
1	  |	  P a g e 	  

	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Large Scale Land Deals, Global Capital and 
the Politics of Livelihoods: Experiences of 
Women Small- Holder Farmers in 
Chisumbanje, Zimbabwe	  
By:	  Patience	  Mutopo	  and	  Manase	  Chiweshe	  

	  

	  

 

Paper	  presented	  at	  the	  	  
International	  Conference	  on	  
	  

Global	  Land	  	  
Grabbing	  II	  
October	  17-‐19,	  2012	  
	  
Organized	  by	  the	  Land	  Deals	  
Politics	  Initiative	  (LDPI)	  	  
and	  hosted	  by	  the	  Department	  
of	  Development	  Sociology	  at	  
Cornell	  University,	  Ithaca,	  NY.	  



2	  |	  P a g e 	  

	  

Large Scale Land Deals, Global Capital and the Politics of Livelihoods: Experiences of 

Women Small- Holder Farmers in Chisumbanje, Zimbabwe1 

 

Patience Mutopo2 and Manase Chiweshe3 

   

Abstract 
Large scale land acquisitions by foreign conglomerates in Zimbabwe have been a recurrent 
phenomenon within the last five years. This has led to land deals being negotiated with state, 
individual and nongovernmental actors, leading to the production of agro fuels. We  investigate 
how the large scale commercial land deals have affected the livelihoods of women small holder 
farmers, the role of global capital in entrenching discrimination of women and  how  the politics 
of  resource use and distribution has become a central force in  shaping livelihoods in 
Zimbabwe`s communal areas. The paper is based on field work that was conducted in Ndowoyo 
communal area, in Chisumbanje village, from July 2011 until April 2012. The methods used for 
collecting data were, in-depth interviews with the women, interviews with officials from Platform 
for Youth Development a nongovernmental organization, Macdom Pvt Ltd and Ratings 
Investments, Focus Group Discussions and personal observations that involved interactions with 
the women.  In 2011 Macdom Pvt Ltd and Ratings Investments, bio fuels companies owned by 
Billy Rautenbauch  started green fuel production operations in Chisumbanje and this has led to 
the altering of the livelihoods systems of women smallholder farmers.  Firstly we seek to 
demonstrate how the company `s green fuel production systems have led to the loss of land for 
women and the redefinition of tenure in a communal area. Secondly we explore how the 
company has been involved in political issues that undermined the role of development for the 
women and thirdly we investigate how the women have created and curved livelihood 
alternatives in an area which has been transformed from a communal rural area to almost an 
urban area. We conclude by suggesting the need to further give primacy to women centered 
notions of agency in coping with the negative implications of commercial land deals on women 
`s livelihoods.                                                         

 Key words: large scale, land deals, women, livelihoods, politics, agency, agro fuels 
 
Introduction 

In Zimbabwe women constitute seventy percent of the rural population yet they are marginal in 

agrarian policy making. This marginalization is based on a partriachial schema which privileges 

male ownership of land. In this paper we explore this marginalization of women at the grassroots 

in decisions that affect their livelihoods. Using Chisumbanje as a case study, we outline how 
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women small holder farmers have been impacted by the expropriation of land to pave way for a 

multimillion bio fuel plant. Fencing out of communities from land and water resources had 

gendered impacts which require a nuanced analysis to understand how social and household 

dynamics have evolved after the commissioning of the bio fuel project. Women in Ndowoyo 

communal areas have variously been affected but the project which has also in many ways 

opened new off land livelihoods as an influx of thousands of people working for the plant arrived 

in Chisumbanje. This paper uses qualitative methods to understand the views, hopes, fears, 

dreams and thought of women from differentiated backgrounds. In Zimbabwe large scale land 

deals have for now concentrated on bio fuel production. The spread of commercial planting of 

biofuels crops, whether for export or for internal markets, has significant implications for land 

use and access in producer countries (Cotula et al. 2009). 

 

Background  

Hall (2011) points out that rich countries and rich individuals are now buying poor countries’ 

soil fertility, land and water resources at meager amounts as compared to the livelihoods that can 

be generated from the land for the indigene communities. Dyer (2009) argues that Africa has in 

recent years,  become a major source of land as many outsiders consider the continent as a place 

where large areas of good agricultural land that aren't already completely occupied by local 

farmers. For instance it has been estimated that 80% of the world’s reserve agricultural land is 

found in Africa and South America ( Cotula et al. 2008). In trying to conceptualize large scale 

land deals, Cotula et al. (2009) note that ‘In their basic form, land deals involve at least two 

parties. On the one hand, there is an acquirer. In the African context, this is generally a private or 

joint equity company, but it can also be a foreign government acquiring land directly. On the 

other side of the deal is a land provider, either a government or, much more rarely, a private 

land-owner.’ They further argue that many countries do not have in place legal or procedural 

mechanisms to protect local rights and take account of local interests, livelihoods and welfare. 

