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emedlllR ANOS THE MOZAMBICAN PEASANT BETWEEN POLITICAL
SOVEREIGNTY AND ECONOMIC DEPENDENCE

Yasser Arafat Dada’

On 25 June 1975, Samora Machel proclaimed Mozambique's independence at Machava
Stadium, in Maputo, in a moment of collective euphoria that condensed decades of
armed struggle and expectations of transformation. The new Constitution of the People's
Republic explicitly vested power in workers and peasants. Fifty-one years later, on 25
June 2026, the Mozambican peasant, who remains the central actor of the agrarian
economy and the foundation of national food security, lives in a condition that painfully
contradicts the founding commitments of the republicc Mozambique is the second
poorest country in the world, with 81% of the population living on less than three dollars
a day; rural poverty increased between 2016 and 2025, a period described by the World
Bank as "a lost decade” in terms of well-being.

This OMR Destaque Rural analyses, from a historical and structural perspective, the
trajectory of the Mozambican peasant over the 51 years of independence, from the
socialist promises of communal villages to the disillusionment of structural adjustment;
from the euphoria of 7% growth between 2003 and 2015 to the reversal of the following
decade. The central argument is that the political independence of 1975 was not
accompanied by a structural transformation in the economic condition of the
Mozambican peasant. The flags changed, the speeches changed, the anthem changed,
the regimes changed, but the peasant remains the actor who works the most,
accumulates the least, bears the greatest costs of shocks (internal and external), and
benefits the least from growth. In 2026, fifty-one years after Samora said that “the
struggle continues”, the struggle of the Mozambican peasant is, in essence, the same: to
survive in a system that places him at the centre of rhetoric and on the periphery of
benefits.

" Yasser Arafat Dad4, Economista e Mestre em Desenvolvimento e Cooperacdo Internacional pela
Universidade de Lisboa. Doutor em Estudos de Desenvolvimento. Director e Pesquisador do OMR.
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1. THE PROMISE OF 1975: THE PEASANT AT THE CENTRE OF THE REVOLUTION
1.1. Independence and the agrarian question: a declared rupture

The independence of Mozambique, proclaimed on 25 June 1975, was much more than
an act of political sovereignty. It was the promise of a total break with the colonial order
— an order in which the African peasant had been systematically exploited as labour on
the cotton, sisal and sugarcane plantations of concessionary companies; as a forced
producer of cash crops for the metropole; and as the subject of a taxation and
compulsory labour system (chibalo) that turned his land and his body into instruments
of colonial accumulation. The new Constitution was explicit: power belonged to “workers
and peasants”, and the government undertook to build a “new society” based on
equality, the collectivisation of the means of production and the elimination of the
exploitation of man by man.

In the agrarian sphere, the break with colonialism was reflected in the nationalisation of
the large plantations and agrarian enterprises abandoned by Portuguese settlers as they
fled, and their consequent transformation into state farms; and in the communal villages
programme, which sought to concentrate the dispersed rural population in planned
settlements with access to collective health, education, marketing and peasant collective
production services. The agrarian structure of the new regime thus comprised four
elements: state farms, people’s farms, agricultural cooperatives and people’s shops. In
1975, in the prevailing climate of euphoria, the organisation of cooperatives and
communal villages did not encounter significant immediate resistance, and peasants
participated, in many cases, with genuine enthusiasm in the construction of the new
order (Folmer, Geurts and Francisco, 1998).2

1.2. The collapse of collectivisation: between utopia and coercion

Within a few years, the experience of communal villages and state farms proved to be an
economic and social failure of dramatic proportions. State farms (conceived as modern
and mechanised production units) were constrained by a central planning system that
removed all management autonomy at enterprise level: the director received, each year,
the directives of the Central State Plan regarding what to sow, production volumes, the
inputs to which the enterprise would be entitled and the destination of production, with
no room to adapt decisions to local conditions; technical staff, insufficient in number and
centrally allocated, could be withdrawn at any time for other duties; and there were no
functioning markets to absorb production. State action in terms of provisioning and
purchasing agricultural output failed to keep pace with the efforts of peasants who had
agreed to join the new collective structures. Prices paid through state channels were fixed
and often paid late; promised inputs arrived late or did not arrive at all; and cooperative
bureaucracy replaced the flexibility of informal markets (prohibited for most agrarian

2 Folmer, E., Geurts, P., & Francisco, J. (1998). Assessment of smallholder agriculture in Mozambique. Report
for the Netherlands-Mozambique Joint Programme for Agricultural Development.

