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This is an important, exciting and hugely impressive study which throws
original light on the impacts of Zimbabwe’s controversial Fast Track Land
Reform Programme in one province, Masvingo. It makes a major contribution
to our understanding of these complex events, moving away from standard
myths and stereotypes to paint a rich and nuanced picture. It is without
doubt a major contribution to scholarship which deserves to be widely read.
Robin Palmer, Mokoro Ltd, Oxford; formerly Global Land Adviser, Oxfam GB

This book represents arguably the most comprehensive empirical evi-
dence challenging the popular myths that Zimbabwe’s land reform has been
a total failure, attributed to political cronyism and lack of investment. The
book will be most instructive for South Africa and Namibia as they ponder
a way forward with their own land reform challenges. Mandivamba Rukuni,
Professor and Director, Wisdom Afrika Leadership Academy; formerly Chair,
Commission of Inquiry into Zimbabwe’s Land Tenure Systems

This book is a comprehensive assessment of the nature of agrarian change
during the last decade. It captures the diverse range of real life responses
of newly resettled family farms and the new small to medium scale
commercial farmers to changing commodity and financial markets within
the new agrarian landscape, during a period of economic distress. Sam
Moyo, Professor and Director, African Institute for Agrarian Studies, Harare

This important study presents compelling evidence that the accepted
view that land reform in Zimbabwe has been a total disaster is inaccurate
and highly misleading. It breaks new ground in its exploration of livelihood
dynamics and the complexities of social differentiation within redistributive
land reform. It is likely to influence both scholarship and emerging policy
frameworks in the ‘new’ Zimbabwe. Ben Cousins, Research Chair on Poverty,
Land and Agrarian Studies, University of the Western Cape

Whatever you thought about the land issue in Zimbabwe, be pre-
pared to change your mind. Events in Zimbabwe since 2000 have been
so coloured by superficial media reporting and obscured by strident
political posturing that little attention has been directed to what has
become of the thousands of families that received land following the
occupations. Despite the unevenness of outcomes to date, they have
succeeded in establishing a base for themselves as serious producers with
the capacity to contribute significantly to Zimbabwe’s agricultural economy.
Bill Kinsey, Professor, Ruzivo Trust and Free University Amsterdam

This fascinating study critically engages with a question being posed
across Africa, as well as other regions: is small-scale agriculture doomed,
as conventional ideas about development trajectories posit, or does it have a
role that would be productive and equitable in a globalised world? Pauline
Peters, Professor, Center for International Development, Harvard University

Controversy over the Mugabe regime, not least the consequences of
its ‘fast-track’” land reform since 2000, too often generates more heat than
light. This makes all the more important sound, well-grounded empirical
research as reported in this study of agrarian change in the first decade
of land reform in Masvingo Province. The design of the research, how it
was conducted, its findings, the sensitivity and illumination of their
interpretation and the authors’ ability to connect Zimbabwean specificities
with wider literatures and debates, make for an outstanding contribution.
This book is as innovative and valuable as it was necessary. Henry Bernstein,
Professor of Development Studies in the University of London at the School
of Oriental and African Studies



This is an excellent book on the political economy of land reform and
livelihoods in Zimbabwe that radically alters the boundary of exist-
ing knowledge on this highly controversial issue. The relevance of this
study goes far beyond Zimbabwe: anyone interested in understanding the
relationship between land, political power and rural livelihoods should read
this book. Saturnino M. Borras Jr., Canada Research Chair in Development
International Development Studies, Saint Mary'’s University, Halifax

Much of Zimbabwe’s land reform policy since 2000 was unwise, cruel or
corrupt. Yet beneficiaries responded by using land and labour, and producing
output, in different ways from the big pre-reform farms. Both casual and
official observers missed this, reinforcing myths of unredeemed failure. The
authors’ careful fieldwork, in 400 farms over nine years, provides a powerful
and reasoned alternative narrative. Michael Lipton, Research Professor,
University of Sussex

This book is essential reading for those who wish to go deeper into the
complexities and often unexpected outcomes of Zimbabwe'’s post-2000 land
reform. It provides a richly detailed and eloquent examination of a radically
altering agrarian landscape in a highly contested environment. Amanda
Hammar, Professor in African Studies, University of Copenhagen

This is an important book that injects substantial new empirical material
into controversies over land reform in Zimbabwe. It is bound to stimulate
new debate and become a prime point of reference and is essential reading
for policy makers and academics concerned with agrarian intervention in
southern Africa. JoAnn McGregor, Department of Geography, University
College London.

