, distribution efficiency, regulatory compliance costs, and foreign exchange shortfalls, yielding insights into how deregulation has influenced cost structures and operational efficiency in the face of structural constraints like high fuel prices and foreign currency scarcity (Akcura., 2025; Munyoro et al., 2025). 
· Qualitative Component 
Qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis, a widely accepted method for identifying, organising, and interpreting patterns within qualitative datasets (Munyoro., 2014; Creswell & Creswell., 2018; Saunders et al., 2019; Van Manen., 2023). The process followed six structured stages that is, familiarisation through repeated reading, initial coding, clustering of codes into categories, searching for and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and producing a detailed analytical narrative supported by illustrative evidence. To enhance rigor, data coding was conducted using NVivo, with two independent coders employed to ensure inter-rater reliability. Discrepancies were resolved through consensus discussions. Themes were then examined across semantic, latent, and interpretative levels, yielding a nuanced understanding of sector-wide challenges, policy implications, operational bottlenecks, and potential opportunities for reform. Document analysis further contextualised these findings, especially in relation to structural and regulatory dynamics (The Chronicle., 2025). This integrated approach aligns with the methodological guidance of Gukurume and Nyamukupa. (2020), who advocate combining document analysis with interviews in policy-oriented research.
4.5 Scope and Limitations
It is important to note that the study focused specifically on Zimbabwe’s liquid fuels supply chain that is, petrol, diesel, and related oil products and over the period 2020 to2025. Despite its comprehensive design, the study faced several limitations. First, access to detailed financial and operational data from private companies was restricted, affecting the completeness of quantitative datasets. Second, responses from interview participants may have been subject to bias, particularly on politically or commercially sensitive matters. Third, Zimbabwe’s fluid regulatory and macroeconomic environment posed challenges for establishing consistent longitudinal interpretations (Munyoro., 2014; Creswell & Creswell., 2018; Saunders et al., 2019; Chigwada & Ngulube., 2023). Nevertheless, the application of triangulation across data sources and analytical methods substantially mitigated these limitations and strengthened the study’s validity and reliability.

5.0 Study Findings 
This study utilizes quantitative data analysis, stakeholder interviews, document reviews, and insights from diverse industry sources to examine the structural drivers, constraints, and evolving dynamics within Zimbabwe’s oil sector. The evidence reveals a complex operating environment shaped by macroeconomic fragility, foreign currency shortages, regulatory uncertainty, infrastructural bottlenecks, and shifting investment patterns. While notable reforms and emerging opportunities signal potential long-term improvements, systemic vulnerabilities continue to challenge efficiency, competitiveness, and energy security across the sector. Thus, Zimbabwe’s macroeconomic and political landscape continues to exert significant pressure on long-term investment prospects in the oil industry. Persistent volatility in inflation, currency stability, and regulatory enforcement has created heightened uncertainty for both domestic and foreign investors. Document reviews and stakeholder insights consistently highlight that fluctuating policy directives, inconsistent implementation of statutory instruments, and episodic reversals of previously adopted positions have eroded confidence in the country’s investment climate (Reuters., 2024; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2024; The Herald., 2025).
Although the consolidation of the Petroleum Products and Services Act (PPSA) and the Petroleum Exploration, Development and Production Act (PEDPA) in 2025 signals a step toward governance harmonization, historical inconsistencies in regulatory enforcement continue to constrain sector stability and impede investment inflows. Economic fragilities are compounded by chronic foreign currency shortages, a defining bottleneck across the fuel value chain. As of October 2024, Zimbabwe’s official reserves averaged US$540 million against import requirements of approximately US$835.8 million (Zimbabwe Independent., 2024). This persistent gap hampers fuel procurement, as importers struggle to access USD at official rates and must navigate widening variances between interbank and parallel market exchange rates. Consequently, such disparities introduce pricing ambiguity, delay procurement cycles, inflate working capital requirements, and weaken the sector’s capacity to secure consistent supplies. These constraints are further exacerbated by Zimbabwe’s pronounced dependence on imported fuel products, particularly in the continued absence of functional refining infrastructure.

