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Introduction 

 

Mozambique is clearly located on the global map of developing countries that have moved in 

the direction of allocating large land concessions for various agricultural and biofuel mega-

projects (Borras, Fig and Suárez, 2011; Hanlon, 2011). However, there are also signs – at 

least on paper – that the Government of Mozambique (GoM) is planning to commit itself to 

greater investment in small-scale agriculture, seen as a key factor in economic growth that 

will contribute especially to increased food security and rural poverty reduction.
1
 Despite 

positive aggregate figures of growth in Mozambique in recent years, there has been far from 

remarkable progress in poverty reduction (Cunguara and Hanlon, 2010). It remains to be seen 

the extent to which investment in either or both of the above-mentioned trajectories of 

agricultural development will affect this. What the present paper explores, however, is the 

question of why in the face of such limited local impacts to date, there has been so little 

attention given to one form of commercial farming that, in appropriate settings, has the 

potential to make a modest yet sustainable contribution to local economic growth and poverty 

reduction. I refer here to medium-sized commercial farming that falls between the two 

extreme scales of mega-projects and the peasant ‘family sector’: what I call the missing 

middle.  

To address this question, I draw on the experience of such farming in Manica Province 

that began noticeably in the early 2000s with the arrival of Zimbabwean white commercial 

farmers who lost their farms and livelihoods during the land invasions and subsequent ‘fast-

track land reform programme’. 

With the start of large-scale evictions on commercial farms in Zimbabwe from 2000 

onwards, Mozambique’s Manica Province along the central-west border with Zimbabwe 

became a preferred site of relocation for a relatively small yet not insignificant group of 
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displaced white commercial farmers and related ‘investors’ searching for a secure future. 

Even if it represented a somewhat circumscribed migratory ‘wave’, with mixed results, this 

motley mix of displacees precipitated several changes and challenges to both the agrarian 

landscape and key towns in the province. At the same time, the migrants experienced a range 

of challenges themselves in Mozambique with respect to displacement, settlement and 

adaptation, and the responses of their differently positioned Mozambican hosts. Much of this 

has been documented in some detail elsewhere (Hammar, 2010).
2
  The present paper is 

especially concerned with the significance of these Zimbabwean commercial farmers in 

Manica for considering the kinds of agricultural policy and investment choices being made by 

the Frelimo government of Mozambique. More specifically, it asks what lessons can be 

learned from this case for rethinking the place of middle-range commercial agriculture within 

contemporary African contexts.  It does so with reference to Mozambique’s uneven and 

contradictory policies and actual practices related to agricultural development in the post-

independence decades on the one hand, and more recent changes in its regimes of 

accumulation on the other. 

 The paper draws on a combination of primary and secondary data sources. The 

empirical material that informs the arguments outlined here is grounded in numerous 

fieldwork encounters in Mozambique during the 2000s. To begin with, between 2003 and 

2005 I was engaged in various stages of monitoring and further developing a programme of 

Swedish support for transboundary water resources management in the Pungwe River Basin, 

which stretches from Zimbabwe’s eastern border to Mozambique’s coastal city of Beira. This 

required intermittent visits to the area over several years. The then newly arrived Zimbabwean 

commercial farmers were already making their mark in Manica
3
 in various ways, and were 

among the key water stakeholders on the Mozambique side of the basin at that time. Given 

their aim of expanding commercial agriculture in the region, they were explicitly concerned 

with the availability, access and affordability of future water supplies. My contact with the 

farmers and the changes observed in the area more generally during in this period – but 

especially in the provincial capital, Chimoio – began to generate a set of questions that were 

not part of my formal terms of reference at the time and therefore could not be explored 

during those visits. However, between 2006 and 2009 I was able to conduct several periods of 

independent fieldwork in Manica (and Zimbabwe) as the basis of a research project focused 

on the context, experience and effects of displacement of a particular group of white 

Zimbabwean commercial farmers affected by the Zimbabwe crisis, who had relocated to 

Mozambique. This included looking at the ways in which these farmers reinvented themselves 
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and developed new modes of living and livelihoods in Mozambique in a dramatically 

different social, cultural, political and economic environment from that which they’d known 

previously. I was also interested in how their presence affected those amongst whom they had 

come to live.   

While these all remained primary areas of interest and investigation, a complementary 

set of questions began to emerge simultaneously during the course of the research. These were 

evoked by witnessing over time the promise, stalled efforts, failures and partial successes of 

the Zimbabwean farmers in Manica, as well as the eventual reduction in their numbers and the 

necessary reorientations of those that remained.  In trying to understand what role the 

Mozambican state and its allies played at different levels in this unfolding process, questions 

arose as to where the Zimbabwean commercial farmers were located within Mozambique’s 

evolving trajectory of purported agricultural growth as well as its broader development 

strategies. The inconsistencies that this exploration exposed generated a growing curiosity 

about what choices the Mozambican state (or perhaps more accurately, the Frelimo party-

state) was making, and why, in relation to its responsibilities and commitments to address the 

serious developmental challenges in Manica and in the country as a whole. 

In reflecting here on this contradictory terrain, the paper is divided into two main 

sections. Firstly, it discusses the experience and actual and potential contributions of 

Zimbabwe’s displaced commercial farmers in Manica Province during the 2000s. Secondly, it 

explores how this brief history fits into – and what it reveals about – the trajectory of 

agricultural policies and practices of accumulation in contemporary Mozambique.  In an 

extended conclusion, the paper considers what role, in principle, can medium-scale 

commercial farming play in a country like Mozambique which still exhibits very high levels 

of rural poverty and very limited growth in the small-scale or medium-scale agricultural 

sector.  

 

Zimbabwean Commercial Farmers in Manica 

 

This section explores why the Zimbabwean farmers moved to Manica Province in 

Mozambique in the early 2000s, some of the conditions they were faced with in trying to 

settle there, and the challenges they encountered particularly with respect to production and 

sustainability. 
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Moving to Manica 

In the face of the violence, loss and uncertainty that white farmers were experiencing during 

the land invasions and Fast Track Land Reform programme that began in the early 2000s in 

Zimbabwe, the initial and ultimately futile hope amongst many was that eventually the 

‘madness’ of jambanja
4
 would subside, farms could be recovered, and ‘order’ – that is, the 

familiar order of the previous legal and administrative frameworks – would be resumed.  

Many of the evicted farmers (eventually numbering close to 4200 out of approximately 4500 

prior to 2000) preferred to remain in Zimbabwe, or did not have the means to relocate 

elsewhere.
5
  Among those that stayed, some tried fighting it out on the farms themselves 

(Hughes, 2010), others in the courts.
6
  Some tried to find ways to remain connected to farming 

by other means. This included: leasing land from new black farmers to continue producing 

crops; acting as managers or advisors to new farmers, or in some cases even becoming silent 

partners in commercial farming enterprises; and leasing out the farm equipment that they had 

managed to salvage from their farms during eviction (not always the case) to new individual 

or collective farming enterprises. Others sought alternative ways of making a living in town, 

for example by setting up transport or engineering businesses, establishing agricultural or 

even financial advisory services of various kinds, or trading in whatever it was possible to 

trade in during the country’s ever worsening economic crisis.
7
 Others opened shops or tea 

gardens.  