 

In describing and analyzing land deals Anseeuw et al. (2012:4) come to the following important 

conclusions: 
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 Land deals reported as approved or under negotiation worldwide between 2000 and 2010 

amounting to a total of 203 million hectares. This land area is equivalent to over eight 

times the size of the United Kingdom. Of these, deals for 71 million hectares have so far 

been triangulated and cross referenced, confirming the unprecedented scale of the land 

rush over the past decade. Very many other deals must be presumed to go unreported. 

 The land rush is not only about food and farmland. Of cross-referenced deals for which 

the commodity is known, 78% are for agricultural production, of which three-quarters are 

for biofuels. Mineral extraction, industry, tourism, and forest conversions are also 

significant contributors, adding up to the remaining 22%. 

 Africa is the prime target of the land rush, accounting for 134 million hectares of reported 

deals, of which 34 million hectares have been cross referenced. The next largest target is 

Asia with 29 million hectares cross-checked. 

 The best land is often being targeted for acquisition. It is often irrigable, with proximity 

to infrastructure, making conflict with existing land users more likely. 

 National elites are playing a major role in land acquisitions, despite the common focus on 

foreign actors. Foreign direct investment (FDI) is also largely intra-regional. 

 

The emergence of bio fuels as a sustainable alternative to oil has led to increase in land under 

crops such as jatropha and sugar cane. The bio fuel craze is of concern within the current global 

space characterised by massive land expropriation in Africa. Peasant livelihoods are under threat 

as everyday land is lost in the guise of national development prioritizes. This phase is aptly 

characterised by Grain (2007: 42-43)  

Millions of small farmers still occupy these lands, and they have become the main 

obstacle in the path of the agrofuel rush. It is becoming clear that, whenever agrofuels are 

on the agenda, the pressure on farmers to leave their land intensifies. The agrofuels boom 

in Africa is not about rural development and improving the living standards of poor 

farmers. On the contrary, it is about foreign companies taking over the land: by striking 

deals with government officials and lobbying for legal protection, subsidies and tax 

breaks; by acquiring scarce fertile land and water rights; by coercing farmers into 

becoming cheap labour on their own land; by introducing new crops in large-scale 
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plantations; by introducing GM crops through this backdoor; by displacing people and 

biodiversity-based systems; and by enslaving Africa even more to the global market. 

Land grabbing on an unprecedented scale is on the march in Africa. 

 

The heralding of bio fuels as the panacea to petroleum dependency is problematic given the 

economics of producing the plants. Some hail the multifunctionality of Jatropha arguing that bio 

fuels will provide employment and rural development whilst others praise the prevention of soil 

erosion, the possibility of intercropping, the provision of animal fodder, the use of parts of plants 

for building materials, medicines etc (Van der Horst and Vermerlyen 2010:2). Matondi 

(2008:14) poses this dilemma: 

…if we look at the case of Zimbabwe, it requires 5 million litres of diesel and 3 million 

litres of petrol daily. If the country were to put 500,000 hectares of land under jatropha; 

and assuming a high yield of 4 tonnes per hectare, about 2,000,000 tonnes of jatropha 

would be harvested. A tonne of jatropha produces 300 litres of diesel. This means that the 

2,000,000 tonnes production per year would produce 600,000 litres of diesel per year or 

12% all to be used in one day. What would the effect of putting 500,000 hectares under 

this crop as against food crops? Will we not then have to use maize and soyas to keep the 

plant running and in order to produce meaningful quantities of diesel? Can we do that and 

at the same time produce enough food for humans? 

The debates over the use and cultivation of plants such as jatropha at the expense of food crops is 

thus more than moral one as they are realistic economic questions to ask about the viability of 

such projects. In this current dispensation of the suffering of vulnerable communities is not 

necessarily more important than the profits of the few.  