Table 1: Foreign Currency Availability Relative to Fuel Import Requirements (2024)
	Indicator
	Amount (US$ million)
	Notes

	Official Reserves (Oct 2024)
	           540
	Below regional adequacy thresholds

	Fuel Import Requirement
	           835.8
	Based on national supply estimates

	FX Gap
	           295.8
	Drives procurement delays and pricing distortions


Source: Zimbabwe Independent (2024)
Supply chain inefficiencies further amplify economic risks, particularly in transportation, procurement, and storage operations. Road transport dominates fuel movement, costing nearly three times more than pipeline systems and over twice as much as rail. Stakeholder consultations indicate that underutilization of existing pipeline and rail networks is driven by underinvestment, operational bottlenecks, and infrastructure degradation. These inefficiencies translate into higher pump prices, reduced supply reliability, and increased exposure to logistical disruptions.
Table 2: Comparative Fuel Transport Costs per Litre
	Transport Mode
	Approx. Cost (US$/L)

	Pipeline
	0.08

	Rail
	0.10

	Road
	0.22


Source: WTSTaxMatrix. (2024)
Beyond transportation inefficiencies, structural cost drivers that is including heavy statutory levies, taxes, and ethanol blending mandates which elevate domestic fuel prices above regional norms (Equity Axes., 2025). With no domestic refining capacity, Zimbabwe remains fully dependent on imports, making its market highly sensitive to external shocks and internal currency instability (The Herald., 2025; Equity Axes., 2025). Licensing fees and compliance requirements have risen, placing additional operational pressure on market participants, particularly smaller retailers. Licensing fees increased from US$733 in 2020 to US$910 in 2023, while adherence to safety and environmental standards remains uneven across regions (The Herald., 2025). Consequently, retailers have increasingly diversified into convenience retailing and auxiliary services to offset tightening fuel margins, mirroring global trends in petroleum retail markets such as in the U.S. and U.K. (Sartorius et al., 2007; Munyoro & Hodzi, 2023).
Infrastructure gaps, particularly in rural districts, continue to generate disparities in fuel access (Munyoro et al., 2025). Areas such as Mudzi Rural District experience chronic shortages due to poor road networks, limited storage, and long distances to fuel depots (The Herald., 2025; Munyoro et al., 2025). Although the Zimbabwe Energy Regulatory Authority’s (ZERA) promotion of containerized filling stations demonstrates an innovative response to rural energy gaps, substantial infrastructure deficits persist (The Herald., 2025; Munyoro et al., 2025). Product contamination, leakages, and storage inefficiencies remain widespread, reducing usable fuel volumes and undermining consumer trust (Anupam et al., 2023; GosEnergy., 2025; RicochetFuel., 2025).














Figure 2: Rural Fuel Distribution Challenges (Descriptive Placeholder)
A schematic diagram showing long supply distances, poor roads, limited storage, and contamination risk points.

Fuel Supply Chain to Rural Markets: Challenges & Flow Path
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Source: Authors
The fuel supply chain begins at the refinery or import terminal, from where fuel is dispatched over long distances to rural markets. In Sub-Saharan Africa, fragmented infrastructure results in costly stock-outs and logistical bottlenecks, particularly where pipelines and rail alternatives are limited (Puma Energy & CITAC., 2024). Primary logistics typically rely on large tanker trucks navigating poorly maintained, unpaved, or seasonally inaccessible roads. While, district-level storage depots often have limited capacity, with irregular restocking leading to downstream variability in availability and pricing. Thus, secondary transport using smaller trucks, motorcycles, or manually handled drums incurs high unit costs and presents elevated contamination risks. At village retail outlets, poor metering, insecure storage, and manual dispensing practices further degrade fuel quality, impacting both end users and local economies (The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). Addressing these gaps requires infrastructure investment, standardization of rural retail practices, and modernization of primary and secondary fuel logistics.
Likewise, qualitative evidence from industry stakeholders highlights additional challenges, including regulatory unpredictability, foreign currency scarcity, procurement disruptions, and infrastructural inadequacies. Whereas, high operational costs, liquidity constraints, and currency shortages continue to strain logistics across sectors, including fuel (Zimbabwe Stock Exchange., 2025). Similarly, operational inefficiencies at borders, depots, and customs checkpoints further inflate distribution costs and contribute to persistent price rigidity (The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). Equally, interviews also indicate growing interest in modular filling stations and alternative energy sources, such as LPG and solar systems, as consumers and businesses seek cost-effective substitutes.
[bookmark: _Hlk216700071]Thus, despite these challenges, several positive developments suggest potential pathways toward a more stable investment environment. Whilst, regulatory reforms, including the expansion of rural containerized fuel stations, demonstrate incremental progress toward equitable distribution (The Herald., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). It is worth noting that, government initiatives to strengthen transparency, rationalize policy frameworks, and improve regulatory oversight are promising and investment in renewable and alternative energies, such as biofuels, hydrogen, and solar, has contributed to notable declines in oilseed import volumes (The Herald., 2025; Zimbabwe Independent., 2025).It is also interesting  to note that between H1 2023 and H1 2024, oilseed imports fell by 55%, generating savings of approximately US$78 million (The Herald., 2025; Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). Thus, these trends indicate early progress toward diversification and import substitution, which could gradually reduce pressure on foreign currency reserves and enhance long-term energy security.