B



products) without delivering the benefits of coordination it had promised (Casal, 1988;
Mosca, 1999; 2005; Bowen, 2000).3

The communal villages, in turn, generated growing resistance. After 1980, the
government began to use “increasingly coercive” measures to force peasants to move to
the new villages. The peasant strategy of resistance was subtle but effective: “formal
agreement to move to the communal villages (..) while in fact remaining in their old
residences.” RENAMO, which fought the new State with South African and Rhodesian
support, systematically attacked communal villages and state farms — because they were
the most visible symbols of the socialist project and the most accessible targets (Geffray,
1991).* By the end of the 1980s, RENAMO had succeeded in forcing the Government to
abandon the policy of “socialisation of the countryside”. The peasant, placed at the centre
of the revolution, was also the one who suffered most from the war and from the failure
of the policies intended to transform him.

2. FROM STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT TO GROWTH WITHOUT
TRANSFORMATION (1987-2015)

2.1. The ERP and liberalisation: the peasant in the market without a safety net

In 1987, faced with the collapse of the socialist model, the devastation of war and
pressure from international creditors, the Mozambican Government adopted the
Economic Rehabilitation Programme (ERP), designed in coordination with the IMF and
the World Bank. The ERP involved the liberalisation of agricultural prices, the devaluation
of the metical, the privatisation of state enterprises and a drastic reduction of the state
apparatus. For the peasant, liberalisation brought gains and losses at the same time:
agricultural prices rose in nominal terms, but the dismantling of state distribution
systems removed access to subsidised inputs; the network of people’s shops disappeared
without being replaced by functioning private markets in the most remote rural areas;
and inflation, which accompanied the devaluation of the metical, quickly eroded
producers’ nominal gains.

The 1990s, marked by the 1992 Rome Peace Accords and the opening to multi-party
democracy, brought political stability and the beginning of a long period of economic
growth. Between 1993 and 2015, Mozambique grew at an average rate of nearly 7% per
year, becoming one of Africa’s fastest-growing countries and a case study frequently
cited by the World Bank and the IMF as an example of successful market reforms in a

3 Mosca, J. (2005). Economia de Mogambique: Século XX. Instituto Piaget. Bowen, M. L. (2000). The state
against the peasantry: Rural struggles in colonial and postcolonial Mozambique. University Press of Virginia.
Casal, A. Y. (1988). A crise da producdo familiar e as aldeias comunais em Mocambique. Revista Internacional
de Estudos Africanos, (8-9), 157-191. Mosca, J. (1999). A experiéncia socialista em Mogcambique. Instituto
Piaget.

4 Geffray, C. (1991). A causa das armas em Mocambique: Antropologia da guerra contemporinea em
Mogambique. Afrontamento.
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post-conflict context. Poverty declined from around 60% in 2003 to 48% in 2015. Basic
infrastructure expanded. Schooling increased. Access to health care improved.

But this growth was growth without structural transformation: it was concentrated in
capital-intensive sectors and mining megaprojects, such as Moatize coal, the Mozal
aluminium smelter and Cabo Delgado hydrocarbons, which created relatively little
employment and whose benefits were largely captured by multinational companies and
by a Mozambican urban elite (Castel-Branco, 2010).> The peasant who continued to grow
maize, cassava and groundnuts on one and a half hectares, without fertilisers, without
irrigation and without reliable access to the market, benefited only marginally from this
growth. The productivity of family farming remained structurally low, at 0.9 tonnes of
maize per hectare, one of the lowest levels in Africa, and the peasant remained the
weakest link in a value chain that extracted more than it distributed (Mosca, 2005).