 

Gendered dimensions of land grabbing 

It is interesting going through literature on land grabbing in Africa the dearth of analysis 

focusing on the intersection of gender, class and race. Theorists of causes and effects of large 

scale land acquisitions provide a picture of a homogenous rural peasantry with similar 

experiences. Yet the effects of land grabbing are in all ways gendered with women and men 

experiencing land grabs in different ways. In this section we outline the effects of land deals on 
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women across the global south. Behrman et al (2012) argue that a gender perspective is critical 

to truly understand the impact of large-scale land deals, because women and men have different 

social roles, rights, and opportunities and will be differentially affected by any major change in 

tenurial regimes, especially land transfers to extra local investors. Because of partriachial 

systems prevalent across Africa women’s’ relationship to land was precarious prior to any land 

deals. Without any reliable access to land, secure land tenure, or customary land rights. Women 

have been further affected by the corporate investments as most of them lack the knowledge of 

bargaining and negotiating with traditional leaders due to structural gender discrimination in 

rural Africa. Women are relegated to the private sphere which emphasizes that the woman `s 

place should be the kitchen. They further are disadvantaged as most of them do not own land as 

individuals but rather their land ownership is determined by relations to male figures. Although it 

can be evidently noticed that some women have been able to bargain with patriarchy and own 

land Mutopo (2011). 

 

Women `s lack of  knowledge on corporate investments and the effects on their livelihoods 

becomes evident when there  is visible evidence on the changes that are happening to their 

sources of livelihoods and how increasingly they have lost land for cash crops. They have also 

lost access to land for water gardens in their communities with the presence of investors taking 

over the land. The trends have been rising of women losing their land in Ghana, Zambia, 

Mozambique and Mali, such that it puts women in a position of double jeopardy as they have to 

increasingly engage in livelihood diversification activities that affect their nutritional status, well 

being and the right to human dignity further affecting their capabilities and human development 

as individuals. There can be advantages for women depending on the employment and hiring 

policies of the foreign companies. Women have access to income and in some cases may become 

bread winners. Behrman et al (2012:60) notes that: 

Plantations are typically large areas of monoculture that rely on hired labour and 

extensive use of pesticides, inorganic fertilizer, and hybrid seed to make land more 

productive. Substantial increases in women’s paid employment could have a 

transformative effect on women’s autonomy, independence, and bargaining power within 
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the household, especially for the younger generation of women, as indicated by research 

on women’s participation in the garment sector. 

In Mozambique Duvane (2010) has shown how wage labour opportunities associated with land 

deals went to men and correspondingly, women – who do not work in the formal sector in this 

context – did not benefit from these employment possibilities. Mutopo (2012) outlines how 

women in Mwaanga village Zambia have been adversely affected by their land being taken by a 

company called ZAMBEEF. She notes that in as much as the women had farm permits that are 

valid under Zambian law in terms of land adjudication processes they still lost the land to 

ZAMBEEF. The loss of land led to loss of security and there were inadequate fall back safety 

nets which made the women to be in  more vulnerable situations as they are the ones who have to 

look for food alternatives for their families Mutopo (2012). 

 

Conceptual framing 

The relationship between white capital and patriarchy in marginalizing women in Zimbabwe is 

not new.  Gaidzanwa (1985) has shown how white colonial system in then Rhodesia conspired 

with traditional African systems of patriarchy marginalized women to rural reserves. African 

men working in mines and cities wanted their wives to stay in the rural areas to secure their 

claims to land and to supplement their meager incomes through agriculture. The colonial 

government wanted women in rural areas to act as a reservoir of labour by producing new 

workers and caring for the old and ailing. White capital was thus rid of the cost of social 

production of labour. Thus patriarchy and capital have always found areas of convergence.  We 

describe patriarchy as a complex system of practices, discourses and institutional forms that 

privilege older males (in general) at the expense of mainly women (in general). Women are not 

all vulnerable to the whims of patriarchy and when they are; they are not vulnerable in the same 

way.  

 

Chakona (2012) notes that historically, the term patriarchy was used to refer to autocratic rule by 

the male head of a family but now it broadly refers to social systems in which power is primarily 

held by adult men. Our interest in this research is to note the convergences of patriarchy and 

capital in Chisumbanje to further entrench gender inequalities. We note how the process of 
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global capital influx as represented by key investors in Green Fuels have found ways to use 

women for cheap social reproduction whilst supporting the existing gender inequalities existent 

in society. In our analysis we also note however that the plant has in many ways challenged 

patriarchal dominance through offering women economic independence as workers or informal 

traders yet male have found ways to reassert their authority through demanding control over 

resources accrued from women’s activities. In developing this conceptual framework there is 

need to locate and emphasize female agency. Women have carved ways and spaces to create and 

recreate livelihoods from the grasp of structural limitations provided by patriarchy and capital. 