Figure 3: Decline in Oilseed Imports, H1 2023–H1 2024 (Descriptive Placeholder)
A downward-trending line graph showing a 55% year-on-year decline and corresponding US$78 million savings.
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Source: Authors 
Data from the Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (ZimStats) show that oilseed imports contracted by approximately 55% year-on-year, reflecting structural adjustments rather than statistical fluctuations (The Herald., 2024; Munyoro et al., 2025). This reduction generated estimated foreign exchange savings of US$78 million, alleviating pressure on reserves and improving the trade balance. Statutory Instrument 87 of 2025 further tightens control over grain and oilseed imports, mandating progressively higher local sourcing through 2028, thereby enhancing national food and feed security (The Chronicle., 2025; Zimbabwe Independent., 2025).
Despite these positive developments, Zimbabwe’s oil industry continues to face entrenched economic and political risks. Regulatory uncertainty, foreign currency shortages, and logistical inefficiencies remain salient constraints (Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). However, government initiatives to de-risk energy and agricultural investments, along with growing focus on alternative energy and liberalization measures, point to emerging opportunities for sector stabilization and investment revitalization. Addressing systemic barriers, including currency shortages, logistical bottlenecks, regulatory ambiguity, and infrastructure deficits will be essential for transforming Zimbabwe’s fuel and oilseed landscapes and ensuring sustainable energy access and agricultural resilience.