2.2. Land: an unresolved question

One of the most revealing dimensions of the incomplete independence of the
Mozambican peasant is the land question. The 1975 Constitution, and all subsequent
constitutions, established that “land is the property of the State and may not be sold, or
otherwise alienated, mortgaged or pledged”. This provision had ambivalent
consequences that still determine the peasant’s condition today.

On the one hand, state ownership of land protected peasants from immediate land
reconcentration in the post-independence period. On the other hand, it created a system
of Land Use and Benefit Rights (DUAT) which, in practice, places the peasant in a situation
of precarious tenure: he has the right to use the land he occupies, but not the ownership
right that would allow him to use it as collateral to access bank credit, one of the most
important instruments of agricultural capitalisation. The 1997 Land Law, which recognises
customary rights and guarantees formal equality between men and women, is
internationally regarded as progressive, but its effective implementation is deficient, with
slow community delimitation processes, rare individual titling in rural areas and growing
land conflicts as the interest of national and foreign investors in land increases.

The gender issue in land tenure security is especially serious. Women, who perform
between 60% and 70% of agricultural labour, rarely hold DUATs in their own name. The
process of formalising tenure, when it occurs, "opened space for asserting male roles of
power and authority” (Vasco, 2023),” reproducing the gender hierarchies that the 1997
Law sought to combat. Some women who obtained DUATSs reported that this gave them

> Castel-Branco, C. N. (2010). Extractive economy and the challenges of industrialisation in Mozambique.
Cadernos IESE, (1). Institute for Social and Economic Studies.

® Mosca, J. (2005). Economia de Mocambique: Século XX. Instituto Piaget.

7 Vasco, D. J. (2023). A problemética do uso de lei de terra no ordenamento territorial urbano em
Mocambique.

https://www.academia.edu/105108319/A problem%C3%A1tica do uso de lei de terra no ordenamento t
erritorial urbano em Mo%C3%A7ambique
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“the ability to show this document to anyone who comes to claim rights over their land”
(PLAAS, 2021),2 a real gain, but one that reaches only a minority in a context of male
dominance over land rights and landholding.

3. THE LOST DECADE (2016-2025)
3.1. An unprecedented reversal

The period between 2016 and 2025 represents, according to the World Bank, “a lost
decade” in terms of well-being. Gross national income per capita fell by 8% between
2015 and 2024. The poverty rate rose from 48.4% in 2014/15 to 62.9% in 2022. The
number of people living in poverty increased from around 12 to 13 million to more than
20 million. The Gini coefficient remained at 50, placing Mozambique among the ten most
unequal countries in the world (Dad4, 2023; World Bank, 2026).°

Table 1 — Mozambique: poverty and inequality indicators (2003-2026)

Indicator / Period 2003 2015 2022 2026 (proj.)
National poverty rate (%) ~60 48.4 62.9 >63
People in poverty (millions) ~12 ~13 ~20 >20
GDP per capita — change Growth | +7%/year | -8% (2015-24) Below 2015
Gini coefficient n.d. ~54 50 50
Annual inflation (%) ~13.5 ~24 ~10.3 ~7.5 (forecast)
% informal employment — >80 >80 >80

Sources: World Bank (2026); INE (2026); ISS Africa (n.d.).

The "perfect storm” identified by the World Bank (the 2016 hidden debt crisis, cyclones
Idai and Kenneth in 2019, the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, the armed insurgency in Cabo
Delgado since 2017 and the post-election unrest of 2024-2025) cannot, however, be
explained solely by exogenous shocks. It is also the result of structural weaknesses that
the growth phase of 2003-2015 masked without resolving: dependence on a narrow,
low-productivity productive base; the absence of real economic diversification; excessive
dependence on foreign aid; and the inability to build governance institutions sufficiently
robust to withstand shocks.

