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CHAPTER 4: 

LAND IN ZIMBABWE 

 
INTRODUCTION 

This chapter is the cornerstone of this research report as it investigates the specifics of 

the very subject being analysed. The chapter is set out chronologically to reflect an 

unfolding process. It contains only the two sections highlighting land in Zimbabwe 

during colonialism and after colonialism in an attempt to simplify a very complicated 

subject. This chapter is not supposed to read as a history only, land issues are 

discussed against the backdrop of a history already described in the previous chapter. 

 

The importance of land in Zimbabwe is obvious: 

 
It is not too much to say that in one way or another fate of property rights in the land 

area will be a key determinant of the shape of Zimbabwe’s entire political economy in 

the years to come.1 

 

Land was a central issue during the liberation struggle in Zimbabwe, and continues to 

be an important domestic issue.2  In 1980, the pattern of land ownership saw white 

large – scale commercial farmers, numbering some 6, 000, holding 39% of the land; 

black small – scale commercial farmers, numbering some 8, 000, holding 4%; 

communal lands where 4 million people lived holding 41%; and national parks and 

state forests accounting for 16% of the land.3 

 

During the colonial period, European settlers appropriated African land and the 

present land issue in Zimbabwe is thus a result of continued social inequality.4 Much 

Zimbabwean politics is thus the result of land reform. This chapter examines this 

affect, and forms the backdrop to the later investigation of Zimbabwean, South 

African and British foreign policy. 

 

This chapter focuses mainly on the years before the mid 1980’s and the years after the 

early 1990’s. This is because land reform was relatively neglected by the Mugabe 

administration from 1985 – 1995. 
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THE LAND ISSUE DURING COLONIALISM 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the section entitled “Early Colonialism”, The Land 

Apportionment Act of 1931 and the Land Tenure Act of 1969 were the two main 

pieces of legislation during colonialism that began geographical segregation of the 

population due to land and land rights. This legislation obviously coming after the 

Pioneer Column entered the country in 1890 and had acquired most of the good 

farmland ten years later. 

 

This early land reform produced a rather feudal form of politics based on racial and 

class discrimination imposed on the African population by the British government and 

white Rhodesians.5 Also, tribal traditions present no form of property rights as 

understood by Western culture. This in effect was the beginning of Zimbabwe’s land 

problem. To the European pioneers, land in Zimbabwe was for the taking, and since 

there was no concrete land legislation imposed by the African living off the land, they 

had no say in land that was thus acquired. Even though much land was available in 

the late 1890’s and the early 1900’s, not all of it was arable, and this produced a want 

in the Europeans (already present in the Africans) to acquire only good land with 

arable soil. 

 

When reviewing this early land situation some twenty years later in 1915, the Native 

Reserve Commission reported that the European authorities had acted on some very 

poor assumptions.6 One of these was that land that had not been acquired by 

Europeans could be given to Africans. The only problem with this was that no one 

occupied the land because it was of poor quality and it was therefore unsustainable. 

Also, when the European introduced legislation that allowed Africans to purchase 

particular land, their lack of understanding an exchange economy produced an 

ineffectiveness to exercise their purchase right.7 

 

Another land issue that surfaced in the years between the Land Apportionment Act 

and the Land Tenure Act was migrant labour.8 The majority of young African men 

left the African areas in search of work in the European areas. This began a 

breakdown in the tribal African tradition for it was the young men who worked the 

land and took over from the elders when the time was right. Also, with only women 

and children to work the land, productivity was lowered, leading the African 
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population to suffer socially. On the up side, some of the men did return with either 

enough money to buy land or with enough exposure to advanced agricultural 

technology to influence the tribal trust lands positively. The labour force produced by 

migrant labourers became a vital part of Zimbabwe’s economy, for as the economy 

advanced, these men became the backbone of the labour force.9 

 

The land situation in what was then Rhodesia worsened after the Land Apportionment 

Act. In 1945, thousands of new white settlers moved to the country because the 

British government had promised them land, and demobilised soldiers were offered a 

chance to farm in Africa as a reward for their service in World War II.10 Around 85, 

000 African families were evicted from their land in the ten years between 1945 and 

1955. From 1952 to 1954, the same sort of eviction (100,000 people) took place in 

Kenya and resulted in the Mau Mau uprising.11 In Rhodesia, Ian Smith and UDI 

channelled these grievances into a liberation struggle. 