They are thinking and capable actors who are able to redefine their conditions of existence.   

 

Description of study area 

Chisumbanje is a village in the province of Manicaland, Zimbabwe. It is located in the Dowoyo 

communal land on the eastern bank of the Save River. It is about 95 km south of Birchenough 

Bridge on the Birchenough Bridge-Chiredzi road. The village is in Chipinge district and is 

bordered by villages such as Chinyamukwakwa and Mashubi.  The ethanol plant in Chisumbanje 

was a US$600 million project commissioned in 2010. By August 2011 the plant was producing 

70 000 liters of fuel in. The plant has over 5 000 hectares of land under sugar cane to sustain the 

production levels. There are also around 400 out growers in surrounding communities 

(http://bulawayo24.com).  The project is a joint partnership entered by the Agricultural and Rural 

Development Authority with Macdom Rating, Green Fuel Investments and Macdom 

Investments. Residents of Chisumbanje have gone as far as petitioning Parliament arguing that 

they were not properly consulted before the deal was done.   

 

Methodology 

We largely employed a qualitative methodology focused on bringing to the fore the voices of 

women in Chisumbanje. Qualitative methods allowed us to have a holistic and in-depth 

understanding of women’s experiences in Chisumbanje. Through observation, in-depth 

interviews and focus group discussions we were able to map out the processes described in the 

preceding sections. Our fieldwork was based on the need to ensure protection of study 

participants given the protracted and political nature of the land contests in Chisumbanje. This 
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entailed using local based field workers who navigated the local political minefield. There are 

contestations with many villagers still resisting the land take over yet some traditional chiefs, 

rural council and local elites have been working with the company that owns the plant. Our 

fieldwork was part of a larger project funded by OSSREA which sought to understand the 

contestations around large scale land deals in Zimbabwe. For this particular paper we conducted 

ten in-depth interviews and four focus group discussions with women of various ages and 

backgrounds that had been affected by the land take overs. 

 

Background of Chisumbanje plant 

In 2009 construction began on a US$600 million ethanol plant in Chisumbanje by a company 

known as Green Fuels. The Green Fuel ethanol factory is located at Chisumbanje, Chipinge 

South some 500 kilometres from the capital Harare along the Tanganda-Ngundu Road. 

Checheche is the hosting growth point within the district. The plant is the biggest of its kind in 

Africa directly employing 4.500 people and creating thousands of jobs in support downstream 

and upstream services. The project owned by government through Agricultural and Rural 

Development Authority (ARDA) in partnership with Macdom Rating, Green Fuel Investments 

and Macdom Investments.  Madcom Investments is owned by Billy Rautenbach who also has 

interests in the Mwenezi biofuel initiative. The exact ownership structure is shrouded in secrecy 

however villagers in Chisumbanje in 2011 petitioned the House of Assembly Committee on 

Agriculture, Water, Lands and Resettlement claiming the deal does not comply with the 

country’s indigenization laws which make it compulsory for all companies to have 51% of 

ownership by locals.  

 

The plant is set on 46 000 hectares (10000 at Middle Sabi and 36000 at Chisumbanje) of land 

and in 2012; 8500 hectares were under sugar cane. Just three months after commissioning the 

plant had produced one million litres of fuel. At its peak the plant will be responsible. The land 

on both estates that make the company belongs to ARDA through lease agreements with the 

Chipinge Rural District Council and has been accessed through two separate Build, Operate and 

Transfer agreements between the two private agricultural companies Madcom Investments 

(operating at Chisumbanje) and Rating Investments (operating and Middle Sabi). The B.O.T 
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agreements stipulate that the investors will develop the estates and furnish with viable irrigation 

facilities to hand over these back to ARDA at the expiry of the agreements. It is important here 

to emphasis that land in Zimbabwe remains state property as such the companies can never own 

the land which remains property of ARDA.  

