
B rian van Buuren, a white former farmer in Burma
Valley, eastern Zimbabwe, couldn’t hide his anger
as he recalled how he lost almost everything dur-

ing the country ’s controversial land reforms. After
investing most of his money in his tobacco farm, van
Buuren was left almost destitute when his land was
seized by the government in 2010. “I lost virtually every-
thing,” van Buuren,  80,  told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. Today, he is one of countless evicted elder-
ly white landowners struggling to make ends meet as
they wait for compensation that many fear may never
come - since the black farmers expected to stump up
the cash say they don’t have it.

In 2001, President Robert Mugabe introduced laws to
more equitably distribute land between black subsis-
tence farmers and white Zimbabweans of European
ancestry. The reforms were aimed at addressing colonial
imbalances in which a small number of white farmers
owned most of the best agricultural land in Zimbabwe.
Earlier this year, the government pledged to compensate
all farmers who lost their farms during the land reform
program, in which about 5,000 white farmers were evict-
ed from their land in often violent struggles, and at least
12 people died.

The violence and allegations of rigged elections and
rights abuses - all denied by Mugabe - led to Western
sanctions. The sanctions compounded an economic crisis
that had worsened since the World Bank, International
Monetary Fund and African Development Bank suspend-
ed aid in 1999, after Zimbabwe defaulted on debts. The
country’s new constitution, adopted in 2013, included a
provision to compensate the white farmers who were
evicted, particularly for the improvements they had
made on their farms.

In September, Finance Minister Patrick Chinamasa said
the government had paid $42.7 million to farmers in
compensation. “The government has taken a big step
towards compensation of previous farmers,” he said. “The
government is expediting the mapping and valuation of
improvements on farms acquired under the land reform
programme so it can compensate the farmers.”

‘Cruel Irony’
Chinamasa said land rentals and levies paid by the ben-

eficiaries of the land reforms would be used to compen-
sate the white farmers. Part of the $42.7 million compen-
sation had come from these funds, he said. But today,
many of the black farmers expected to fund the compen-
sation through levies and taxes say they simply don’t have
the money, thereby delaying the whole process. Very few
had farming skills when the government resettled them,
say experts, and can now barely make ends meet, let
alone pay extra levies.

The new farmers’ agricultural output is now a fraction
of the level seen before 2000 when Mugabe introduced
the land reform. They are also being hammered by
Zimbabwe’s worst drought in a quarter of a century
while also toiling under a stagnating economy that has
seen banks reluctant to lend and cheaper food imports
from the likes of South Africa undermining local busi-
nesses. According to the Zimbabwe Farmers Union, a
group of mostly black farmers, compensation for the
white farmers must relate to land development and
assets, not the land itself.

The executive director, Paul Zakariya, said compensa-
tion for the land would be “unconstitutional as it belongs
to the state”. “The new (black) farmers must be levied and
this levy should used to pay the white farmers. We don’t
want everyone in the country to be taxed and the money
used to pay the white farmers but we want those who
benefited from the land reform to be levied”. That the
redistributed lands and farms are lying unused or aban-
doned is a particularly cruel irony for former farmers like
van Buuren who put everything into their land, they say.

Having bought the farm in Manicaland province back
in 1964, van Buuren turned it into a successful tobacco
farming entity and later diversified into banana farming
with a local company. Over the years, he invested in irri-
gation equipment, tobacco barns, fruit trees, tractors and
two dams, as well as other infrastructure and machinery -
all of which were seized. “They took all my equipment
and I only recovered two vehicles and a bit of furniture,”
he said.

Although he now owns and lives in a modest house in
Mutare city, he fears for the future as his savings have run
out. “I had very few savings as I had invested all the money
in the farm. We are now struggling to survive. I am wor-
ried. We just sit here. We can’t afford to go anywhere,” he
said. According to van Buuren, all 12 white farmers in the
Burma Valley area lost their land in the reform program.
“Many farmers are now destitute,” he said.

Glimmer of Hope
His sentiments were echoed by another farmer, Pieter

de Klerk, who had to give up Kondozi Farm, a thriving hor-
ticultural export entity in Odzi, also in Manicaland
province. One of de Klerk’s sons, who also lost his land in
Zimbabwe, has re-established himself as a cassava farmer
in Tanzania. “My children are now sustaining me,” de Klerk
said. “It took me 50 years to build that place but all is gone.”
Another farmer, Schalk du Pless, said: “We are now support-
ed by our children. Had it not been for that, we could have
been dead.”

Du Pless and de Klerk, both in their eighties, live at a
home for the elderly in Mutare. They are among many
white former farmers of their generation who are strug-
gling, said Mutare’s former mayor Brian James, whose own
farm was seized. “Some are destitute, particularly the elder-
ly. Some (farmers) are desperately looking for jobs. Others
have left the country,” James said.