But there were still others who were no longer able to make ends meet in Zimbabwe or 

saw one, if not their only, chance of sustaining themselves and their families as being to move 

elsewhere in the southern Africa region or in some cases even further afield.
8
 This was 

certainly the strategy of millions of impoverished and/or politically persecuted black 

Zimbabweans who saw no option but to cross Zimbabwe’s borders in order to survive, as well 

as of a much smaller group of better educated and better resourced professionals, many of 

whom have managed to find relatively good positions in the region.
9
 Specifically with regard 

to the evicted white farmers, as well as others who had depended for their incomes on a viable 

commercial agricultural sector, having been battered economically and in multiple other 

ways, they were in desperate need of finding land, livelihoods and personal security that was 

no longer available to them in Zimbabwe.  

Mozambique was far from the preferred destination at the time. Language (few spoke 

Portuguese) and cultural barriers, an unfamiliar and convoluted legal and administrative 

system, and alien social and political environment, as well as stereotyped notions of 

Mozambique’s relative lack of development and ‘order’ as compared with Zimbabwe,
10

 made 
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it less appealing initially. And yet for some it came to represent one of the few viable options 

to pursue.  An exact or stable number of those who settled in Manica Province was never easy 

to confirm, as there were a variety of (often spontaneous, often untraceable) ways over time in 

which people arrived, stayed, commuted, reorganised and/or eventually left the area. Some 

came as individuals, some as families, some as part of business syndicates. Some came 

permanently or were there full-time for a period, others were only ever there temporarily or 

part-time. Some came without any of their own resources. Some invested what little they had 

salvaged from Zimbabwe in their own new enterprises, while others were there as resident 

employees or on various contracts with multinational enterprises. In all, an estimated eighty or 

so ‘entities’ (single or collective) would attempt to settle in some way in the area during the 

first half of the 2000s. 

Despite reservations and a deep sense of uncertainty about such a move, one of 

Manica’s key attractions was its proximity to Zimbabwe, with the provincial capital of 

Chimoio only 80kms from Zimbabwe’s border town of Mutare. In addition, the available 

farming lands were only two to three hours’ drive on average from the capital. Importantly for 

some of the new arrivals, both for family and financial reasons, this accessibility facilitated a 

necessary straddling strategy between the two countries. Another important factor drawing 

people was the availability of agricultural land
11

 of seemingly similar topographical and 

climatic conditions, although there were ceilings placed by the government on the size of land 

the Zimbabweans could lease (and it could only be leased, not owned, under Mozambican 

law), up to a maximum of 1000.
12

 (In practice, few if any of the new farmers ever worked 

areas much larger than 30 – 50 ha). In addition, clear limits were placed on the potential 

concentration of Zimbabwean farmers in any single area.  But Manica’s land abundance and 

the prescribed limits to land concentration meant that potential or actual disputes with local 

peasant farmers over ‘land grabbing’ were relatively few. As obliged by the Land Law, the 

Zimbabwean farmers followed the legally prescribed community consultation processes 

concerning land access and use. While these always need to be viewed in relation to situated 

political economies and the unevenness of resources and political voice, in practice there have 

been no major contestations in the area to date.  

Land availability and access combined with emerging opportunities arising in the 

agricultural sector. This was linked especially to new investments by multinational tobacco 

and other crop companies at that time, which initially precipitated a clear if cautious welcome 

of the farmers by the Mozambican government. Indeed, at first the agricultural opportunities 

across the border appeared to some to make Manica a promised land of sorts. At least this 
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kind of image was being promoted in the early 2000s by a Zimbabwe-run enterprise called 

Southern Technical Services (STS), which began actively recruiting interested farmers to be 

part of an envisaged settlement project.  STS had developed an ambitious, multifaceted 

strategic plan for a large-scale establishment of Zimbabwe farmers in the Catandica area 

several hours north-west of Chimoio. The plan aimed to include not only production and 

marketing facilities as well as residential spaces but even spoke of setting up a local 

agricultural university. STS made numerous attempts to raise international capital for the 

project, and while doing so solicited deposits from a number of the Zimbabwe farmers who 

expressed interest.  But in the end it all came to nothing. Not only were the funds not 

forthcoming, but the Mozambique government clearly rejected this type of colonising 

enterprise, while not being averse to farmers migrating to Mozambique as individual 

investors. Although all deposits were eventually forfeited and much resentment was generated 

towards STS, indirectly the initiative had prompted a keen interest amongst some farmers, 

enough to get them to cross the border to investigate the prospects and implications of moving 

to Manica. 

 

Initial Optimism  

With STS out of the picture and no large project to aim for – and most with very little if any 

of their own resources left to invest – many of the farmers found themselves being wooed by 

Mozambique Leaf Tobacco (MLT). This multinational merchant tobacco company
13

 had seen 

commercial production of high-end, good quality Virginia tobacco fall dramatically in 

Zimbabwe as the crisis there intensified, and it was hoping to recover production levels by 

supporting migrant Zimbabwean farmers in Manica. The company was already well 

established in Mozambique, mainly in Tete Province further to the north, producing lower 

value Burley tobacco through a vast out-grower scheme (with approximately 35 000 growers 

by the late 2000s), and was starting something similar in Manica. But it wanted to establish a 

commercial front for production of the high-quality crop. The assumption was that the 

commercial growing expertise of the Zimbabwean farmers, under seemingly comparable 

climatic and soil conditions in Manica, would produce the same if not similar world class 

tobacco.   

The company’s expectations were rather high, however little time or investment went 

into research and development for what was in reality a rather different environment, ranging 

from basic natural growing conditions, to levels of critical infrastructure, to various 

production input costs, to the status of policy and political support. In addition, MLT’s 
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financing framework, while seemingly generous to begin with, had an unrealistically short-

term perspective, contrasting with the long-term agricultural financing common in Zimbabwe. 

Eventually the blind-spots and very real constraints would emerge, and disappointment on 

both sides would erupt into serious conflicts, but they were not on the table when the contracts 

were signed. For the farmers, the MLT opportunity appeared to be a lifeline that would not 

only enable them to access resources and begin earning a living, but would allow them to get 

back to farming, a desire that many emphasised.  

Key to the uptake of contracts with MLT was the problem of finance in Mozambique, 

primarily the lack of it.  Unlike in Zimbabwe, Mozambique had no history of commercial 

agricultural banks.  So that even if land was being made available (conditioned by the 

provisions of the Land Law) to the incoming Zimbabweans to lease – government allocated 

plots only being confirmed following community consultative processes – there were no 

affordable loans available with which to develop the land.  This situation had long retarded 

the expansion of medium to large-scale commercial agriculture in Mozambique, even in 

suitable land abundant areas like Manica. For the migrant Zimbabwean farmers evicted from 

their farms in Zimbabwe, having lost the collateral that had previously been the basis for 

agricultural financing in Zimbabwe, there were now simply no private or public financing 

options to speak of. 
14

 MLT’s offer therefore provided many with their only chance to begin 

anew in Mozambique. Consequently, the Zimbabweans were more than willing to take up this 

opportunity despite the contracts having uncomfortably restrictive binding conditions and 

unrealistic short-term production expectations. Again, this was in sharp contrast to the kinds 

of long-term loans from agricultural banks in Zimbabwe, grounded in an understanding of the 

inevitable fluctuations and need for an extended time perspective in farming. At the same 

time, there was a clear conflict of interest inherent in having a tobacco merchant company 

(MLT) lending to farmers on the one hand, while controlling grading levels and crop prices 

on the other.
15

  

Yet not all the Zimbabwean farmers were bound into dependent contracts with MLT. 