 

Debates around displacement in Chisumbanje require a proper understanding around land 

ownership in Zimbabwe. Land in Zimbabwe is owned by the state. It cannot be sold or 

transferred by individuals or companies. In essence this means people can only be given usufruct 

rights through various means such as leases. As such land under bio fuel production in 

Chisumbanje is state land. In Chisumbanje the plant is built on estates that belong to government 

through ARDA. From interviews with community leaders it is apparent that communities know 

the land belonged to ARDA. Even though communities had settled on the land they knew very 

well it belonged to the government. Communities are however not happy by the way the 

transaction was done without their knowledge and being removed without alternative settlement 

and having their crops destroyed. Box below outlines how families were displaced due to the 

building of the plant.  When we theorize displacement, there is assumption on injustice and 

physical uprooting. In this case government claims to be within its rights to reclaim its land from 

people who had ‘illegally’ settled on the land yet social justice demands that fair and proper 

compensation is required. Alternative resettlement is required to safe guard livelihoods of rural 

people. In Chisumbanje there was no compensation or alternative resettlement. 
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Box 1: Stories of displacement in Chisumbanje 

300 000 families displaced 
About 300 000 families could be displaced in Chisumbanje if a company that is setting up an 
Ethanol Plant, Macdom, goes ahead with its plans to acquire 40 000 hectares of land in the 
area. Macdom is leasing the land from State-owned Arda. Spokesperson for the affected 
villagers, Gwenzi Wedzerai, told NewsDay the firm had started growing sugarcane on 5 112 
hectares and had indicated it would want to acquire more land so as to meet its target of 80 
000 kilolitres of Ethanol per day. “We thought this project was going to bring relief to the 
people of Chisumbanje but it’s actually displacing them,” said Wedzerai. He added 83 
families from Rimayi and Chinyamukwakwa villages had been forced to relocate to 
neighbouring Mozambique after the company encroached into communal plots and ploughed 
down their crops. “The only people that have received compensation are war veterans who 
got $600 and they are using these people to intimidate villagers opposed to the project,” said 
Wedzerai. The villagers also alleged they were struggling to raise penalties for their livestock 
which stray into the sugarcane plantations.  The company allegedly demanded $20 per head 
and villagers claimed they ended up selling some of them to pay the fine. “Villagers are being 
forced to sell some of their livestock for them to be able to pay the penalty,” said Wedzerai, 
adding they had presented their grievances to Prime Minister Morgan Tsvangirai, who had 
promised to look into the issue. Although strenuous efforts to get comment from Macdom 
were unsuccessful, Arda chairman Basil Nyabadza said the issue was being blown out of 
proportion. “Everything that we have been doing in Chisumbanje has been out of consensus 
with the villagers, but maybe out of 10 villagers you get two who say something. I think, we 
need to meet and sit down and talk about it,” Nyabadza.  
Source: Newsday, 27 July 2011, http://www.newsday.co.zw/article/2011-07-27-300-000-families-face-displacement  

 

When we theorize displacement, there is assumption on injustice and physical uprooting. In this 

case government claims to be within its rights to reclaim land from people who had ‘illegally’ 

settled on it. Yet social justice demands that governments should protect its citizens. 

Communities have undeniable right to sustainable livelihoods and in agrarian societies, land is 

important to ensure such livelihoods. Box 1 above is a report purporting that 300 000 families 

could be displaced by the plant. As of June 2012 figures from the Chipinge Rural District 

Council indicated that  out of the one thousand seven hundred and thirty three (1 733) families 

displaced by the company only four hundred and ninety nine (499) were allocated zero coma five 

hectares (0,5 ha) of land each. More families will be displaced if the plant starts to operate at full 

scale (http://www.zimupdates.co.zw). 

 

Mapping women’s spaces in biofuel production  
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Understanding the roles of reproduction, agency and effects of patriarchy and global capital on 

the lives of women small holder farmers in Chisumbanje requires an analysis of the activities 

that the women are involved in. The women under study are mainly smallholder farmers whose 

livelihoods depend on rain fed agriculture and to a minimal extent on irrigated farming. However 

the following case history demonstrates how the women feel about the bio fuel plant and how it 

has affected their social and cultural space in the name of allowing global capital as a major 

frontier of foreign direct investment. 

 

Box 2: Woman farmer and curving out land space in a bio fuel dominated area 
I am aged 55 years and I am married with seven children. We have been leaving on this land that 
we inherited from my father in law and mother in law since 1978, when I got married. We have 
been farming on 3 hectares of land but now since our village is located here in Ndowoyo 
communal lands and we share boundaries with this new fuel plant our land has been reduced to 
about 1 hectare since 2009 when the plant`s construction work started. The fence that marks the 
demarcation ran through our land. I have been clearing the forests so that we can increase our 
land hectarage since our crop production has been affected. I have cleared two more fields but 
they are less than 2 hectares since everyone in the village has been affected by the same 
predicament and the village headman has told us that we cannot continue parceling land to our 
selves since there is no more marginal unused lands in the village. The instructions from the 
village head and the chief have not deterred me from clearing the land because I have to feed my 
family and I am in charge in the food basket of my family. The initiation of this project has really 
affected us because the land sizes continue shrinking but however as this is our country we also 
have means and ways of dealing with these issues. The company should also understand that you 
cannot be a full woman and not own land or engage in farming activities as this goes against our 
culture. 
Source: Field notes, August 2011 