8 Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies. (2021). As implicacdes em termos de género no processo
de formalizacdo da posse costumeira da terra em Mogambique. https://plaas.org.za/portuguese-translation-
gendered-implications-of-formalisation-of-customary-tenure-in-mozambique/

% Dad4, Y. (2023). Determinantes socioeconémicos da pobreza em Mocambique. Tese de doutoramento.
ISEG-lisboa. https://repositorio.ulisboa.pt/entities/publication/fd30c091-3552-4e05-b3b6-e1df40db8489

Banco Mundial. (2026). Mocambique — Sintese de pais. World Bank.
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Cyclones Idai and Kenneth, which struck the provinces of Sofala and Cabo Delgado in
March and April 2019 with a level of violence unprecedented in recent history, destroyed
infrastructure, crops and livelihoods for hundreds of thousands of rural families. Idai,
described as one of the most devastating cyclones in African history, caused more than
one thousand deaths and directly affected more than 1.8 million people in the provinces
of Sofala, Manica, Tete and Zambézia (INGD, 2019). In the affected rural areas, where
peasants simultaneously lost their homes, crops and work tools, recovery took years and,
in many cases, was not complete before the next shock arrived.™

The climate vulnerability of the Mozambican peasant is structural. In rain-fed agriculture,
without irrigation and without financial reserves, any significant variation in rainfall,
whether through excess (cyclones, floods) or deficit (drought), immediately translates
into loss of production, food insecurity and indebtedness. The INGD Annual Contingency
Plan 2025-2026 identifies 22 locations at high risk from climate phenomena, most of
them the same rural regions that have been vulnerable for decades. Climate change is
worsening these vulnerabilities by increasing the frequency and intensity of extreme
events, but adaptation responses reach slowly a peasant who lacks the resources to invest
in resilience technologies.

The armed insurgency that began in October 2017 in the northern districts of Cabo
Delgado constitutes one of the gravest humanitarian crises in post-civil-war
Mozambique. The conflict erupted in the context of the discovery of vast natural gas
reserves in the Rovuma Basin and the economic crisis triggered by the hidden debts
scandal uncovered in 2016 (Bonate et al., 2024)."" According to data from the Cabo
Ligado project and the Institute for Security Studies, the conflict caused more than 6,000
deaths and displaced more than one million people at the height of the crisis, in 2021-
2022 (ISS Africa, 2025)."?Entire villages in the districts of Mocimboa da Praia, Quissanga
and Macomia were destroyed, and fishing and family farming activities, which sustained
coastal communities, were forcibly abandoned (Morier-Genoud, 2020)."*The territorial
coexistence between Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) megaprojects — led by consortia
involving TotalEnergies, Eni and ExxonMobil — and a structurally marginalised rural
population, which does not benefit from extractive investments, constitutes a dynamic
widely described in the literature as one of the endogenous causes of the conflict (Bonate
et al.,, 2024).

10 INGD — Instituto Nacional de Gestdo e Reducdo do Risco de Desastres. (2019). Relatério de situacéo:
Ciclone Idai. Maputo: INGD.

" Bonate, L. J. K, Israel, P., & Rosario, C. (2024). God, Grievance and Greed: War in Cabo Delgado,
Mozambique [Introdu¢do ao nudmero especial]l. Kronos: Southern African Histories, 50(1).
https://doi.org/10.14426/kronos.v50i1.2617

12 1SS Africa. (2025). Cabo Delgado insurgency persists amid failed military strategy. Institute for Security
Studies. https://issafrica.org/iss-today/cabo-delgado-insurgency-persists-amid-failed-military-strategy

13 Morier-Genoud, E. (2020). The jihadi insurgency in Mozambique: Origins, nature and beginning. Journal of
Eastern African Studies, 14(3), 396—412. https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2020.1789271
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4. THE PEASANT IN 2026: BETWEEN THE DISCOURSE OF SOVEREIGNTY AND THE
REALITY OF DEPENDENCE

4.1. Working the land is creating wealth”: rhetoric and numbers

“Working the Land is Creating Wealth for Mozambique” is the motto of the 2025-2026
Agricultural Campaign in President Daniel Chapo’s speeches in Mafambisse, in Ribaué
and on multiple government communication platforms. On 25 June, independence
commemoration speeches will certainly invoke the peasant as a pillar of the nation and
the engine of food sovereignty. These invocations have a political genuineness that
should not be disregarded, but they also have an ideological function that should not be
ignored: to produce cohesion around a national project whose benefits reach, in a highly
unequal manner, those who “"work the land”.