A few did have some limited resources of their own to invest, or they managed to raise 

sufficient external loans to start small, independent farming businesses or become part of 

larger partnerships, while others established related agro-enterprises in or close to the 

provincial capital, Chimoio. Some of the more significant yet still fairly modest farming 

enterprises involving Zimbabweans alone or in partnerships – this not being a comprehensive 

list – included a paprika trading company that contracted several of the migrant commercial 

farmers as well as thousands of peasant contractors on small family plots;
16

 several 
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specialised flower growing companies (one growing roses, and another proteas); a company 

that focused on horticultural crops – that again included peasant out-growers in this case 

organised in group schemes – which also established a local packing factory; and a dairy farm 

with a cheese-making factory, the first of its kind in Mozambique. The inclusion of export-

oriented agro-processing in several of these enterprises meant added jobs as well as added 

value.  

Indeed, despite many start-up difficulties on all fronts – bureaucratic, technical, 

physical, financial, social – at least up until 2005 there was an optimism about new 

opportunities that, while requiring hard work, seemed worth it. The signs of an emerging 

space of enterprise and productivity in Manica in general were very positive. In the 

countryside, land was being cleared, crops were being planted, and jobs were being created.
17

 

Employment opportunities were clearly relevant for the area.  One farmer noted how when 

they began clearing the lands in the bush, even without advertising for labour at least ten new 

people per day would appear, often walking for hours to seek work. In some areas out-grower 

schemes were being established (as complex as these are with regard to monopolistic 

contractual conditions). The evidence and energy of growth in Chimoio town itself were 

palpable. Local commerce was expanding to respond to the new demands. New seed and 

other agro-supply companies were established, building companies and various engineering 

services were emerging, several new restaurants and bars had opened, and an English-

speaking school was set up by Zimbabweans to accommodate the apparently growing 

community.  

Even if few of the farmers themselves were accumulating much in the way of wealth – 

in the early years many could barely afford to pay themselves salaries and a number lived in 

the most basic accommodation, including caravans and tents – money was circulating in 

general and both agricultural and urban jobs were being created. This mushrooming of new 

producers, markets and services in Manica both stimulated and challenged local Mozambican 

commercial farmers in the area
18

 who had been operating at generally lower and less 

predictable levels for some time, albeit with some exceptions. All in all, these developments 

led some observers to think in terms of a ‘boom’ in the area (Hanlon and Smart, 2008). The 

farmers themselves were more circumspect. According to one cynical Zimbabwean migrant in 

Manica reflecting back on this period, it was a ‘false boom’ at best: “A boom means someone 

makes a profit. But no-one was making any money.”
19

  

It is important to emphasise here, however, that what was crucial in the early stages of 

the Zimbabwean farmers’ arrival was the welcome offered by the Mozambique government, 



9 
 

an irony difficult to ignore at the time. While white commercial farmers in Zimbabwe were 

being displaced in the name of Zanu (PF)’s project of radical land redistribution, in 

Mozambique – even if only tentatively – these same farmers were being recognised as a 

resource for helping to kick-start commercial agriculture and contribute to economic growth 

in an era of increasing liberalization in Mozambique, or so it seemed. By all accounts, the 

Provincial Governor of Manica in office during the early 2000s was particularly positive and 

supportive, often visiting the farmers and trying to address the numerous problems they 

confronted. Even if there was a notable lack of policy coherence or support from the national 

level, farmers uniformly spoke very highly of the ways in which he would take their concerns 

seriously and try to find workable local solutions to a range of practical and political barriers 

to progress. This might include trying to speed up disruptively long bureaucratic delays in 

processing permits, or curtailing the imposition of exaggerated – and unaffordable – fines by 

various local officials for minor by-law infractions.  

Perhaps more than practically helpful, these gestures of assistance were symbolically 

significant for the farmers, given the extent of their political and economic vulnerability and 

displacement in Zimbabwe, and the continuing levels of uncertainty they lived with. 

However, there was a subsequent marked shift away from this positive (perhaps mostly 

personal) support from the Governor following the 2004 change in Frelimo national 

leadership, with related changes in the provincial level leadership. This was to alter conditions 

significantly for the farmers, for the worse, reinforcing several other factors that by the mid-

2000s would undermine the anticipated trajectory of agricultural development in Manica. 

 

Challenges of Production 

As already hinted at, the relationship between MLT and the majority of farmers they signed 

up proved far more complicated and messy than either party had anticipated, leading to bitter 

legal and personal wrangles.  Most critical were disagreements over the crop prices paid by 

MLT to the farmers. A number of those interviewed, including the grateful farmer quoted 

earlier, could recount from memory the specific figures they had been guaranteed for each 

season, and the much lower figures that they were actually paid by MLT, in some cases due to 

what the farmers considered questionable and unfair adjustments to leaf-grading criteria. 

According to MLT – who remained difficult to interview formally about this matter – at least 

some of the farmers they had contracted were viewed as either ‘incompetent’ or ‘charlatans’. 

They were represented as failing to fulfil their side of the agreements, and allegations were 

made of loans being used for ‘personal luxuries’ rather than for farming operations.
20
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Ultimately, even after several seasons of successful crop output, most of the farmers were 

unable to cover even their basic input and labour costs, let alone repay capital and equipment 

loans to MLT. Those that had used their own fragile savings to supplement company loans – 

as the once-hopeful ‘second chance’ farmer had done – not only went into additional debt and 

had the continuous threat of long-delayed court cases hanging over their heads, but they also 

suffered deep psychological strain. As we sat in a noisy café in Chimoio, the farmer in 

question emotionally recounted being forced to let the entire ninety acres of ‘a beatiful crop’ 

rot in the ground because of the dispute with MLT. He spoke not only of the punishing losses 

this caused him but also the effects (loss of jobs) on “my people that works for me”.  As with 

many others who shared their stories in interviews, his narrative revealed multiple layers of 

lives undone. On the other hand, depending how recent or severe the latest economic or 

emotional knock had been, most demonstrated some level of optimism or at least resolve to 

keep going. 

By 2006, the scale of misunderstandings and incompatibilities between MLT and their 

contracted farmers had resulted in an almost complete cessation of the company’s larger-scale 

commercial farming venture in Manica.
21

 Yet problems also surfaced with many of the other 

enterprises. Counter-accusations of crime and betrayal were expressed by the various 

interested parties in many of the ventures mentioned previously. There is no space here to 

detail the fate of each. Suffice it to say that the paprika company faced similar contractual 

conflicts and legal battles with commercial farmers as did MLT, which together with falling 

global paprika prices in the mid-2000s led to its demise in Manica. The rose exporting 

company eventually closed down, embroiled in various cross-allegations among partners, 

employees and investors regarding poor management, technical incompetence and fraudulent 

financing practices. The original Zimbabwean investors/owners of the horticultural company 

were (forcibly, according to them) bought out by British-based investors. The company is 

now owned by a South African-based multinational enterprise which has since invested in an 

expansion that boosted exports and increased the employment of local labour.
22

  

Cumulatively, these precarious conditions forced many of the Zimbabwean farmers to 

abandon their farms entirely (for which they only held leases in accordance with Mozambican 

law, not title deeds). Some even felt compelled to leave Mozambique, and yet between a 

quarter and a third remained. Of those who stayed, some who had originally started off with 

MLT, as well as the few autonomous farmers, explored several alternative directions with 

greater or lesser success. What is critical to point out at this stage is that, besides the internal 

contractual, management and personal wrangles that undid many of the farming enterprises 
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just discussed, there were also serious external production constraints inherent in the nature of 

the Mozambican political-economic environment. It is this aspect of the situation of the 

migrant Zimbabwe farmers in Manica – and the place of medium-scale farming in 

Mozambique and such contexts more generally – to which the paper now turns. 

