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In a resource-rich country, 73% of Mozambicans live in poverty, and poverty and 

inequality are increasing. Where does the money go? Abroad.  

 

Frelimo won a famous victory 50 years ago, beating a much larger Portuguese army. But 

independence was short-lived, and Mozambique is again a colony. Not a colony of a 

state this time, but of the IMF and international corporations. But it is no different. 

 

The IMF imposed neoliberalism and the free market, where everything is for sale. And 

the Frelimo elite was to use their control of land and mines and contracts to become 

oligarchs - by becoming the agents of the new colonialism. The model is Raimundo 

Pachinuapa, general in the independence war and until recently a member of the Frelimo 

Political Commission. He saw that garimpeiros had found rubies in central Cabo Delgado, 

so he grabbed the land and brought in a British company Gemfields, to do the actual 

work of mining and marketing. Pachinuapa had become a millionaire, but the main 

profits go out of the country, to Gemfields, as the IMF intended. A few mining jobs are 

created but, in the end, Mozambique will only be left with holes in the ground. 

 

Yet again last week Mineral Resources and Energy Minister, Carlos Zacarias, said 

Mozambique must use its mineral resources to drive economic development. But how? 

Pachinuapa and his rubies are the exception. There are few millionaires, and no local 

development. And there are no gains for ordinary Mozambicans. Mineral rich Cabo 

Delgado remains poor. This is what is known as the resource curse. I see four reasons for 

this disaster. 

 

First the elite has accepted the IMF idea that getting rich is easy; Pachinuapa is their 

model. So, the children of elite families grab land and mining concessions and wait. A 

few have indeed made deals with Chinese miners, for example for gold mining, but 

without ruby-size profits. 

 

Second, Mozambicans are cheap. Former Transport Minister Paulo Zucula and former 

chair of Mozambique Airlines (LAM), Jose Viegas, bought two Embraer 190 planes for 

LAM for $64mn. They were paid a bribe $800,000, but when all of the Embraer bribes 
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were revealed in a US court case, it turned out that at 1% of the cost of the airplanes, 

Mozambique was the cheapest of all Embraer bribes.  

 

And what we see in the various Cabo Delgado gas and mining deals is that Mozambicans 

do not make big money because they settle for service contracts - hotels, car hire, 

transport, aggregate for building, and importing from South Africa. Frelimo power is 

simply used to ensure elite businesses win contracts at slightly inflated prices. 

 

 

DEVELOPMENT IS POSSIBLE BUT IGNORED 

 

Third, the Mozambican elite does not take seriously the development possibilities. Like 

the minerals minister, they expect it to happen by magic. 

 

Yet there are examples of what could be done. The original gas deal done with Anadarko 

involved giving some of the physical gas directly to the government. It then agreed with 

the largest fertiliser company in the world, Yara from Norway, to produce and distribute 

fertiliser in Mozambique. It would have transformed peasant farming. But later 

government officials just let the deal drop, with no explanation or protest.  

 

More recently we have graphite, which is important for electric car batteries. Graphite is 

used in the anodes of the battery and the assembly process in simple; it could easily have 

been done in Cabo Delgado. But the US is giving Australian company Syrah a $300mn 

subsidy to do the assembly in Louisiana and create 319 jobs and contracts for 150 local 

companies. The IMF would have said such a subsidy is only allowed in the colonial powers 

and not in the recolonised zones. However, because there is a real battle between China 

and the US for graphite, Mozambique could have forced the company to do local 

production of anodes. But Mozambicans were happy to have won small supply contracts 

for the mines rather than created 319 jobs plus markets. Again, settling for very little. 

 

Twenty years ago, I was in Angoche, and a new fishing port development had been 

promised, with freezers, etc. It would have created jobs and development, but nothing 

happened. It is election time again and President Filipe Nyusi was in Angoche on 26 July 

to promise the same fishing port. 

 

Fourth, few people pay attention to the impact of recolonisation. No one at the top cares. 

In the $2bn secret debt case in London, 10 days ago, Judge Robin Knowles in his ruling 

said "It is remarkable to note that, in all I heard and read, I was unable to identify a single 

senior official or office holder who over the period 2011-2015 stood up for Mozambique 

and challenged or tested what was or might be going on.”  

 

I have read some of the early documents, and in minutes saw they were unreal. The tuna 

deal said that Mozambique would sell its tuna for three times the price of fishers in 

nearby Seychelles, and that price was on a public FAO website. 
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And at the small end, in the LAM deal Embraer was allowed to raise the price of the 

planes by $1.4mn. Not only did that mean that LAM, not Embraer, paid the bribe, but the 

Embraer made an extra $600,000 profit just for giving a bribe. 

 

But it is not just the jobs that are not created. Thousands of artisanal miners and fisher 

people have been thrown off their land or lost access to the sea because mining and gas 

projects in Cabo Delgado forced resettlement. Not only have these people gained 

nothing, they are worse off because they have lost their livelihoods. Sometimes they get 

houses but have no way to earn a living.  

 

The 20-year-development plan approved by the Council of Ministers in June admits the 

past decade has been a disaster. "Lower than expected economic growth resulted in 

lower investment, higher unemployment and a reduction in the government's capacity 

to finance social programmes and essential infrastructure" in the decade 2015-2023. The 

plan notes that 46% of the population was below the consumption poverty line in 2015, 

but this had jumped to 65% in 2022; inequality had also increased. It also shows that 37% 

of children under 5 years old now suffer "chronic malnutrition" 

 

 

IS WAR THE ONLY WAY? 