The numbers contradict the rhetoric. The peasant expected to produce the 21.3 million
tonnes projected for the 2026 campaign sells maize at a price that fell by 14.4% in May
2026, while production costs rose as a result of the 45.5% increase in diesel (INE, 2026;
ARENE, 2026)." The peasant who “creates wealth for Mozambique” receives an
agricultural minimum wage of 6,688 meticais per month, equivalent to about 89 euros,
while banking-sector workers earn a minimum of 19,000 meticais, almost three times
more (Dad4, 2026a)."*The peasant, who sustains the food security of more than 30 million
Mozambicans, is simultaneously the one with the least access to credit, inputs, storage,
technology and social protection (Dada, 2023).

4.2. Economic dependence: five structural dimensions

The economic dependence of the Mozambican peasant in 2026 manifests itself in at least
five structural dimensions that no cycle of GDP growth has eliminated and that no
agricultural campaign, however ambitious, will be able to resolve without deep reforms.

e Dependence on imported inputs. The fertilisers, certified seeds and pesticides
needed by the peasant who adopts modern technology are, for the most part,
imported — and their price in meticais is directly determined by the exchange rate
and by transport costs, which depend on fuel. An increase in diesel immediately

4 INE — Instituto Nacional de Estatistica. (2026, 10 de Junho). Indice de Precos no Consumidor —
Mocambique (8 Cidades), Maio de 2026. Base: 2023=100. Autoridade Reguladora de Energia. (2026, 6 de
Maio). Actualizacdo dos precos dos produtos petroliferos regulados. https://arene.org.mz/wp-
content/uploads/2026/05/Comunicado-de-Imprensa-Maio-2026.pdf

> Dada, Y. (2026a). Salario Minimo, Precos dos Combustiveis e as Suas Implicacbes sobre a Pobreza e as
Desigualdades em Mocambique. Destaque Rural 371. https://omrmz.org/destaque rural/dr-371-salario-
minimo-precos-dos-combustiveis-e-as-suas-implicacoes-sobre-a-pobreza-e-as-desigualdades-em-
mocambique-uma-analise-critica-e-multidisciplinar/
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raises the cost of inputs. Less than 5% of small farmers use fertilisers (Dias, 2020),®a
figure that reflects both cost and inaccessibility'’.

¢ Dependence on the intermediary. The agricultural marketing chain is dominated
by intermediaries who capture most of the margin between the producer price and
the consumer price. The peasant sells during the harvest season (when prices are
lower) because he needs immediate liquidity and has no storage capacity. The
intermediary stores and sells more gradually as prices rise (until the eve of the next
harvest). This capture of additional rent from the producer by the intermediary is
structural and persistent (Mosca, 2017)."®

¢ Dependence on climatic conditions. Rain-fed agriculture — which is the norm in
the overwhelming majority of Mozambican peasant farming — is entirely
dependent on rainfall. Without irrigation, each production year is a risk. Cyclones,
droughts and floods, which have marked the past decade, have repeatedly and
devastatingly destroyed harvests, livelihoods and reserves (OCHA, 2024; World
Bank, 2023)."

¢ Dependence on foreign aid for the functioning of the State. The State, which
should protect the peasant — through infrastructure, public services, social
protection and agrarian policies — is itself dependent on external financing in
order to function. In 2025, wages and debt service (interest) absorbed 88% of fiscal
revenues, leaving only 12% for infrastructure and social services (World Bank,
2026). A State that cannot function or invest is a State that cannot protect the
peasant from the shocks that chronic impoverishment and structural vulnerability
systematically produce.

¢ Dependence on imported fossil fuel. As several texts in the OMR Destaque Rural
series of 2026 have demonstrated exhaustively, fuel is the cross-cutting factor that
determines the cost of all others: from inputs to freight, from irrigation to
processing, from transport to the market. In a country that imports all the fuel it
consumes, among all economic actors, the Mozambican peasant is the most
exposed to international oil price shocks — and the least equipped to absorb them.

6 Dias, P. (2020). Dynamics of the fertilizer value chain in Mozambique. Sustainability, 12(11), 4691.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114691 . Segundo o Inquérito Agricola Integrado de 2015, apenas 3,8% dos
4.013.945 pequenos agricultores utilizaram fertilizantes na campanha 2014/2015.