However, with Zimbabwe’s unemployment standing at
more than 80 percent, the chances of former farmers who
are still able to work finding employment are slim. While
some fear the cash-strapped government won’t be able to
compensate all of them, others want to see a glimmer of
hope. Van Buuren said his farm, which he says had a value
of almost $1 million, could still provide him with enough
money for his retirement if the government pays compen-
sation. “Even given an opportunity to go back on my farm,
at my age I couldn’t do it ... but I can have some compensa-
tion,” he said. But with no sign that compensation will be
paid soon, van Buuren fears he might die before receiving
any payment. “I am 80 years old now,” he said. Soon I will be
gone, but will I get the compensation (in time)?” —Reuters
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Focus

Zimbabwe farmers pin hope on compensation

History will remember Barack Obama
as America’s first black president.
But his eight years in office have

thoroughly shaken up America’s role in the
world and the political spectrum at home.
“How’s that hopey-changey stuff working
out for ya?” sneered Sarah Palin, the defeat-
ed 2008 Republican vice presidential nomi-
nee. It was Feb 2010, scarcely a year after
Obama swept into the White House. He
had promised halcyon days of hope and
change - an end to partisan gridlock and
bloody expeditionary wars - but he was
struggling to live up to his own hype.

Obama’s first year in office saw four mil-
lion Americans lose their jobs. Hundreds
more lost their lives in “forever wars” in Iraq
and Afghanistan. Republicans and
Democrats seemed as dislocated as ever.
Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell
set the tone at the outset: “The single most
important thing we want to achieve is for
President Obama to be a one-term presi-
dent.” Obama had tried to temper expecta-
tions. “We are living through difficult and
uncertain times,” he said during an inaugu-
ral congressional address that surprised
with its gloominess.

But his own soaring rhetoric - at times
on par with Winston Churchill or John F
Kennedy - had set the bar too high. He was-
n’t helped by the Nobel Committee, which
made him a peace laureate months after he
took office. “I would be remiss if I did not
acknowledge the considerable controversy
that your generous decision has generat-
ed,” he said accepting the prize in Oslo. 

Fast forward to the end of Obama’s
labors and the economy is in a slow but
steady convalescence. Massive fiscal stimu-
lus and historically unparalleled monetary
easing - what former Treasury secretary Tim

Geithner would describe as a “wall of mon-
ey” - ameliorated the crisis, but the recov-
ery was uneven. The threat of jihadist
attacks continues and wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan rage, but with a much lighter
US footprint and toll in blood.  

Intervention 
If George W Bush’s unilateralism had

made him an international pariah, Obama’s
pledge to cooperate and restore America’s
reputation helped make him a rock star. His
credo that “no one nation, no matter how
large or how powerful, can defeat
such challenges alone” was
met with adulation by
200,000 fans in Berlin. At
times, Obama seemed
to positively embrace
the end of post-war US
hegemony.

He defined the
national interest
much more nar-
rowly and
eschewed inter-
vention, even
when his own red
lines were
breached and
America’s reputation
was damaged. The
cost in blood and
treasure of being the
world’s policeman
had been too great.
The Great Recession
had shown that com-
mitment was proba-
bly unsustainable too.
Instead, he looked to
allies to carry their

weight in their neighborhoods. 
In Libya and elsewhere, the United

States would “lead from behind”. But his
timing could scarcely have been more
problematic. The retrenchment of US pow-
er came as rivals became more bellicose
and allies in Europe - beset by financial,
social and security crises - were at their
weakest and most parochial. In Xi Jinping
and Vladimir Putin, China and Russia had
more powerful leaders than at any time
since Mao Zedong or Leonid Brezhnev.

In Turkey, the century-long pro-western
legacy of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk was

unraveling. Meanwhile Obama’s “pivot
to Asia” came as Arab citizens were

finding their voice and looking for
support against brutal regimes.

Nowhere have the shortcom-
ings of Obama’s doc-

trine been more
relentlessly probed
than in Syria, where
hundreds of thou-
sands have died as
Obama has refused

to intervene, except
to tackle jihadists who

took advantage of the
vacuum.

Tribalism 
At home, Obama’s pres-

idency has seen similar
seismic shifts. Since the
1990s, US politics had been

dominated by pitched battles
between right and left, conser-
vatives and liberals. His term
may be remembered as a time
when the page turned.
Through an international

accord to tackle climate change, Obama
displayed that public opinion at home and
international consensus had moved
beyond Republican denials about the exis-
tence of global warming.

A momentous week in June 2015
encapsulated the sense that Obama had
put the “culture wars” to bed. In a few short
days he saw off a legal challenge to his sig-
nature healthcare law, the Supreme Court
backed gay marriage and in a searing eulo-
gy for Clementa Pinckney - a black preach-
er killed by a white gunman - Obama took
aim at gun laws and nostalgia for the Deep
South of yesteryear. The Confederate flag,
he insisted, was “a reminder of systemic
oppression and racial subjugation”. 