This book gives us a detailed picture of the restructuring of the agricult-
ural economy and the diversity in people’s livelihoods that land reform
brought to the province of Masvingo. It is a picture that defies generalisation,
encompassing an extraordinary mix of shifting strategies, successes and
failures. Jocelyn Alexander, Professor of Commonwealth Studies, University
of Oxford

In this book, the pervasive views that Zimbabwe’s land reform has been
a disaster, causing food shortage, cutting off investment and benefiting only
a coterie of ‘cronies’ are subject to the scrutiny of in-depth surveys over
time, and on that basis dismissed as ‘myths’. Material for an evidence-based
verdict is now to hand, and very welcome. Lionel Cliffe, Emeritus Professor,
University of Leeds

Thisbookisrequired reading forall interested in going beyond the rhetoric
and media headlines of the controversial land reforms in Zimbabwe. Admos
Chimhowu, Institute for Development Policy and Management, University of
Manchester

At last — a book that stretches across all the common-place myths
and polarisations by delivering thorough empirical research and critical
analysis to reveal the changing complexities, potentialities and pitfalls
of Zimbabwe’s dramatic agrarian reform. Highly focused, detailed, yet
accessible and provocative, positive but uncompromising, this is a must-
read for anyone concerned with land and livelihoods in Zimbabwe, the
region and beyond. Joost Fontein, Department of Anthropology and Centre
of African Studies, University of Edinburgh
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and root our analysis and policy recommendations in such solid evi-
dence. In this effort we have been helped by many others. In particular,
we have had enormous support from those in the field, both farmers and
officials. The period of study has not been easy for anyone in Zimbabwe,
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the findings reported in this book very much echo those from other
researchers in most areas outside the very highly capitalised farming
areas of the Highveld. This was where the greatest disruption to commer-
cial farming took place; where the largest concentration of high-level,
politically-driven land grabbing happened and where the concentra-
tions of election violence, particularly in 2008, were. Important research
has taken place in these areas, notably a concentrated effort in Mazowe
district. By contrast, the story of resettlement elsewhere in the country
is less well documented, and certainly has not appeared in most media
or academic representations of this period. We argue therefore that the
Masvingo story told in this book is more generally representative of the
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geographical majority of the country beyond the Highveld.
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Harare, Masvingo, Hippo Valley, Chikombedzi and Brighton
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1

Livelihoods
& Land Reform
in Zimbabwe

1.1 Land reform in Zimbabwe: myths and realities

From early 2000, headlines around the world reported the invasion of
Zimbabwe’s largely white-owned commercial farms in dramatic terms.
This was ‘Mugabe’s land grab’, with an ‘unruly’, ‘violent mob’ of war
veterans looting and destroying property across the country. They were
supported by Mugabe’s ‘thugs’, and the political and security apparatus
of the state. Stories of violence, displacement and loss were reported,
alongside accusations of ‘wanton environmental destruction’. Images of
race were never far away, and the struggle between black land invaders
and white commercial farmers was played out on TV screens inter-
nationally. Zimbabwe, it was claimed, had been turned from ‘bread
basket’ to ‘basket case’. Stark contrasts were presented between vio-
lent nationalism and sovereignty, and democratic freedom, the rule of
law and development. Zimbabwe’s subsequent economic collapse and
widespread food insecurity were attributed to the ‘chaotic’ land reform,
where property and human rights were violated and successful com-
mercial farming had been transformed into underutilised plots run by
‘political cronies’ with no knowledge of or interest in farming.!

But the story is far more complex than the generalisations of the
media headlines.? This book looks at the realities behind the headlines,
and tries to tackle some of the oft-repeated myths about Zimbabwe’s land
reform with a hard look at empirical data. Our aim is not to deny what
has happened, including some appalling violations and abuses. How-
ever, there is an enormous amount of confusion, misinformation and
misunderstanding about what happened to whom, where and with what
consequences over the last decade, and a more nuanced story urgently
needs to be told. In large part misconceptions repeatedly arise because

1 See the many reports in the archive on www.zimbabwesituation.com from March 2000.
2 There is a growing genre of Zimababwe literature, mixing biography with popular pol-
itical commentary, including for example Buckle (2001), Blair (2002), Harrison (2006),
among many others, as well as a documentary feature film (‘Mugabe and the White African’)
and an extraordinary array of material on YouTube, blogs and websites.

1



2  Zimbabwe’s Land Reform

of a simple lack of solid, field-level data. This book aims to fill this gap
by providing insights from 16 different sites and some 400 households,
situated along a transect of contrasting agroecological conditions in
Masvingo province.