 

Mapping out land access by the woman reveals how the women in Ndowoyo communal area 

have also been devising strategies that go against environmental and agricultural regulations in 

Zimbabwe as their quest is based on maintaining their traditional source of livelihoods which is 

hinged on land. Increasing individualisation and commoditisation of land rights has occurred, 

and private rights of use and occupancy within customary tenure have become increasingly the 

norm,  Daley and Englert (2010). The case history presents how the rules of patriarchy determine 

land based activities as both the village head and chief are male who have given instructions 
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knowingly that women will be affected without even engaging them in meaningful negotiations. 

What is presented in this case is the role of agency as central in the way women will fight to 

maintain their livelihood sources and food security concerns as they poses the knowledge and 

capabilities of solving land issues without necessarily being involved in lengthy convoluted 

processes of trying to engage the patriarchy in communal areas where it is a taboo to summon 

the chiefs and village heads over such important issues that have been regulated by male 

primogeniture. Makura- Paradza (2010) has argued that in the communal areas women are 

emerging as victors through the challenging of traditional authorities using overt means such that 

the future of patriarchy in land negotiations is being somehow openly challenged. This is also 

confirmed by Mutopo (2011) who argues that women have always developed means and 

mechanisms of bargaining and evading traditional patriarchal structures in order to access land 

and improve their livelihood capacity. Rural women’s fate is tied to that of agrarian societies, 

and policies that result in the disintegration of agrarian production systems disrupting and 

affecting women’s lives harshly. Unequal power relations and patriarchy often imply women’s 

secondary rights to access land and limit their control over land and related natural resources, 

(Action Aid 2012, Daley 2011). 

 

Mapping of the land space within the bio fuel conundrum in Ndowoyo demonstrate how women 

as actors are also willing to confront land issues using non conflict approaches with the bio fuel 

company, way which can be interpreted as avoiding contractual and direct confrontations with 

the company. This appears as if the woman is interested in the investments but in actual fact she 

is not. As women are not involved in political decisions affecting bio fuel initiation plants they 

will always curve out space on the basis of the social regulation parameters they can control. 

Some of the women pointed out that in dealing with the bio fuel frenzy they had started using the 

irrigation pump and would talk with some of the plant employees who were responsible for the 

management and maintenance of the plant so that they could somehow continue drawing water 

for their crops since the bio fuel plant had exclusive rights over the irrigation water as the 

investors had repaired the communal village irrigation pump that had been damaged since 2002. 
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Impact of ethanol production on women in Chisumbanje 

Although foreign investment in land is not a new phenomenon, what is particularly new – and 

controversial – is the complex array of drivers of these land deals. Berhman 2012 et al (2012:51 ) 

equivocally notes that,  “a gender perspective is critical to truly understanding the impact of 

large-scale land deals because women and men have different social roles, rights, and 

opportunities and will be differentially affected by any major change in tenurial regimes, 

especially land transfers to extra local investors. Prior to any land deals, poor rural women often 

do not have reliable access to land, secure land tenure, or customary land rights”. There is an 

inverse relationship between secure land access, secure land use and the capacity to effectively 

ascertain control over that land either through formal or informal processes of land governance. 

 

Ethanol production has had positive and negative benefits on the women farmers in Ndowoyo. In 

terms of systematization of the benefits the negatives outweigh the positives, women have lost 

some of their prime land reducing their valuable source of livelihood and affecting their food 

security. One respondent argued that, “we have lost the land that sustains us and makes us a 

people who are incomplete and food insecure”. Food insecurity is now becoming a critical issue 

in areas where global capital has been used to influence the development of large scale 

commercial production of bio fuels. Food insecure households are also affected by the nutritional 

status of their families with diseases such as kwashiorkor becoming a more common feature and 

hence affecting total well being of populations. Mutopo (2012) reports that in Zambia nutritional 

impacts of corporate land investments led to the increase in nutrition related diseases and also 

increased HIV and AIDS deaths as populations could not afford a healthy balanced diet. This is 

also revealed in the following narrative, 
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              Box 4 Elderly woman and how the company has affected her food security 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women were also faced with loss of water rights as most of the water sources they relied on for 

domestic and water gardens had irrigation had been fenced as part of the bio fuel plant `s lands. 