6.0 Discussion
The findings of this study indicate that challenges in Zimbabwe’s oil industry are predominantly systemic and policy-driven rather than technical. Structural economic issues, particularly persistent foreign currency shortages, play a central role in disrupting supply chains and inflating operational costs. Zimbabwe’s foreign exchange constraints continue to impede fuel imports and other critical energy commodities, undermining supply reliability and increasing costs for operators and consumers (www.trade.gov). In 2024, fuel import volumes remained high at nearly 1.8 billion litres, reflecting strong demand alongside elevated import costs driven by forex constraints and global price volatility (ZimNow., 2025). Despite exports and remittance inflows, a substantial portion of foreign currency earnings is absorbed by essential imports, leaving limited reserves for industry-specific allocations or buffer stocks. Although inflation has moderated through 2025, reliable foreign exchange for critical sectors remains insufficient relative to demand (Reuters., 2025).
In fact, regulatory uncertainty represents another major impediment, raising perceived investor risk, increasing compliance costs, and discouraging long-term investment. The petroleum market has experienced frequent policy adjustments, including levy changes, blending mandates, and licensing requirements are often implemented without clear timelines or stakeholder consultation. While recent policy reforms, such as revisions to energy sector licences and levies, aim to attract investment, the fragmented regulatory landscape continues to strain investor confidence (ZiMetro., 2024). Therefore, infrastructure deficits across the value chain further heighten inefficiencies and costs. Inadequate transport, storage, and processing infrastructure limits efficient fuel movement, reduces competitiveness, and perpetuates reliance on ad hoc solutions (The Chronicle., 2025; Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). Initiatives such as modular containerized fuel stations improve access in underserved areas, yet substantial gaps remain, constraining effective supply distribution and service coverage.
Nonetheless, positive reforms and targeted policies, including licence fee reductions and import substitution measures, are beginning to yield improvements. Local procurement initiatives and measures to reduce dependency on imported fuel support value chains and create more resilient domestic markets (The Chronicle., 2025; Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). These developments suggest that coherent, targeted policies can restore investor confidence and enhance operational efficiency in select energy subsectors. In summary, Zimbabwe’s oil industry possesses the technical capacity and market potential for growth but remains hindered by structural economic constraints, regulatory uncertainty, and infrastructure limitations. Sustainable progress requires coordinated, long-term strategies addressing currency management, regulatory clarity, and infrastructure development, supported by clear policy frameworks that provide predictability and encourage investment across the energy value chain.
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7.0 Policy Recommendations for Enhancing Zimbabwe’s Petroleum Sector: A Strategic Framework Grounded in Recent Empirical Evidence
Zimbabwe’s petroleum sector remains central to the functioning of the national economy, underpinning transport systems, agricultural production, industrial activity, and public service delivery. Despite its strategic importance, the sector continues to face deep-rooted structural and operational challenges that constrain fuel availability, distort pricing mechanisms, and undermine sustainable growth (Munyoro et al., 2025). Zimbabwe’s heavy reliance on imported refined petroleum products exposes the sector to foreign exchange volatility, logistical bottlenecks, and inconsistent policy signals. Collectively, these factors weaken energy security and economic resilience, rendering comprehensive and coherent reform imperative.
A persistent shortage of foreign exchange represents one of the most significant constraints facing the petroleum industry. Virtually all refined fuel products are imported and transacted in hard currency, and the limited capacity of the Zimbabwe Gold (ZiG) currency to function as an effective medium for fuel purchases has intensified supply volatility (The Zimbabwe Independent, 2024; Munyoro et al., 2025). Although the ZiG was introduced to strengthen monetary stability, it has struggled to displace United States dollar–denominated transactions in the petroleum market, with both operators and regulators continuing to rely predominantly on USD pricing in practice (Bloomberg., 2024; Cajnews Africa., 2024; The Zimbabwe Independent, 2024; Munyoro et al., 2025). This dual-currency dynamic has created an unstable operating environment in which foreign exchange scarcity translates directly into intermittent supply disruptions and price fluctuations (The Zimbabwe Independent., 2024; Munyoro et al., 2025). To mitigate these challenges, the institutionalisation of transparent foreign exchange allocation frameworks that prioritise essential imports, including petroleum products, is required. Establishing a securely ring-fenced foreign exchange facility dedicated to fuel importation could insulate the sector from acute currency shortages and reduce exposure to parallel market distortions.
Beyond foreign exchange constraints, the sector is further hampered by the absence of regulatory clarity and a coherent long-term strategic vision for energy governance. Historically, Zimbabwe’s energy sector has been shaped by a succession of ad hoc statutory instruments and policy adjustments rather than a comprehensive master plan (Munyoro et al., 2025). Although market liberalisation efforts have been undertaken, regulatory inconsistencies persist, particularly in relation to ethanol blending and licensing frameworks. In 2024, the government enacted Statutory Instrument 150 of 2024, mandating the blending of all unleaded petrol sold in Zimbabwe with ethanol, effectively prohibiting the retail sale of unblended petrol (CITE., 2024). However, seasonal ethanol supply disruptions have necessitated intermittent relaxations of enforcement, highlighting the challenges that arise when rigid policy mandates confront dynamic supply conditions (The Observer Zim., 2025). These shifts have also generated uncertainty among fuel traders, exacerbated by inconsistent public communication from authorities, thereby underscoring the need for clearer policy coordination across ministries and regulatory bodies (The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). In this context, the development of a comprehensive petroleum sector master plan, formulated through inclusive stakeholder consultations, would provide a stable policy foundation, reduce regulatory uncertainty, and enhance investment attractiveness by signalling long-term policy predictability.