In the last decade, there have been major changes in the rural
landscape of Zimbabwe, with some radical reconfiguration of land, pro-
duction, economy and livelihoods. But the implications of this are often
not clear. It is too early to draw up a definitive balance sheet on Zim-
babwe’s land reform, but there have been benefits and opportunities as
well as costs, challenges and pitfalls. Why is this assessment important?
It is important for Zimbabwe, as land remains — as it always has been —a
highly emotive and political issue. At Independence in 1980, Zimbabwe
inherited a highly skewed ownership pattern, with around 42% of the
country owned by some 6,000 large-scale farmers, most of whom were
white (Palmer, 1990; Stoneman, 1988, 2000). This commercial agricul-
tural sector dominated the formal agricultural economy, contributing
75% of total agricultural output and 96% of sales. Advanced technolo-
gies and effective management resulted in high yields, with maize for
example averaging 4.2 tonnes per hectare. The commercial sector also
employed a significant workforce, about a third of formal sector employ-
ment and around 250,000 people (Bratton, 1994a: 71). The liberation war
of the 1970s was fought over land, and ZANU-PF, the nationalist ruling
party since 1980, always emphasised the continued racialised pattern
of land-ownership, especially at election time (Alexander, 2006). The
land reforms since 2000 have been a focus of intense debate, reflecting
highly divided opinions about the future of the country (Hammar et al.,
2003). As Robin Palmer concluded in 1977: ‘the most acute and difficult
question confronting the first ... Government of ... Zimbabwe, whatever
its ideological hue, will be that of land, bedevilled by its past use as a
political and economic weapon by the whites, and by the consequent
mythologies to which this has given rise. The problem will not be an
easy one to resolve’ (quoted in Palmer, 1990: 164).

For southern Africa more broadly, the experience of Zimbabwe has
highlighted one potential path for countries unable or unwilling to deal
with the unequal inheritance of apartheid or colonialism (Bond, 2000;
Bond and Manyama, 2002). The spectre of land invasions destabilising
an economy and the wider social and political system has sent shock-
waves through the region (Lahiff and Cousins, 2001; Cousins, 2003;
Goebel, 2005a). Equally, the alternatives to an agricultural sector reliant
almost exclusively on large-scale commercial farms, and the potential
of a more equitably distributed, small-scale production system have
highlighted the possibility of alternative rural development options
(Cousins, 2007).

The Zimbabwe case also offers some important insights into wider
international discussions about agrarian futures, and the potential for
redistributive land reform based (largely) on a smallholder model. Many
thought that, with neoliberal, market-based policy prescriptions centred
on the ‘Washington consensus’, radical and redistributive land reform
3 A ‘unity’ accord was signed between ZANU and ZAPU in 1987 following the Gukura-

hundi massacres in Matabeland (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zimbabwe_African_Peo-
ple’s_Union).



Livelihoods & Land Reform in Zimbabwe 3

was off the agenda (Lipton, 1993). So-called ‘new wave’ land reform,
based on principles of willing-buyer and willing-seller land reform,
was deemed acceptable as contributing to poverty reduction objectives
(Deininger and Binswanger, 1999; Deininger, 1999; World Bank, 2003),
but a land reform based on a major restructuring of the agrarian econ-
omy and patterns of ownership was just not expected. The Zimbabwe
experience is in many respects unprecedented, and deserves special
scrutiny for the broader lessons it reveals. For, as Michael Lipton (2009)
points out, land reform is both unfinished business and alive and well,
and remains a hot debate across the world (Borras et al., 2008; Akram-
Lodhi et al., 2009).

The future role of agriculture in African development is also a much-
debated topic in policy circles, as witnessed by the flurry of major reports
on the subject in recent years (IAASTD, 2008; World Bank, 2008). Many
foresee a ‘new African green revolution’ based on the flourishing of
smallholder agriculture (Johnson et al., 2003),* with land reform often
seen as a critical precondition. Others envisage a process of ‘re-peasanti-
sation’ which fosters local economic growth based on locally-controlled
production systems (van der Ploeg, 2009). Still others view the advoca-
cy for small-scale agricultural solutions as naive and populist, pointing
to the competitive advantages of large-scale, ‘modern’, commercial agri-
culture in the context of globalisation (Collier, 2008) and the on-going
patterns of de-agrarianisation and livelihood diversification across
Africa (Bryceson and Jamal, 1997; Bryceson et al., 2000; Ellis, 2000).

These are debates which we return to throughout the book. Need-
less to say, many issues are not resolved by the lessons from Zimbabwe.
However, the empirical material from Masvingo province does offer
some important insights, charting a way forward which in many impor-
tant respects challenges the myths generated by the stereotypical views
presented in media and other commentaries.

1.2 A new agrarian structure

Today Zimbabwe has a radically altered agrarian structure. In 1980,
over 15m ha was devoted to large-scale commercial farming, compris-
ing around 6,000 farmers, nearly all of them white. This fell to around
12m ha by 1999, in part through a modest, but in many ways successful,
land reform and resettlement programme (Table 1.2). Today, there are
still 5m ha under large-scale farming, some of it in very large holdings
(such as the 350,000 ha Nuanetsi ranch in Masvingo province). There
are perhaps only 2-300 white-owned commercial farmers still operat-
ing, with most having been displaced, along with a substantial number
of farm workers. Most land today is under small-scale farming, either
as communal areas or resettlement. Estimates vary, but around 7m ha
have been taken over through the Fast Track Land Reform Programme
(FTLRP) since 2000. This book describes this process in detail, and
the way land units of different sizes were created, based on two broad
models (A1, small-scale farming, either in villagised arrangements or

4 http://www.agra-alliance.org/.