This led to the increase in the distance women walked to collect water and an increase in the 

number of hours they had to invest in search for water. Extra labour and effort which could be 

shifted towards doing productive work like working on their land  and now shifted towards  

developing  creative water searching and harvesting techniques also affected the production of 

food crops and other household activities. The women complained of being exhausted after the 

long water trips as a result this affected their healthy. The process of ‘water grabbing’ by state 

and non state in Zimbabwe has to be understood in the context of international protocols the 

government signed  which view water as a basic human right. Zimbabwe committed itself to 

meeting the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), one of which seeks to 

provide safe drinking water and sanitation to at least two thirds of its population by 2015. 

	  	  

I have lived in Ndowoyo Communal lands since 1960 when I got married to my husband 
who is late. I have eight children and 3 are late. In this village before all this development 
brought out by the government I used to grow crops such as maize, beans and vegetables 
that I would feed my own children their families and give to some of my relatives in the 
Birchenough. But now since the land size has been reduced I am failing to produce as much 
as I did since I have a small portion of land. My grandchildren now suffer from cough 
related illnesses that I subscribe to the fact that the herbs that I used to collect in the forests 
are now not available since the new company has put fences everywhere. We now have to 
go to the hospital yet I used to treat them on my own. In terms on nutrition, I can no longer 
afford to have 3 meals a day I have had to resort to one meal a day in order to save food. I 
have to balance food for sale as well as for feeding my family. Operation of Green fuel has 
led to food impoverishment for me. This season we did not have enough rains so our maize 
crop did not mature properly. In as much as we have irrigation from the company, it cannot 
irrigate our maize fields, only the vegetables, vegetables need maize as an accompaniment. 

Source field notes, September 2011 
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Meeting this target is highly unlikely and as water becomes more of an individually owned asset, 

poor communities’ access to clean water is reduced. 

 

In Chisumbanje ethanol plant has been accused of poisoning water sources. In September 2011 

the Platform for Youth Development (PYD) noted that there was panic and fear as emissions 

from the ethanol production plant are killing livestock and destroying the environment (PYD 

2011). Emissions from the plant are alleged to have contaminated water from Jerawachera River 

which is the main water source. Jerawachera River serves the greater part of Chisumbanje as the 

main source of water and is a tributary of Save River which feeds into Limpopo (PYD 2011). 

Ground water sources, if affected by emissions from the plant will directly impact on the 

livelihoods of the poor. Death of livestock is a serious blow especially in a dry region like 

Chisumbanje where rain fed agriculture is problematic. The Herald, 30 March 2011 reported that 

one person died while 70 others were affected by cholera in Chisumbanje because the ethanol 

plant could not provide adequate water and sanitary facilities to workers.  

 

Access to medicinal plants, roots and tubers had also been affected with land being curved out 

for the plant mechanization process. This had implications especially during the dry season, 

(June-Sept) - when there is not any rainfall making it difficult to have relish which had been 

traditionally substituted by the fruits, roots and tubers. Medicinal plants were reported to be 

important especially by both men and women in discussions as they helped in alleviating such 

illnesses as cold, coughs and infant diseases, initially with the forests still available such 

resources were common pool resources and now they had to fork out cash to pay for the hospital 

fees which were really difficult for them to acquire since they were United States of America 

Dollars. Women pointed out that in terms of rangeland management it was becoming difficult 

since they had been fencing out of pastures making it their duty to take livestock to other areas 

within Chipinge so that they could have pastures. The pastures in Ndowoyo were now much 

smaller and due to this there was overgrazing which affected the health of the livestock and also 

overgrazing affected the environment its self. Use and access to natural resources are questions 

riddled in power and authority such that if women remain disadvantaged due to cultural spheres, 

bio fuel development will lead further to the weakening of their bargaining power. 
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From interviews it was apparent that women were highly skeptical of the plant’s ability to ensure 

food security and livelihoods for the poor. One lady noted that the plant was actually putting 

their plants at risk as they have been a noticeable increase in baboons after the plant started. The 

woman noted that: ‘Since they started growing sugar cane there has been a rapid increase in the 

number of baboons. Baboons are notorious for destroying our plants in the fields. We now have 

a serious problem when them during our cropping season. This means we have to be in the fields 

to guard against the baboons from early in the morning every day. We are forced to take time 

away from other duties.’ In many ways the communities are suffering the unintended effects of 

large scale sugar cane farming. The effect of this is gendered in that it is women and children 

who are forced to include watching out for baboons in their already busy schedules. The 

communities have however devised duties to watch over the fields and safeguard their crops. 