 

In Cabo Delgado there had been one important improvement. Primary education had 

been extended. Young people had four years of primary school, compared to their 

illiterate parents. They believed they were "educated" and no longer had to do 

backbreaking farming with only a hoe, or fishing walking with nets for hours along the 

beach, as their parents still do. 

 

Some sat by the side of the road trying to sell a few things while the mining and gas 4x4s 

whizzed by. And they said they wanted a small share of those resources, but the answer 

was no - there are no jobs for semi-literate young people with only four years of 

schooling. 

 

Fifty years earlier young people from Cabo Delgado facing the same problem had formed 

Frelimo and gone to war against the colonial power. In 2017 young people made the 

same decision, and a small armed group attacked and captured the port town of 

Mocímboa da Praia. They held the town for only a day and then left, but the war they 

started soon became a popular insurgency. The rebels of 50 years earlier had become 

the new colonisers, stealing the wealth. 

 

Insurgents gained control of four districts and major towns. It was clear most of the 

young fighters just wanted jobs and money. At that point, a few thousand jobs would 

have been enough - created by the gas industry or through construction skills 

apprenticeships, but in either case with guaranteed jobs. But senior Frelimo people did 

not see this as an answer and pretended the was due to "external forces".  
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In June 2020 insurgents captured Mocímboa da Praia, the largest town near the gas 

installations. Further north is Palma, a smaller town near the gas installations on the 

Afungi peninsula. Palma was the base for all the contractors and subcontractors. It was 

captured and held for a week in April 2021. Insurgents carefully attacked government 

buildings but not the gas contractors. After they left, the town was occupied by the army 

and police who looted everything, even breaking into bank vaults. After that there was 

calm. The Amarula Hotel building was undamaged but had been stripped. It reopened a 

year later, with the same furniture bought back from the army and police looters "at a 

reasonable price".  

 

On 26 April 2021, TotalEnergies, the lead gas company, declared Force Majeure, and work 

stopped. Two days later President Filipe Nyusi was in Rwanda talking to President Paul 

Kagame, who sent 1000 Rwandan troops in July. The number is up to 4000, but Force 

Majeure has not been lifted. 

 

A crunch came in October 2021, when the World Bank, EU, ADB and UNDP tabled a 

proposed Strategy for Resilience and Development in the North (ERDIN) with promises 

of $2.5 bn attached. The proposal put substantial emphasis on local grievances - poverty, 

inequality, marginalisation, and no gains from local resources - as one of the major roots 

of the civil war. President Filipe Nyusi has always rejected this, and government refused 

to even submit the ERDIN proposal to the Council of Ministers, leading to a stand-off. 

 

But the big donors and lenders such as the World Bank and European Union in 

Washington and Brussels approve outline budgets a year or more advance, and the 

pressure was on Maputo offices to disperse it. In the end, pushing money out the door 

was the priority. It is a total reversal of a decade ago when donors could withhold money 

to pressure government for policy changes; now government has the whip hand. And in 

May 2022 the EU and World Bank released some of the money with a report that did not 

mention local roots. 

 

 

CAN WE MOVE FROM WAR TO DEVELOPMENT? 

 

There are now 4000 Rwandan troops fighting about the same number of insurgents. And 

the Rwandans are a lot more expensive than creating 4000 or even 40,000 local jobs - 

which would have ended the insurgency. Now the gas will start at least five years late, 

and the extra time has not been used to train local young people, so the jobs will go to 

outsiders, and the war will continue. 

 

As always in such a situation, the biggest employers are the humanitarian agencies 

helping the million people who have been displaced in this war. But that is hardly a long 

term solution. 
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Fifty years ago, young people from Cabo Delgado fought bravely and creatively, and 

some died. But against all odds, they won the war, against an old fascist dictatorship in 

Portugal. Mozambique became independent. And for five years the war veterans worked 

hard, with local supporters to keep the economy running and then try to transform it. 

Mistakes were made, but health and education for all were introduced and the economy 

began to grow. Frelimo was trusted because of hard work and discussion. There were 

debates about development in the daily newspaper, Notícias. 

 

Fifty year later, the same people - or their children - are still running Mozambique. But 

they are old, tired, and ready to settle for being recolonised.  

 

Ironically, the message of the insurgents is the same as that of Frelimo 60 years ago - we 

need a change in government and in thinking to give us development and a share of the 

wealth.  

 

Are young people shooting at their elders the only way for change to occur in 

Mozambique? Or is there still some way to give young people in Cabo Delgado - and in 

all of Mozambique - a voice, jobs, and dignity? 

 

The vast majority of Mozambicans do not remember the independence war or even the 

1980s cold war proxy war, yet they are being ruled by people from that era who feel that 

their hard work then gives they a right to money and an easy life now, while keeping 

power. They act as agents for the new colonizers. They have created and profit from the 

Cabo Delgado resource curse. 

 

To a large extent Frelimo and the lenders donors and multinational companies are happy 

with the current state of recolonisation. In 2021 President Nyusi made clear there would 

be no voice for young people. But when Portugal did that 60 years ago, Nyusi's parent 

joined Frelimo and fought in the independence war.  

 

Can young people play a real role in development in Mozambique, or is a new anti-

colonial war necessary? 

 

 