The 2016 election to replace Obama is
being fought on different terrain. The left-
right divide has blurred. No one has been
more surprised or repulsed by Donald
Trump’s movement than conservatives or
national security within the Republican
Party. In the wake of the Great Recession,
the fault lines in post-Obama politics look
economic: Globalist versus nativist, pop-
ulist versus liberal. But America’s politics
have also moved from partisan to tribal,
with Democrats and Republicans flocking
to support their own deeply flawed candi-
dates.

Meanwhile even Obama’s fiercest critics
acknowledge his White House has been
bereft of ethics and sex scandals. “Professor
Obama” - once criticized as too cold and
out of touch - leaves office with soaring
public approval ratings that are approach-
ing levels enjoyed by former presidents Bill
Clinton and Ronald Reagan. His legacy is
not yet fully formed, but as he leaves office
some 55 percent of Americans believe the
hopey-changey stuff worked out. —AFP

Obama presidency draws to a close

From Zhuhai in southern China to Florida, hawk-
ers of civil and military aircraft - and the money
to finance them - will try to drum up new busi-

ness at aerospace expos this week, conscious their
high-risk industry is approaching a turning point. After
US weapons makers beat profit forecasts, analysts say
tensions in eastern Europe and Asia are reversing a
post-Cold War slump in defense spending that until
recently weighed on arms firms. At the same time,
commercial aviation is faltering after a decade-long
winning streak.

“Civil is weakening and turning very spotty in
places, whereas defense is growing in US and world
markets,” said Teal Group consultant Richard
Aboulafia. “It’s a combination of a re-armament cycle
coupled with something of a ramp-up based on
regional tensions and fears.” China’s biggest aviation
event - Airshow China, starting in Zhuhai on Tuesday -
underlines the trend in what is a banner week for the
industry. A defense trade show takes place in Jakarta
and an air finance conference in Hong Kong, as well as
the annual US business jet jamboree in Orlando,
Florida.

Topping Airshow China’s agenda is the last-minute
public debut of the J-20 stealth fighter - a warplane
China hopes will narrow a military gap with the United
States. Ability to project air power is key for China as it
flexes muscles on territorial disputes in the East China
and South China seas. It’s the second successive edi-
tion of the biennial Zhuhai show at which China has
pulled the covers off a classified stealth jet, after dis-
playing the export-oriented Shenyang J-31 in 2014.
Western analysts say the J-20 moves up a gear in
terms of China’s ability to punch beyond its territory,
though it may lack the clout of its lookalike, the US F-
22 Raptor. The Xian Y-20 strategic cargo carrier, similar
to the US C-17 aircraft, will also be present.

C919 - Flying Soon?
Another hot topic at Zhuhai will be the outlook for

the much-delayed maiden flight of state-owned
Comac’s 150-seat C919 jetliner - Beijing’s effort to chal-
lenge the civil aerospace domination of Airbus Group
and Boeing Co. The C919 is currently scheduled to
take flight this year, but industry sources say this will
slip to 2017. “When it was launched the C919 was sup-
posed to fly in 2014. Now it is 2016 and it hasn’t flown,
because developing a commercial jet has been much
harder than they expected,” said China aerospace
expert Bradley Perrett of Aviation Week.

The delays mean the jet is launching into a civil
market looking softer due to slowing growth - a sub-
ject set to dominate discussion when 1,000 commer-
cial jet financiers gather at the two-day Airline
Economics conference this week in Hong Kong. With
more than a million millionaires and over 200 billion-
aires, China should also be among the most promising
markets for private jets. But belt-tightening and
Beijing’s corruption crackdown have hit demand for
large models, which had resisted a post-financial crisis
drop in industry sales.

The plight of the business jet trade will dominate
the US National Business Aviation Association’s Florida
get-together this week. “Previous declines always
rebounded,” said Daniel Hall, senior valuations analyst
at Flight Ascend consultancy, referring to business jet
sales. “This has clearly not.” Those concerns deepened
when parts supplier Honeywell predicted fewer deliv-
eries next year.

Indo Defense
Underlining the current divide between civilian

and military aviation fortunes, foreign sellers are
expected to flock to the Nov 2-5 Indo Defense arms
exhibition in Jakarta, just weeks after Indonesian jets
staged exercises on the edge of a South China Sea
area claimed by Beijing. With Indonesia’s arms imports
up threefold since 2010, according to the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute, competition
between suppliers is brutal.

Delegates at the event will seek updates on a ten-
tative decision by Indonesia to buy around 8 Sukhoi
Su-35 fighters from Russia. Rivals contractors are fight-
ing to stay in contention for the deal to supply Jakarta
with fighters, in what one Western source described as
a test for efforts by President Joko Widodo to enforce
more transparency in big-ticket deals. Rivals Lockheed
Martin, Sweden’s Saab and owners of Europe’s
Eurofighter will all attend Indo Defense. —Reuters 

Defense jets 
outlook rosy, 
civil fragile