 

New livelihoods and new opportunities for women 

Capitalization of the emergence of a bio fuel regime has led to the opening up of new livelihood 

opportunities for women in Ndowoyo. During our observations it emanated that most women 

were also now involved in petty trading of different commodities like second hand clothing from 

Mozambique. This was a viable livelihood option since most people would buy the clothes as 

they were much cheaper than the ones in large shops, and those working in the plant also bought 

the clothes particularly those in menial and temporary jobs as way of saving their money. The 

trade was mainly done by women pooling their resources together and working as part of 

collective efforts since it emanated that the financial resources were not sufficient and so the 

cooperative efforts enabled the women to send some of their counterparts to Mozambique to 

bring the bales of clothes. 

 

With regards to the land based livelihood system, women were now involved in horticulture 

production since a flourishing market had developed due to the growth of Checheche growth 

point which led to the increase in the demand for fresh farm produce. The women produced fresh 

leafy vegetables, tomatoes, cabbages, onions, peppers and butternuts. “I have now decided to 

invest most of my time in my garden as I tend to fetch more money than in my maize field where 
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I have to invest extra hours and wait for payment yearly. With vegetables I am assured of money 

every day.” The setting up of the plant has led to women engaging in horticulture at a much rapid 

scale than before demonstrating how the greening of the economy opens up new avenues of 

agriculture in areas that have traditionally relied on the production of cash crops such as maize, 

cotton and  sunflowers. 

 

As women have found these new avenues of livelihood sustenance, it has also changed 

particularly with men also venturing in the mentioned trade such that competition over access to 

customers and the constant supply of commodities has been witnessed. Men tend to develop 

better business deals than men due to their flexibility without having too much to do at home. 

Women still have the triple roles of production, reproduction and acre work which makes their 

working hours full each day such that in terms of business principles men assume a much more 

prominent role. There is a tendency by some players in the plant who believe that if they need 

some orders they could rather give them out to men who are able to deliver on time as women 

might have problems in bringing the commodities together either due to low capital levels. 

According to Tandon (2010), however, the major issue for small farmers, and particularly 

women, is that they “have no say in the political and trade decisions around their lands”. 

 

Chisumbanje is changing rapidly. On average every month a cash injection of $US2 million goes 

into Checheche growth point as wages, salaries and procurement finance for various 

consumables within the project. With the advent of new communities of employees coming from 

outside increasing there is a new base of clientele with disposable income. Many formal-informal 

and legal-illegal businesses are setting up to meet the needs of the growing work force. As 

traders increase this has led to new demands on the existing infrastructure which was only meant 

to serve a few people. Women around the growth point are cashing in on new spaces of income 

generation. Box 3 below outlines some of the activities that local communities are engaging in.  
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Box 3: Increased economic activity at Checheche 
The plant has been both a blessing and a curse for us here in Checheche. There are so many 
opportunities for everyone. From women selling vegetables from their gardens to children selling 
freezits (frozen drinks in plastics) to increased demand for domestic workers and part time work 
in the sugarcane plans, there are opportunities to make money. Beer halls have increased 
business and there are many people who have started their own illegal beer selling activities 
(shabeens) in their homes. Everyone is chasing the American dollar. Now we have seen an 
increase in sex workers in the area. Some are from outside and others are girls from the area now 
involved in transactional sex. In the long run our moral fibre is slowly being corrupted. 
Source: Field interview, June 2011 
 

Conclusion 

In light of the frameworks of agency, gender analysis and capabilities, women are still faced with 

more threats with regards to the development of bio fuel plant at a large scale. This is due to the 

fact that the operation of global capitalism is modeled along primitive accumulation tendencies 

were the poor and mostly rural women `s asset base and resource are further eroded due to the 

global, national and local level underplay of econometric applications that lead to the exhausting 

of women `s resources as they are shared by all members of one` immediate family. This is 

further compounded by the fact that women `s land tend to be annexed by the conglomerates and 

women have not developed a common voice in fighting for their land in this new wave of global 

land acquisitions. In as much as they are benefits associated with corporate investments women 

remain further affected as they have to find means and ways of sustaining themselves and 

meeting food security and better nutrition status of the family.	   
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