 

Contradictions of ‘Development’ in Manica 

 

This section considers the dynamics at play in the Mozambican government’s relationship to 

the Zimbabwean farmers and the project of medium-scale commercial farming they were 

pursuing. It does not pretend to address comprehensively the wider dimensions of 

development in the province, nor does it consider other kinds of large-scale foreign 

commercial agricultural enterprises in the area more broadly. Rather, it considers the glaring 

lack of support by GoM for this kind of individual, middle-range farming – with its evident 

contribution to local development – in the context of public rhetoric claiming to support 

commercial agriculture and the small-scale peasant farming sector. 

 

Avoidable Domestic Constraints? 

Certainly there were critical external factors in the mid-2000s that affected the viability of 

some of the Zimbabwean-run enterprises in Manica, not least slumps in global commodity 

prices for key crops (tobacco, paprika) and negative shifts in international exchange rates. In 

addition, worsening political and economic conditions in Zimbabwe affected costs and 

supplies of inputs that were needed in Manica. Similar kinds of challenges face agricultural 

producers everywhere. However, under more stable conditions, with relevant political and 

policy support, more affordable loan finance and more predictable costs of production, some 

of these challenges may have been weathered more effectively. But the reality in Manica 

(particularly after the change in Frelimo leadership in 2004) was quite pointedly an 

unsupportive government position, and this exacerbated other more immediate and ongoing 

production constraints. These were repeatedly identified by the Zimbabwean farmers, and 

reinforced by local Mozambicans, as including the excessively high costs of fuel and of 

transport in general (given Manica’s underdeveloped road infrastructure), the unaffordable 

costs of connecting to the electricity grid, and the high price of inputs such as seeds and 

fertilizer, and labour (with higher minimum wages in Mozambique than elsewhere in the 

region). In addition, farmers complained about the high taxes and excessive local bureaucratic 
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fines they were constantly confronted with that additionally entailed endless hours attending 

to associated bureaucratic processes or legal proceedings. 

The latter concerns are acknowledged more widely as posing a serious constraint to 

doing business in Mozambique. Citing an International Finance Corporation study of 

administrative barriers to investment in Mozambique,
23

 Cramer (2001:84) notes that a “great 

deal of regulation in a country like Mozambique does constrain the individual and ‘red tape’ 

is a genuine bane of entrepreneurial activity”. As for the former costs, these are commonly 

faced by farmers in similar agricultural sectors operating in marginal regions elsewhere, with 

governments paying more or less attention to these concerns. In this context, one might argue 

that many of these problems could have been partially resolved or their detrimental effects 

reduced with positive and creative intervention by the Mozambique government, at least to 

the extent of providing some temporary relief and creating more conducive conditions for 

greater viability. Thus for example, certain phased tax exemptions and targeted subsidies, say 

for electricity, might well have been considered in the start-up period when the Zimbabwean 

farmers began to arrive (and simultaneously provided to interested Mozambican farmers). 

This might be compared with the conditionsin the Nigerian state of Kwara, where the 

government directly supported Zimbabwean commercial farmers who migrated there in the 

mid-2000s (Mustapha, 2011).
24

 This kind of support could have been eased out later as 

farmers became more established. 

Both the Rhodesian and post-colonial Zimbabwean state preferentially supported 

white commercial farmers for decades in Zimbabwe. This   sustained a dualistic land system 

for much of the twentieth century, defined by crudely skewed race, class and gender patterns 

of exclusion, underpinning political resistance both in the form of the national liberation war 

in the 1960s and 70s and the post-2000 land invasions. However, one paradoxical effect was 

the creation of a sophisticated, export-oriented commercial agricultural sector that was key to 

the national economy. (One should note that at the same time, the peasant sector in Zimbabwe 

was key to domestic food security especially through maize production, and has been central 

to national cotton production.)  Needless to say, this is not to glorify such a distorted regime, 

but rather to flag how the absence of any meaningful support at all in Manica resulted in 

potentially avoidable failures in agricultural development which had consequences not only 

for the migrant farmers themselves but for many others in the area. As already mentioned, 

their arrival and engagement in both agriculture and related sectors had notably invigorated 

the local rural and urban economies in multiple ways. But especially critical in the early 
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period was job creation,
25

 and as several scholars have pointed out, rural wage labour in areas 

like Manica is significant for poverty reduction, especially for women (Sender et al, 2006).  

It was in the face of the dramatic reversal in the trajectory of this particular 

agriculture-related development in Manica from 2004 onwards that urgent appeals were made 

by representatives of the Zimbabwean farmers to the Mozambican government. A public 

presentation made to officials in Maputo in May 2006 spelled out what progress the farmers 

had initiated in Manica Province, and the major constraints that they saw as largely 

responsible for reversing this trajectory. If left unaddressed, they argued, the problems would 

lead to further drops in production and further farm closures with continued job losses. To 

illustrate their argument, and to reinforce the idea of their indispensability, figures of the 

decline in production of key crops since the peak in 2004 – linked to the problems listed 

earlier in this section – were provided by the then chairman of the subsequently abandoned 

Zimbabwe farmers association in Manica Province:  

 

 Hectares (ha) of tobacco grown commercially dropped from a peak of 1650ha down to 

280ha in 2005 (first having risen from 202ha in 2001) 

 Hectares of paprika dropped from 340ha in 2005 to 30ha in 2006 

 Hectares of maize dropped from 900ha in 2004 to 70ha by 2006  

 Farm employment dropped from a peak of 4385 in 2004 to 2245 in 2005 and then as 

low as 600 by 2006 (having risen from 885 in 2001) 

 

Even if total hectarage under commercial cultivation by the Zimbabwean farmers at the peak 

in 2004 was relatively low compared to commercial farming levels in pre-2000 Zimbabwe, it 

was a meaningful increase for this part of Mozambique and had, until then, looked likely to 

expand in the future. Yet despite the losses both to the farmers themselves and to local labour 

and market growth, the appeal was ignored.  

In making the appeal at the time, there was an implicit assumption made by the 

Zimbabweans that the decline in production and employment, and the detrimental effects on 

development in the area in general, would be of concern to the Mozambican government. 