 

The 1969 Land Tenure Act was then introduced by Smith, and intended to entrench a 

permanent division of land.12 The guerrilla war that followed in the 1970’s (Africans 

nationalists vs. white Rhodesians) was fought for liberation against white rule, yet 

winning back land provided much of the rhetoric and motivation for it.13 

 

The issue of land in Zimbabwe came to the forefront during the Lancaster House 

conference in London in 1979, where British and Zimbabwean representatives met to 

resolve the transfer of power and other pre – independence issues. Indeed, the land 

issue was one of the most difficult to resolve.14 The whites, backed by the British 

government insisted that land rights be entrenched in a bill of rights in the new 

constitution.15 

 
The compromise that Mugabe was forced to accept meant that for ten years the 

government could only purchase land against the owner’s wishes if it was ‘underutilized’ 

or required for a public purpose, and then only if the owner was provided with prompt 

and full compensation in foreign exchange. In other words, land transactions could only 

be conducted on a ‘willing seller – willing buyer’ basis. This provision effectively 

restricted the government to purchasing limited and often poor quality land that was 

voluntarily offered for sale. Britain agreed to help finance a land redistribution 

programme but within a strict budget.16   
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 Mugabe recalled what he had said during the Lancaster House negotiations on this 

issue: 

 
I said, “But you are Africans, how dare you accept the position of land shall be governed 

by the Bill of Rights? We can’t get anywhere with the Bill of Rights. Don’t you remember 

your history? The land was never bought from us. Support our position on this one! 17 

 

THE LAND ISSUE POST - COLONIALISM 

The land issue only worsened after Zimbabwe achieved independence and ZANU – 

PF won the 1980 elections. Mugabe now wanted land reparations from commercial 

farmers (mainly white) for the segregation of the land that had been enforced by white 

Rhodesians. The land issue was also still used to gain support among the African 

people in Zimbabwe. 

 

In the run up to the 1990 elections, ZANU stressed the need to speed up the land 

redistribution process in order to keep past promises to retain the support of its 

constituency.18 The 1990s also promised to keep the land debate alive due to the 

expiration of the Lancaster House Constitution and its prohibition on government 

expropriation of land.19  

 
In December 1990 Parliament passed a bill that allowed the government to seize 

farmland and pay whatever compensation it chose. But this new land policy, with its 

potentially dramatic challenge to property rights, obviously clashes with Zimbabwe’s 

efforts to reform its economy and promote domestic and foreign investment.20 

 

The argument that compensation was never given to the Africans for land that was 

unlawfully taken by the Europeans in the first place (so what then compels the 

Africans to compensate the Europeans some years later) is a strong one. This 

argument compels people like Dr. Tetteh Osabu – Kle to write: “There is talk about 

compensation. The question is who should pay the compensation – the robber or the 

robbed? Certainly, natural justice demands that the robber, when caught, should pay 

the compensation.”21 Dr. Osabu – Kle believes that Mugabe is addressing the 

injustices of the past, and that makes him the wisest African leader alive today – “For 

some few white Africans to own 80% of the arable land and millions of black 
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Africans to have nothing, is very unAfrican and unacceptable!”22 (But are the means 

used to address past injustices just?) Yet, what Herbst rightfully shows us, is that the 

Zimbabwean government seems to go to war with itself. On the one hand they want 

land back in the hands of the African peasantry, yet on the other hand, they want to 

sustain a viable agricultural economy.23 

 

Zimbabwe’s wants reparations for past actions, and even though they have gone the 

wrong way about it, it is understandable. In 1889, the British South Africa Company 

was formed in Rhodesia to buy concessions from the British Crown that formed the 

basis of the subsequent wholesale land theft.24 Profits went into British coffers.25 Over 

the next decade, white settlers hemmed the majority of the black population into 

Native Reserves and began the division of the African peoples’ land (they received 

small, infertile tracts while the white farms were the largest and the best). 

 
Zimbabwe was once renowned as the “bread-basket of Africa. The country was able to 

feed itself and give generously to drought stricken African nations. Government subsidies 

on food production and regulated prices played a major part in this agricultural success. 