7 IBID.

18 18 Mosca, J. (2017). Agricultura familiar em Mocambique: Ideologias e politicas. Revista NERA, 20(38), 68—
105. Sobre a comercializagdo agricola e os termos de troca desfavoraveis para os pequenos produtores.

9 OCHA. (2024). Impact of El Nifio in Mozambique. United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs. Segundo a OCHA, 80% da populagdo mocambicana depende de agricultura de
sequeiro; os ciclones Idai e Kenneth (2019) e Freddy (2023) afectaram severamente a producdo agricola. Ver
também: World Bank. (2023). Mozambique Country Climate and Development Report. World Bank Group.
20 World Bank. (2026). Mozambique Economic Update: Fiscal Pressures and Development Challenges. World
Bank Group. Data referring to fiscal year 2025.
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4.3. The Human Capital Index: poverty that reproduces itself

Mozambique’s Human Capital Index (HCI) stands at 0.36 on a scale from 0 to 1, placing
the country among the lowest in the world on this index (World Bank, 2020). In practical
terms, this value means that a child born today in Mozambique will reach adulthood with
only 36% of the productive potential he or she would have achieved with full access to
quality education and health care. In rural areas, where around two-thirds of the
population live, the determinants of this low level of human capital formation are
particularly severe. The prevalence of chronic malnutrition (stunting) among children
under five is approximately 43% at national level, rising to 46% in rural areas (INE, 2015),
with documented consequences for cognitive development and school performance. The
rural education system faces structural deficiencies — including high pupil-teacher ratios
and insufficient teacher training — while access to primary health care remains limited
by distance and by the scarcity of infrastructure. Only about 5% of rural households have
access to electricity (World Bank, 2023). The convergence of these factors forms what the
development literature describes as an intergenerational poverty trap: deprivation of
human capital in early childhood compromises future productivity, perpetuating the
subsistence cycle from generation to generation (World Bank, 2020).

5. CONCLUSION: THE STRUGGLE THAT CONTINUES

On 25 June 1975, Samora Machel entered Maputo from the North, symbolically retracing
the path of the armed struggle, and proclaimed the independence of a country that had
waited centuries to be master of itself. The crowd that acclaimed him at Machava Stadium
included peasants who had hidden guerrillas in their villages, who had fed the struggle
with their production, and who had endured colonial reprisals with a resistance that
history has rarely fully recognised. It was, in every sense, their moment.

Fifty-one years later, the descendant of that peasant lives on less than three dollars a day.
He sells maize at prices that fall during the harvest season and buys the food he does
not produce at prices that rise during the lean season. He pays more for the fuel he needs
to irrigate, to mill and to transport production, and that fuel is imported because
Mozambique, despite exporting natural gas since 2022, does not have a refinery that
turns it into fuel for its own people. He cultivates land that belongs to the State but does
not have the document that would guarantee him secure tenure. He has no access to the
credit that would allow him to invest. He has no storage that would allow him to wait for
a better price. He has no social protection to shield him when the worst happens.

The World Bank describes the period from 2016 to 2025 as “a lost decade”. From the
standpoint of the Mozambican peasant, it would be more accurate to say that there have
been several decades of promises (socialist, liberal and developmentalist) that never
structurally transformed his condition. Ideologies changed, donors changed, strategic
plans changed. But productivity remains low, the value chain remains unfavourable, land
remains insecure, credit remains inaccessible and social protection remains insufficient.
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This Destaque Rural does not serve to celebrate pessimism; it serves to argue that the
sovereignty Mozambique truly needs, 51 years after political independence, is the
economic sovereignty of its peasant. Not the sovereignty declared in the speeches of 25
June, but the concrete and measurable sovereignty of a producer who knows the fair
price of his product, who has somewhere to store it, who can irrigate without depending
on diesel, who has a document proving that his land is his, who has credit to invest and
protection when the worst happens. As long as this sovereignty does not exist, the
struggle continues — not against the coloniser, but against the structures of economic
dependence that survived political independence and that, on 25 June 2026, continue to
shape the lives of millions of Mozambicans who work the land.
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