According to their logic, surely the government would be interested in optimising rather than 

wasting the opportunity for enhancing local development that the expansion of medium-scale 

agriculture in Manica could create. In fact, such an assumption was reasonably well founded 

in principle. Government rhetoric at the national level claimed that Mozambique was gearing 
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up towards a ‘green revolution’ that would contribute to poverty reduction in large part 

through expanding commercial agriculture that would or could have spill-on effects on the 

sector familiar/family sector or peasant farming.  The following sections aim at understanding 

why, given this proclaimed policy direction, the Mozambican government conscientiously 

failed (or refused) to address the constraints to medium-scale commercial farming in 

Manica.
26

 

  

(De)Linking Commercial Agriculture and Poverty Reduction 

On paper, or at least in official policy discourse, Mozambique became increasingly committed 

in the mid-2000s to the idea of ‘commercial agriculture’ – the varied scales of which are 

rarely specified or debated – as a critical factor in poverty reduction. One of its stated aims in 

its national poverty alleviation strategy for the period 2005-2011 (PARPA II) was to stimulate 

the structural transformation of agriculture in order to increase its productivity and its 

competitiveness in the international market. The peasant family sector was to receive special 

focus. However, according to Hanlon (2011), little progress occurred in the direction of 

peasants or poverty reduction, which seems to have prompted some reflection: 

 

So far, large-scale foreign investment in land and other private sector activities have 

failed to promote rural development and poverty reduction, leading to rethinking and 

growing debate within Mozambique. A new agriculture policy approved in May 2011 

put the emphasis on small-scale commercial farming and domestic investment. (Hanlon, 

2011: 3) 

 

Donors themselves have been slow to provide support for actual agricultural production, not 

least in the peasant sector, although this is now being considered more positively after a 

sustained period during which the framework of the Millennium Development Goals 

dominated and priority was given, rather simplistically, to ‘the social sectors’. The dogma of 

this era contributed to a persistent failure on the part of the GoM, and donor partners, to invest 

meaningfully in peasant farming at the level of production rather than in social development 

aspects (Wuyts, 2001:4).  

Both Wuyts (2001) and Cramer (2006) have associated this reluctance with an 

enduringly simplified and undifferentiated view of the peasantry by the Maputo-based 

political and bureaucratic leadership since independence (see also O’Laughlin, 1995). For 

Wuyts, peasants were viewed as a rather homogenous group during both the socialist planning 

era (mid-1970s to 80s) and the subsequent reform period (1990s-2000s). In the first period, he 
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argues, “the peasantry was seen as a mass of subsistence producers”, whereas in the second, 

they came to be seen “as a mass of smallholder producers” (Wuyts, 2001:1). In both cases 

they were seen as being “largely delinked from monetary circuits and, hence, able to subsist 

without cash” (ibid:4). According to Cramer (2006), this perception has been underpinned by 

a simplistic and somewhat contemptuous view of rural populations that among other things 

ignored rural differentiation.
27

 In addition, “rural labour markets have been thought to be 

irrelevant to poverty reduction in post-war Mozambique” (Cramer, 2006: 265) despite both 

older and more recent evidence to the contrary (O’Laughlin, 1996; Sender et al, 2006; Cramer 

et al, 2008). This, argues Cramer, has created conceptual and policy blind-spots which have 

failed to capture the potential benefits for poverty reduction of large-scale (or in the context of 

this discussion, medium-scale) commercial farming in appropriate areas.  

At the same time, policy makers seem to have largely ignored an interesting agrarian 

model that was articulated when the 1997 Land Law was drafted, that aimed to facilitate the 

spatial co-existence and complementarity of different types and scales of land-use in a given 

area. This was intended to promote ‘partnerships’ between rural communities in the so-called 

family or household sector, and investors in large-scale commercial agriculture (see de Wit, 

2000, and Marini, 2001). At best, in Manica one could point to some of the out-grower 

schemes linked to large corporate contractors that have seen the establishment of scores of 

thousands of small growers in some provinces (such as sugarcane in Sofala, tobacco in Tete). 

While impressive in scope and offering new opportunities for some, this does not necessarily 

constitute a particularly fair, secure, or sustainable form of peasant sector development (Little 

and Watts, 1994). By contrast, Bolding (forthcoming) provides evidence of the self-

generating, local agricultural ‘revolution’ amongst peasants at the edges of Manica province, 

on the border with Zimbabwe, which has emerged in spite of the absence of state support.  

One area that has received positive attention (and donor support) is ‘capacity 

building’.  An important dimension of this has been non-governmental assistance to various 

local agricultural producers associations, to strengthen their access to inputs and markets and 

their overall bargaining power around pricing and other policy matters. Policy capacity 

building initiatives at the national level have also grown, including a recent partnership 

established between the Mozambique government and the Alliance for a Green Revolution in 

Africa (AGRA) and other donors aimed at strengthening policy capacity in the agricultural 

sector overall.
28

 Yet while institutional capacity building has been targeting relevant actors at 

the centre, there remains a sustained lack of capacity amongst provincial and district 

agricultural technicians in the field. Local agricultural extension capacity has been notably 
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deficient, being described by one agricultural analyst interviewed as no less than “appallingly 

bad”.  

Political rather than professional appointments to technical positions are fairly 

common across Mozambique, but there is also insufficient training and appropriate technical 

support from the centre overall. Reinforcing this is a general lack of strategic coherence in 

implementing agricultural priorities on the ground, where inconsistent messages are handed 

down from the centre that appear to have more to do with party political agendas or elite 

interests than development policy per se. De facto centralised political control, despite an 

official decentralisation discourse, makes it difficult for senior provincial staff – possibly even 

at the level of governors – to make independent development decisions. Anectodal evidence 

from Manica and elsewhere points to President Guebuza’s (populist) practice of flying in to a 

province and making policy on the spot that contradicted or reversed both national and local 

strategic priorities. 

 

Ambivalent Privatisation and Elite Accumulation 

With regard to the Zimbabwean farmers, any encounters with the political leadership (after 

2004) bore no fruit. They were clearly not part of the constituency that counted. No matter 

what the policy was in terms of official support for commercial agriculture, little if any 

official concern was registered for the reversal in growth that had arisen in Manica with the 

arrival of the Zimbabwean farmers in the early 2000s and the expansion of medium-scale 

commercial farming. No visible efforts were made by government to explore concrete 

avenues to address some of the key constraints to production. In fact, the role played by GoM 

in general in supporting commercial agricultural development at this scale remains hazy and 

uneven at best.  

Perhaps this reflects lingering ambivalences in Mozambique about the role of the private 

sector in national development. On the one hand, the Frelimo old guard (at independence and 

for some time after) was deeply suspicious of locally based private entrepreneurs especially in 

rural areas, seeing them as ‘exploiters’ (Cravinho, 1998). At the same time, according to 

Hanlon (2004) there was a general belief held both within the international community and 

amongst senior government officials (and the elite) “that development in Mozambique will 

only come from private investors, mainly large foreign investors” (Hanlon, 2004: 603).  

Either way, after the peace accord in 1992, the government embarked on market-based 

economic reforms and an intensive ‘privatisation’ process that profoundly affected the 

structure of accumulation and wealth largely in favour of the party-based elite (Pitcher, 2002; 
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Cramer, 2001; Sumich, 2010; Hanlon and Mosse, 2010). This, I argue below, has some 

bearing on the refusal to support the Zimbabweans.   