But IMF prescriptions changed all that. The IMF argued that it didn’t make economic 

sense to use the fiscal budget to capitalise the agricultural market. Rather, farmers 

should be planting and selling their goods independently. That is proper capitalism.26 

 

This is when the Zimbabwean government started buying back land in the late 1990’s 

so that the peasantry could become landowners.27 This was to be done on a willing 

buyer – willing seller basis, yet in practice, the government was not prepared to meet 

the farmers’ prices (few governments in such situations do – the current South 

African land redistribution programme highlights this).28 Then it all fell apart, for 

where actual land was bought it was given to party cadres instead of peasantry, and to 

top it off, Britain stopped providing financial support as a result. 

 

America also pledged money to Zimbabwe for land redistribution after its 

involvement in the Lancaster House Conference in 1979, yet President Carter’s 

successor, President Reagan, and his Assistant Secretary of State, Chester Crocker 

arbitrarily stopped the money that was pledged.29 This began uncertain relations 

between the US and Zimbabwe. The US also has great influence over the IMF and 
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World Bank that were responsible for the poor economic advice given to Zimbabwe 

in the 1980’s.30 

 

The above – mentioned reasons alone show that land in Zimbabwe is simply the 

catalyst of bigger issues.31 “The real causes of distress are poor economic 

management, ruling party hegemony, racial anxieties, global aid politics and the 

inability of a nation to execute change”.32 If the principles of good governance (which 

include a co – operative foreign policy approach) are not adhered to, starting with 

government structures, then everything that follows on from this (land policy, 

economic policy, human rights etc.) will not yield sustainable, democratic results. 

 

In terms of the political economy, the land problem in Zimbabwe is illogical. “Land is 

Economy and Economy is Land” was the election manifesto of the ZANU-PF in the 

elections that followed the land invasions.33 “In modern economic theory land is no 

longer the basis of an economy. It was replaced by intellectual property and good 

environment (health, good governance, and good economic policies)”.34  

 

Unfortunately, Zimbabwe has not developed to this stage yet, and through the loss of 

economically viable land, her economy has dramatically slumped. Zimbabwe has the 

land, but lacks development. Proper planning and sound policies are required in order 

to achieve development. One cannot create an economy that relies on the output of 

farmers, and then seizes the farmers land and expects the economy to flourish. 

Zimbabweans have been led to believe that land is a goal- once you have it everything 

else will be solved. The current situation in Zimbabwe is a perfect example of how the 

acquisition of land does not solve all problems.  

 

Much of the land that has been taken through the land reform process was the source 

of Zimbabwe’s main export crops: coffee, flowers, and tobacco.35 To raise these crops 

for international markets requires a high level of sophisticated technical expertise.36 

Thus, productive commercial farms have been transformed into multiple parcels of 

farmland only adequate for subsistence farming. The people who acquired this land 

had no such expertise, and also had no use for heavy machinery or pesticides, which 

means that those industries lost their business. According to Terence Bragge, a farmer 

in Zimbabwe, “it is devastating to see what has happened to some of the prime farm 
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land in Zimbabwe – hectares of roses destroyed to be replaced by a tiny area of 

subsistence farming.”37 

 

Zimbabwe’s economy is not such that can sustain its land reform process. In 1990 

Zimbabwe agreed to implement a five – year Economic Structural Adjustment 

Programme (ESAP).38 Measures introduced included removal of price and wage 

controls, reduction in government expenditure and removal of subsidies on basic 

consumer goods.39 “Subsequently, in 1991, the government announced the 

Framework for Economic Reform (1991 – 95), which set a time frame for reducing 

support to parastatals.”40 Furthermore, in 1998, the government launched the second 

stage of its economic structural adjustment programme, the Zimbabwe Programme for 

Economic and Social Transformation (ZIMPREST). This outlined the 

macroeconomic reforms it intended to implement through to the year 2000.41  

 

Since 1991, the Zimbabwean dollar has been repeatedly devalued, and Zimbabwe’s 

economy has progressively suffered.42 This is due to the lifting of protectionism 

which resulted in the closing and down – sizing of many labour – intensive industries, 

South Africa’s decision to impose tariffs on Zimbabwe’s textile exports, drought and 

a decline in manufacturing productivity. The inflation rate in the country has now sky 

– rocketed.  