In addition to policy reform, modernising supply chain processes is critical to reducing cost inefficiencies and ensuring reliable fuel distribution (The Observer Zim., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). The Zimbabwe Energy Regulatory Authority (ZERA) and industry participants have acknowledged persistent challenges in import logistics and domestic distribution, which contribute to periodic localised stockouts and transactional delays (The Observer Zim., 2025; The Zimbabwe Independent., 2025). The digitalisation of supply chain operations, that is incorporating real-time inventory management, demand forecasting, and logistics optimization that could significantly improve operational efficiency, reduce turnaround times, and limit distribution losses. Furthermore, strategic collaboration among retailers and independent distributors could enhance logistical efficiency, particularly in rural areas that have historically been underserved by conventional fuel infrastructure (Munyoro et al., 2025). A notable innovation in this regard is the adoption of standards for containerised fuel stations, which offer portable, low-cost solutions capable of extending fuel access to remote communities and improving national energy inclusivity (The Herald., 2025; Munyoro et al., 2025). Scaling up such initiatives has the potential to narrow urban–rural disparities in energy access, support agricultural productivity, and stimulate local economic activity.
Infrastructure investment remains equally essential to strengthening sector resilience. Zimbabwe’s bulk fuel storage facilities, transport corridors, and retail distribution networks require expansion and modernisation to reduce transit times, lower costs, and enhance system reliability (The Herald., 2025; Munyoro et al., 2025). At the regional level, the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between Zimbabwe and Zambia in June 2025 to explore the development of a cross-border refined petroleum pipeline reflects growing regional cooperation and presents opportunities to improve supply efficiency while reducing reliance on road transport (The Herald., 2025; Pipeline Journal & Business Times., 2025). Public–private partnerships (PPPs) offer a viable mechanism for mobilising the substantial capital required for such infrastructure projects, while also promoting accountability and long-term sustainability.
Strengthening local content and import substitution strategies represents another pathway toward enhanced sector resilience. Reducing dependence on imported refined petroleum products through the expansion of domestic refining capacity and the promotion of biofuel production could progressively alleviate foreign exchange pressures (The Herald., 2025; Pipeline Journal & Business Times., 2025). Zimbabwe’s ethanol-blending programme exemplifies this approach; however, its implementation has been constrained by feedstock availability and limited production capacity. These challenges highlight the need for supply diversification, targeted incentives, and investment in feedstock cultivation and processing infrastructure to ensure programme sustainability (The Herald., 2025; Pipeline Journal & Business Times., 2025).
Finally, investor confidence and effective risk mitigation are critical to attracting long-term capital into the petroleum sector. Frequent policy reversals and regulatory uncertainty continue to deter investment and elevate perceived risk premiums (The Herald., 2025). Establishing stable contractual frameworks, transparent pricing mechanisms, and credible dispute resolution systems, alongside targeted incentives such as tax concessions and access to concessional financing, would significantly enhance private sector participation (The Herald., 2025; Munyoro et al., 2025). At the same time, rigorous enforcement of quality, safety, and compliance standards—particularly against non-compliant fuel dispensers—is essential to safeguarding market integrity and consumer protection (The Herald., 2025; Pipeline Journal & Business Times., 2025). In summary, strengthening Zimbabwe’s petroleum sector requires a multifaceted, evidence-based reform agenda anchored in clear policy direction, regulatory consistency, and strategic investment. By stabilising foreign exchange access, modernising supply chains, expanding infrastructure, promoting local content, and reinforcing investor confidence, Zimbabwe can reduce sector vulnerabilities, enhance energy security, and contribute meaningfully to long-term, sustainable economic development.

8.0 Conclusion
Zimbabwe’s oil industry is at a crossroads but it has potential to do better due to rising demand, geographic positioning, and policy intent. However, multiple interrelated challenges, especially foreign currency shortages, regulatory instability, supply chain inefficiencies, and infrastructure deficits are undermining its ability to deliver stable and affordable petroleum products. Thus, strategic interventions that address systemic issues rather than piecemeal fixes are required. Thus, with the right policy, investment, and institutional reforms, the industry can be stabilised and can contribute meaningfully to Zimbabwe’s economic growth and energy security because the future of Zimbabwe’s economic development is closely tied to the stability and performance of its oil industry. While past efforts at nationalisation were driven by strategic intentions, they ultimately proved unsustainable. Therefore, deregulation, if well-managed, presents an opportunity to revitalise the industry by promoting competition, improving efficiency, and attracting much-needed investment. However, achieving these outcomes will require comprehensive policy reforms, strong institutional governance, and deliberate efforts to mitigate external shocks and internal inefficiencies. Thus, through targeted interventions and stakeholder collaboration, Zimbabwe can build a resilient and future-ready oil industry capable of supporting its broader development ambitions.
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