In reality, even though a much wider range of commercial agricultural options could 

be considered for different localities, the present policy and political environment in areas like 

Manica appears to privilege large-scale concessions to foreign investors to establish mega 

projects in relation to agrofuel production (sugarcane, jatropha). Some of these projects are 

already well underway, many still remain at the planning stage, while others have been 

cancelled even before beginning (Hanlon, 2011; Borras Jr, Fig and Suárez, 2011).  There is 

much debate about the implications that such projects have for food insecurity, land rights, 

water rights and labour vulnerability both in Mozambique (Hanlon, 2011; Theting and 

Brekke, 2010; Borras Jr, Fig and Suárez, 2011) and globally (De Schutter, 2011; Li, 2011; 

Borras Jr, Hall et al, 2011).
29

 Not surprisingly, these mega projects require Mozambican 

‘partners’, but the process of selecting such partners is far from transparent.
30

  Common 

knowledge – now regarded widely as fact – points to the key beneficiaries of such 

partnerships being the ‘Frelimo family’ elite, and the Guebuza family in particular (Sumich, 

2010; Hanlon and Mosse, 2010).
31

The latter is understood to have accumulated vast wealth 

not least through the doors opened by the privatisation process initiated in the 1990s (Pitcher, 

2002).  

On the other hand, an optimistic initiative by a combination of private and public 

sector entities under the umbrella of the Beira Agricultural Growth Corridor (BAGC) – 

covering an area that includes Manica as well as Tete and Sofala Provinces – in many ways 

represents precisely the kind of ‘mixed’ initiatives that have been flagged in various 

Mozambican government policy statements over the past seven or eight years. It endeavours 

(and on occasion has succeeded) to bring together government agencies, donors, capital 

investors, private companies and research institutes to look into and commit to optimising the 

‘agricultural potential’ of the corridor. The BAGC mainly seems geared towards identifying 

‘appropriate’ projects (initiated by a range of mainly private sector actors) and facilitating 

finance and other forms of support to counter local challenges. The latter relates to some of 

the same (but also different) constraints that the Zimbabwean farmers identified in their 

appeal to the government in 2006. In a report (undated, but produced circa 2010), BAGC 

points to the key constraints continuing to prevent successful development of commercial 

agriculture in the Beira corridor:  
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Essentially these are poor access to agriculture-supporting infrastructure (particularly 

irrigation, grid-connected electricity and all-weather feeder roads), lack of suitable 

finance and insufficient experienced agricultural entrepreneurs and senior managers.
32

 

 

Clearly, the government cannot address all of these directly, but it might seem 

reasonable to expect that they would try to support an initiative with such evident potential for 

increased production, job creation, export earnings and general regional development. This is 

yet to be seen in practice. The experience from the Zimbabwean farmers in Manica would 

suggest caution in assuming too much. Yet besides the particular stand-off involving the 

Zimbabwean farmers – which bears its own historical and political complexities – what seems 

even more striking is the absence of wider policy debate about the role of this kind of 

medium-scale farming in generating growth, poverty reduction and peasant sector 

development.  I conclude with some tentative reflections on the context-specific reasons for 

this. 

 

Reflections on a Glaring Refusal 

Some of the contributing factors that may explain what I interpret as the overt refusal by the 

Mozambican government (at least in Maputo) to respond supportively to the difficulties of the 

Zimbabwean farmers in Manica after mid-2000 – or to even acknowledge their problems as 

valid – have been hinted at already.  This includes the question of historical ambiguity 

towards private sector actors in agriculture and rural business more generally. Race clearly, 

though not definitively, played into this historical equation too, given the memory of 

Portuguese settler colonialism and not least the forms of colonial farming and brutal labour 

practices. To some extent this expressed itself early on when the farmers began arriving, and 

STC had proposed the concentrated settlement of Zimbabweans in Catandica, which 

Mozambique categorically rejected.  This would have been reinforced to some extent by the 

long-standing (if somewhat less robust) political alliances between Frelimo and Zanu PF, 

although there seemed to be little hesitation at first in accepting the farmers, especially not 

with Mozambique Leaf Tobacco (MLT) playing such a key role and there allegedly being a 

close link between MLT and the Frelimo elite. But according to one sceptical Mozambican 

entrepreneur and close social observer in Chimoio, the acceptance was instrumental and 

predictably short-lived: 

 

When the Zimbabwean farmers first came in, the government [and here he tapped his 

shoulders, metaphorically signaling the ‘chefs’ with their imaginary epaulettes] was 
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interested in having them. They wanted their knowledge, their experience, their 

wealth. But after two or three years they wanted to get rid of them. Most of them don’t 

like whites….And in any case the chefs aren’t interested in long-term development. 

They want what they can get now.”
33

 

 

Turning now to a different realm of concerns, with regard to what the farmers 

experienced as crippling bureaucratic fines – and others would term ‘rent-seeking’ – it seemed 

clear that the central Frelimo state was reluctanty to interrupt or curtail such rent-seeking 

opportunities and practices at local levels. This might have entailed too many political costs at 

the local level and could therefore be viewed as constituting an approved form of salary 

subsidy by the centre as a way to ensure party loyalty in the provinces and districts.  

 At yet another level, and partly linked to the ‘chef’ comment quoted above as well as 

the matter of Frelimo hegemony, it seems clear that Frelimo is reluctant to allow the 

development and accumulation of independent local capital especially in a place like 

Manica.
34

 Manica had previously been a stronghold of the opposition army and then political 

party, Renamo. In more recent years, with Renamo’s increasingly poor performance in 

elections since 1999, there have been hints at the possible emergence of more independent 

parties. Independent domestic wealth accumulation by those without any particular loyalty to 

Frelimo, which then has the potential to be directed towards supporting the political 

opposition, would certainly not be appreciated. In this regard, it could well be preferable for 

the party-state to work with large foreign investors such as MLT who would not be in a 

position to engage easily in local party political support, other than (indirectly) to Frelimo 

itself. 

At the same time, preferential political support to large foreign companies has not only 

meant being able to control their presence and operations to some extent. It has also generated 

substantial revenue through ‘partnerships’ and directorships for the Frelimo-allied elite. This 

fits with a broader picture that has been emerging over the past few decades of a politically 

grounded concentration of capital accumulation in very few hands in Mozambique. One study 

notes that despite current positive annual growth rates of between 6 and 7%, “most GDP 

growth has benefitted only the richest 20% of the population” (Thaler, 2010:27). Mozambique 

remains close to the bottom of the ladder with respect to the Human Development Index, at 

165 out of 169 countries. Not surprisingly, this richest 20% at both national and more local 

levels is seen to be closely allied to Frelimo (ibid).   

What this appears to point to is growth without poverty reduction, and accumulation 

without redistribution. In Global Shadows James Ferguson (2006) makes links between neo-
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liberal shifts (especially in the 1980s and 90s) and what happened to national development 

projects in the hands of bureaucrats and elites that were being pushed to reduce the state’s 

own commitments to its citizens. Here, he seems to be highlighting a general trend away from 

national development projects that are explicitly about national development – that is, 

projects aimed ostensibly at improving the wellbeing of the majority of citizens through 

providing services, infrastructure and pro-poor investment. Instead, we have begun to witness 

an increasing and often uncompromising use of state resources and development discourses 

for elite accumulation on the one hand, and the closely linked project of ruling party 

perpetuation on the other.   