 

ESAP also led to severe cutbacks in social programming and spending which severely 

affected the role of civics in Zimbabwe. “Zimbabwean civil society is littered with the 

wreckage of countless failed self – help organizations, training programmes and other 

schemes which never established a consistent regime of operation nor attracted a 

regular monetary income.43 

 

Social Inequality and Land in Zimbabwe 

 The land issue has also seen much social inequality over the years. It now includes 

ethnic and patriarchal overtones, and highlights gender issues, for example, more than 

half the Zimbabwean population consists of women but in terms of hereditary rights, 

land is passed from man to man. 
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Women’s perspectives and needs have been marginalized in the discourse shaping land 

reform in Zimbabwe’s resettlement programme. The 1993 Land Tenure Commission 

(Rukuni 1994) was appointed by the president of Zimbabwe to investigate the key issues 

in all land categories in Zimbabwe, and through its recommendations to act as a central 

vehicle for land reform. Although it had no specific brief to examine gender issues, the 

commission consulted women on some topics and commented on their perspectives in its 

report. Local feminist activists also undertook their own extensive study on women’s’ 

perspectives on land reform and submitted it to the commission (Zimbabwean Women’s’ 

Resource Centre and Network (ZWRCN) 1994a). All this occurred in a context wherein 

the Zimbabwean government had, in 1991, signed the United Nations Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, Article 14 of which 

declares:  

 

‘State parties shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against 

women in rural areas, in order to insure – on a basis of equality between men and 

women – equal treatment (of women) in land and agrarian reform as well as land 

settlement schemes.’ 

 

In its final recommendations, however, the commission has almost entirely ignored 

women’s’ views and interests. Its recommendations on privatisation and the granting of 

title deeds are likely to heighten women’s’ insecurity concerning their entitlement to 

resettlement land (Chenaux – Repond 1996). The recommendations also jeopardized 

some of the current advantages for women in resettlement, especially those accruing to 

widows.44 

 

Since most women on resettlement schemes are married, they hence have no primary 

rights to land except those mediated through marriage.45 In the early years of 

resettlement, the Zimbabwean government allowed certain categories of unmarried 

(widowed or divorced) women and their dependents to obtain permits for resettlement 

in their own right. This was a major advance for women, because for the first time 

they had primary rights to agricultural land. However, over the years, only a small 

number of women have obtained this permit.46 

 

Early Donor Support for Land Redistribution 

Zimbabwe abandoned its hard line stance on land reform (for a while) at a conference, 

which ended on 11 September 1998, when donors failed to offer any serious money.47 

The message from the donors was that if Zimbabwe could afford a military excursion 

into the Democratic Republic of the Congo, then it did not need money for land 
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reform.48 After a year of confusion surrounding the land reform, the country’s 

precarious economy had weakened and smallholders had invaded some commercial 

farms.  

 

Mugabe had promised to acquire land for the people in 1997. He had the political 

support since the issue of land was the raison d’etre of the liberation war. Yet, land 

reform has been mishandled since the first phase of the resettlement programme 

ended in 1985.49 The prospects for rapid land redistribution faded as economic 

problems mounted in 1998. Despite balance of payment support from the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), the domestic debt was threatening and the 

currency collapsed to Z$ 35 = US$ 1; interest rates rocketed to 48 per cent.50  

 

During the three day land conference hosted by Zimbabwe in September 1998, 

Zimbabwe accepted all conditions laid down by the donors (especially those from 

Britain, the World Bank and the European Union (EU)), and conceded that the land 

reform process would be implemented in a transparent, fair and sustainable manner, 

which showed respect for the law and would broadened stakeholder as well as 

beneficiary participation.51 The donors also stated that it was to be affordable, cost 

effective and consistent with economic and financial management reforms.  

 
Harare had expected donors to pay the full US$ 357.2 million cost of land acquisition 

and to raise a total of $ 1.9 billion for its five – year programme. However, pledges 

announced at the end of the conference amounted to less than $ 1 million…In June 

(1998) the IMF agreed a standby facility and disbursed US$ 52 million, leaving the 

country with enough foreign exchange for two months – until Mugabe plunged into a 

costly war in Congo – Kinshasa. On 16 September (1998), the United States’ Assistant 

Secretary of State for African Affairs, Susan Rice, said her government regarded the 

intervention in Congo of Angola, Namibia and Zimbabwe, as ‘destabilizing and very 

dangerous as well’. The USA wants Zimbabwe out of Congo if it is to be bailed out by 

the IMF…Some 3,000 Zimbabwean soldiers are thought to be in Congo and Sagit, a 

leading Zimbabwe stockbroker, estimated Zimbabwe’s operation there costs about US$ 1 

million a day. The National Constitutional Assembly (NCA52), which lobbies for a more 

democratic constitution, wants to take the government to court for engaging in the war 

without consulting parliament.53  
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Good governance and effective foreign policy could have ensured a peaceful and 

cooperative land redistribution process for Zimbabwe, yet their intervention into the 

Congo was just one of many mistakes. Mugabe did (and still does) not seem to realize 

that effective foreign policy is essential to ensuring the frontrunner to effective 

cooperation and support.  