Although elite accumulation and its hegemonic effects are undoubtedly part of the 

Mozambican story, they do not constitute the whole story, and the result of some of these 

trends may not be quite as total/ising as Ferguson’s scenario implies. Several writers, for 

example, have begun to read these practices somewhat differently, challenging more standard 

or simplistic critiques of corruption or (neo)patrimonialism through conceptualizing and 

applying such terms as ‘developmental patrimonialism’ (Kelsall and Booth et al, 2010 ) or 

‘elite developmental capitalism’ (Hanlon and Mosse, 2010). In the Mozambican setting 

Hanlon and Mosse (2010), for example, positively stress the strong national orientation and 

domestic investment focus of the Guebuza/Frelimo accumulation strategy rather than the 

externalisation of wealth that may characterise cruder elite strategies elsewhere. Such 

applause, however, is decidedly double-edged.  

 

Conclusion: What Remains? 

 

What does all this mean, in the end, for the remaining Zimbabwean farmers in Manica? And 

what lessons might have been learned in the wake of these experiences about Mozambique 

refusals and preferences in relation to agriculture of the middle, and about the options for 

growth and poverty reduction more generally in similar settings? 

 

Persisting Against the Odds 

As already mentioned, a small number of Zimbabwean farmers have continued to farm well 

after the so-called boom subsided and the exodus trickled to a halt. Of the early independent 

farming enterprises mentioned earlier, only the dairy farm and cheese factory remain in the 

hands of the original Zimbabwean owners, who are in the process of expanding into milk 

production (the first enterprise of its kind in Mozambique) with the help of Dutch public-
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private sector financing. Several other smaller ventures have since emerged at a more modest 

and organic pace. One such example is a pig farm in Sussundenga Distict, which has 

systematically increased production levels over the past five years,. Simultaneously the 

farmers generated a local supply chain that included contracting smallholder soya producers 

in the vicinity, setting up a soya processing plant for pig feed, and establishing and supplying 

a busy butchery in Chimoio, while more recently extending sales further north to Tete in 

Zambezia Province 

Another Zimbabwean has invested in a long-term tropical fruit growing project, while 

also providing consultancy services mainly to local publicly funded agricultural development 

programmes. Yet another, a former disenchanted ex-manager of MLT has drawn on his 

extensive experience with contract tobacco production to adapt it to initiate an independent, 

intensive out-grower programme aimed at “smallholder household food security, with 

additional production of high value crops…[to] increase household incomes”.
35

  

These and other enterprises continue despite the almost complete lack of support from 

the Mozambican government and even an occasional attempt at sabotaging their success. The 

Zimbabweans I have interviewed claim to have refused to be complicit (through illicit 

dealings) in the Frelimo-dominated practices of accumulation but in their relative autonomy 

have still been able to survive and slowly grow. This suggests that Frelimo’s control is not in 

fact absolute, nor is external government support in these cases necessarily a make-or-break 

condition, although the challenges are perpetual.  Perhaps there is even a grudging respect at 

this stage for those who have stayed to see things through and who have not only managed 

(like other regular Mozambicans) largely on their own, but at the same time contributed to 

local development in a number of ways. To reiterate, these contributions include job creation 

and expanded product markets. But also, through these farmers’ long-term needs, they are 

generating a more stable agro-supplies and services environment whereby such businesses are 

themselves dependent on a more sustainable clientele. There are also moments of direct 

knowledge exchange with the broader agricultural community, as well as the overall value of 

demonstration effects, basic research and development, and extension services. This  

coincides, however, with the perpetuation of a fairly unaltered social and cultural divide 

between the Zimbabweans and their Mozambican neighbours and colleagues.  

 

Retaining the Middle Ground 

The final discussion attends to the question of scale, or more specifically, appropriate scale. It 

seems that the medium-scale is what best suited both the Zimbabwean farmers themselves and 
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the particular conditions in Manica.  Despite some of the earlier ambitions linked first to the 

STS and then the MLT debacle, what has worked operationally in an emerging-yet-still-

marginal area such as Manica – with its expanse of land but equal expanse of challenges – has 

been a more modest-sized enterprise. This has also allowed or demanded an intensely hands-

on approach by the migrants to the business of farming at least to begin with in most cases 

that may have worked very much in their favour.  

None of these Zimbabwean-run farms are large corporate enterprises, equivalent (in 

aim, opportunity or capacity) to the large-scale commercial farming formerly practiced in 

Zimbabwe.
36

 Neither do they approximate anything close to the scale or form of the vast land 

concessions being awarded by the Mozambique government mostly to foreign companies for 

mega projects. In this sense, the modesty of the enterprises poses little threat in the way of 

potential land enclosures that would dispossess peasant farmers.
37

 Nor are they like the 

emergent yet still isolated and struggling small-scale peasant farmers that constitute the large 

majority of Mozambique’s ‘family sector’ producers. Instead, these middle-range 

Zimbabwean farmers constitute an ‘agriculture of the middle’ that may well be best placed to 

bridge the gap between the two ends of the continuum in this setting. But to do so requires 

appropriate (political, policy and practical) recognition, space and support from the state, 

alongside appropriate capacities and long-term commitment among such farmers themselves. 

Finally, at a more abstract level, on the basis of this discussion I argue for a more 

flexible, situated approach to commercial agriculture in places like Mozambique, that is based 

on an analysis of diverse spatial, social, political and economic conditions in given areas, 

rather than applying a one-size-fits all model. 
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1
 This is noted in the most recent Poverty Reduction Plan, Plano de Accão para Reducão de Probeza 2011-2014 

(PARPA) See also Woodhouse, forthcoming. The rhetoric of supporting the small-scale ‘family sector’ is not 

new in itself and some gestures of investment have gone into this in the past but with insufficient planning, 

design, planning or actual financing, and little in terms of scale or depth of effect overall.  
2
 At the same time, a few scholars have addressed parallel migrations by other Zimbabweans into Mozambique 

during this same period. See for example Duri (2009). 
3
 I will mostly use ‘Manica’ as short-hand for Manica Province from now on. This should not be confused with 

the town of the same name (Villa Manica) which lies close to the Zimbabwe border. 
4
 This is a chiShona word referring to chaos, but it gained common use in different settings to describe either 

what for some were anarchic invasions and their disruptive effects, and for others the bold radicalism of 

reclaiming the ‘lost lands’ for Zimbabwe’s black majority. 
5
 This paper does not discuss the fate and strategies of farm workers, hundreds of thousands of whom lost jobs, 

homes and broader security while others reshaped their lives on the former farms, on plots accessed under land 

reform, or elsewhere. For discussions on what happened to farm workers from the invaded farms that remained 

in Zimbabwe, see for example Magaramombe 2010. A small proportion of farm workers in Zimbabwe – 

estimates are in the region of 7-8% – were allocated land in the Fast Track Land Reform programme (see 

Scoones et al, 2010). The conditions for Zimbabweans who became farm workers in South Africa, especially in 

Limpopo Province close to the Zimbabwe border, are discussed in this volume by Zamchiya and Derman, as 

well as by Bolt 2010, Rutherford 2008, Addison, 2007. 
6
 The most prominent of these cases involved Ben Freeth and his father-in-law, who took their case to the SADC 

Tribunal. Freeth has become a popular figure in the Western media, and was awarded an MBE (Member of the 

British Empire) in 2010 for “for services to the farming community in Zimbabwe”. See BBC interview with 

Freeth at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRoXXEExqtc  
7
 The Classifieds section of the Justice for Agriculture (JAG) electronic newsletter during the 2000s revealed a 

fascinating range of activities that (ex)farmers were engaged in to generate livelihoods. 
8
 For a useful analysis of Zimbabwean farmers who moved to Nigeria, see Mustapha (2011). 

9
 For a sense of some of these movements in the region over the past decade, see contributions to the special 

issue of Journal of Southern African Studies, Vol 36, No. 2, 2010, on ‘The Zimbabwe Crisis Through the Lens 

of Displacement’. 
10

 I have explored this notion of constructed distinctions between ‘order’ and ‘disorder’ in Zimbabwe and 

Mozambique respectively in Hammar (forthcoming), ‘Becoming Mozambicanised’. 
11

 Out of 45% of land suitable for agriculture in Mozambique, it has been estimated that only around 15% is 

being utilized. These percentages, and concentrations of land occupation and use, inevitably vary by province, 

but Manica Province is broadly understood to be land abundant. Additionally, it has been noted that of total land 

under cultivation, “agribusiness covers only three percent” (Borras Jr, Fig and Suárez, 2011: 215), although the 

figure might be higher if one considered land concessions allocated or initiatives under application for mega-

projects (for example for ethanol and biofuel, but also food production) but not yet realised, as well as other 

enterprises possibly operational but not formally registered. 
12

 This contrasts strikingly with the scale of concessions that have been awarded to foreign companies for biofuel 

development (Borras Jr, Fig and Suárez, 2011), or even to companies like MLT for tobacco growing.   
13

 There were other tobacco companies on the scene at that time, but MLT managed to muscle them out and 

retain a form of monopoly in the area. Unprovable yet widely circulating rumours suggested that this was 

possible due to vested interests of the President and Frelimo elite in MLT. 
14

 Only recently have some commercial agricultural financing options in Mozambique begun opening up 

(although all with high interest rates), alongside a few limited donor-funded, development-oriented grant and 

loan facilities mostly managed by non-governmental organisations. See Kaarhus and Woodhouse (2012, pp. 43-

50), for a comprehensive discussion of the historical and evolving context of agricultural financing in 

Mozambique. 
15

 In Zimbabwe, these aspects of the tobacco business were kept completely – and appropriately – separate. 
16

 Hanlon and Smart (2008:27) put the figure at 3000. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRoXXEExqtc


27 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
17

 See for example, ‘Zim farmers make work in Moz’, News24 (SA), 13 January 2004; ‘Resettled Zim farmers 

create 4000 jobs’, Business Day (SA), 15 January 2004. 
18

 Hanlon and Smart ( 2008: 32-33) have estimated there to be around 100 Mozambican ‘small commercial 

farmers’ in Manica Province, but make no distinction between them in terms of size of plots or scale of 

operation. Some they mention are only working 2ha, yet one would expect significant variations. There are also 

a number of larger-scale Mozambican commercial farmers (growing maize, potatoes, and other vegetable and 

fruit crops, as well as a large producer of fresh chicken) who are not discussed.   
19

 Interview, Chimoio, 20 May 2009. 
20

 While I did not attempt to verify the truth of such accusations during my research, what could be verified was 

that a number of those who were contracted to MLT, as well as those attempting to start their own farms, lived in 

very rudimentary conditions for several years – a number in bush camps, with barely any cash income – as they 

tried to clear land and start producing viable crops. Others had the means to establish more solid homes and 

sustain themselves while building up enterprises. In fact, there was notable differentiation amongst those who 

moved to Manica, just as there had been amongst commercial farmers more generally in Zimbabwe. See for 

example Selby 2006. 
21

 Only one of their original Zimbabwean commercial contractors continued to farm tobacco for them. However, 

they continued with the development of a smallholder out-grower tobacco scheme for some years, similar to 

their operation in Tete, but eventually this too was closed down in the late 2000s. 
22

 In 2009 there were changes in management and at one point threats to close down primarily because of the 

impossibly high costs of electricity, however the company appears to have survived this and is still in operation. 
23

 International Finance Corporation, 1996, Mozambique – Administrative Barriers to Investment: The Red Tape 

Analysis, Washington: Foreign Investment Analysis. 
24

 Both the Rhodesian and post-colonial Zimbabwean state preferentially supported white commercial farmers 

for decades in Zimbabwe which stimulated an advanced – and highly advantaged and exclusive – commercial 

agricultural sector. The point here is not to suggest any similar preferential support – certainly not to 

Zimbabwean farmers specifically– but rather to flag how the absence of any meaningful support altogether 

resulted in avoidable failures, and to underscore the waste of an opportunity to stimulate more widely the 

development of medium-scale agriculture in an area that was/is clearly well suited for such purposes. 
25

 See for example, ‘Zim farmers make work in Moz’, News24 (SA), 13 January 2004; ‘Resettled Zim farmers 

create 4000 jobs’, Business Day (SA), 15 January 2004. 
26

 This is not to say there was no support to any agricultural sector. See Buur (2011) for a detailed assessment of 

the range of political and bureaucratic measures of support to the sugar, cashew, fishery and poultry sectors, all, 

however, having a semi-industrial dimension. 
27

 See also Pitcher 2002, on the government’s ‘romantic fiction’ of the self-sufficient peasant family living by 

subsistence. 
28

 Other programmes have been in place for decades, such as an unusually long-term research based association 

started in 1990 between Michigan State University and Mozambican state and research partners that supports the 

strengthening of agricultural policy capacity (with key financing from USAID). 
29

 Borras Jr, Hall et al (2011), introducing this special issue of the Journal of Peasant Studies on global land 

grabbing, argue for a generally more nuanced approach to the ‘investment’ versus ‘land grabbing’ debate. 
30

 There have been a number of reported court cases in the media against multinational companies that have been 

found guilty of ‘unaccounted for’ or ‘inappropriate payments’ to Mozambicans. 
31

 For a more popular commentary, see Luis Nhachote, ‘Mozambique’s ‘Mr Guebusiness’’, Mail & Guardian, 6 

January 2012, accessed at: http//:mg.co.za/article/2012-01-06-mozambiques-mr-guebusiness. 
32

 Beira Agriculture Growth Corridor, unpublished report, circa 2010, ‘Delivering the Potential’, p. 4. For more 

on BAGC, see www.beiracorridror.com  
33

 Interview, Chimoio, 3 October 2006, quoted in Hammar, 2010:414. 
34

 My thanks to Lars Buur for raising this issue. 
35

 Source: unpublished Business Plan for this enterprise. 
36

 There was an upper ceiling of 1000ha for land allocation made by the Mozambican government when the 

Zimbabweans first arrived, and even for those initially taken up at this scale – which were mainly among 

syndicates – the plots were deliberately located at substantial distances apart to prevent land concentration. In 

practice, however, most individual enterprises appeared to be cultivating no more than 30-50 ha. 
37

 For a discussion of this broader threat in Mozambique, see Norfolk and Tanner (2007). 

http://www.beiracorridror.com/

	hammarcover
	hammarpaper