 

The economic collapse of Zimbabwe was commented upon in a debate in the 

Zimbabwe House of Commons quoted in its Hansard for 25 June 2002.  A member 

stated: “Inflation (in Zimbabwe) is 122 per cent, almost two thirds of the population 

are unemployed, foreign direct investment has decreased from $430 million in 1998 

to $4 million in 2001, and gross domestic product in 2003 is predicted to be half that 

of 2001.”54 

 
Food shortages due to drought and the agricultural disruption caused by the seizure of 

white – owned farms led Mugabe to proclaim a state of disaster in April (2002). In 

August the government ordered 2, 900 white farmers to leave their farms, but more than 

half did not comply, and the police began arresting those who did not. By the end of 2002 

some 600 white farmers remained (out of a pre – redistribution total of 4, 500) mainly on 

smallholdings.55 

 

The disruption caused by the seizure of smallholdings does not have the same 

implications as that of commercial farms. The owners of small - holdings (a number 

of them black Africans) are still left landless, yet the Zimbabwean economy is not hit 

in the same way as the destruction of a working commercial farm. Some owners of 

smallholdings are not farmers, so they are still able to seek employment elsewhere. 

For the rest, unemployment is an issue, yet they were not yielding a product that 

supported the core structures of the Zimbabwean economy.56 

 

The MDC stands in direct opposition to not only to the government’s land reform 

policy, but also its economic aims and objectives. Even though the economy has 

virtually collapsed as a result, Mugabe retains grassroots support. This is because “the 

MDC’s core supporters   - trade unionists, the jobless, professionals – are in the 

towns, where there is little interest in ZANU’s brand of land resettlement.”57 But, 63 

per cent of Zimbabwean households are rural (1997 census), and ZANU’s election 
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strategy is to move tens of thousands of urban voters into rural areas offering them a 

resettlement scheme.58  

 

CONCLUSION 

During colonialism the European settlers and white Rhodesians took land from the 

Africans. The fight for liberation in Zimbabwe was supported by the notion that land 

was to be reclaimed by the Africans and for the Africans. As the ZANU – PF 

government consolidated power the land issue became more and more important. As 

one can see, however, things took a turn for the worst when white farmers were 

offered no compensation for land (even though this was written in the constitution). 

The 1998 land conference only increased international tension; a thoroughly 

implemented, sustainable land programme in Zimbabwe now seemed impossible. In 

the years after the 1998 squatting on land became commonplace, and the ruling 

government ignored the laws of the country in this respect. Violence against farmers 

has increased to such a level that many people are fleeing the country. As a result of 

this, Zimbabwe’s economy is in ruins. 

 

ZANU – PF had placed pressure on itself when, in 1990, it used speeding up the land 

redistribution process as one of its election promises. Later, the government made 

some really negative economic decisions with its structural adjustment programmes. 

The results of this were a devalued currency, a neglected social sector, and huge 

domestic debt. In light of these results, rushing the redistribution of land, especially 

land yielding a good crop that contributed to the exports of the country, was not well 

considered. The government needed to be more focussed, and understand how land 

and the economy work hand in hand, yet even more attention was shifted away from 

domestic issues with Zimbabwe’s military excursion into the DRC in 1998. The 

country’s involvement in the DRC had a negative effect on the attitude of its donor 

nations. This lessened international support for the land redistribution programme. 

 

It is vitally important to understand the land issue in Zimbabwe if one is to 

comprehend its politics and foreign policy. When making a study of the country in the 

last thirty years, it is hard to overlook the role that the land redistribution programme 

has played. The importance and effect of land on Zimbabwe is applied to foreign 
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policy in Chapter 6, while the human rights violations to come out of land reform and 

Zimbabwean politics will be examined in the next chapter. 
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