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HEADLANDS: When the riot police arrived,
Zimbabwean farmworker Mary Mhuriyengwe
saw her life fall apart as her job and home disap-
peared in the ruthless land seizures that defined
Robert Mugabe’s rule. Mhuriyengwe, 35,
watched as police carrying AK-47 rifles released
teargas to force white farmer Robert Smart off
his land in June 2017 — perhaps the last of 18
years of evictions that helped to trigger the
country’s economic collapse.

A widow and mother of two, Mhuriyengwe re-
lied on her work as a general laborer at Smart’s
Lesbury Estates farm in Headlands, 160 kilometers
east of the capital Harare.
“It’s the only job I had and
I had no husband to turn
to,” she said, her voice
breaking with emotion. “I
found myself with nothing.” 

To her shock and
amazement, Mhuriyengwe
is now back at work on
the farm and back living in
her modest house, after
Mugabe was ousted in November and Emmer-
son Mnangagwa became president. Smart was
allowed to return to his farm within weeks of
Mnangagwa’s inauguration, becoming the first-
and so far the only-white farmer to be given back
his property. But it is far from certain whether
Smart’s case will be a precedent enabling other
white farmers and their employees to return.

White farmers welcome? 
Smart’s farm had been at the centre of a

power tussle within the ruling ZANU-PF party
involving a close ally of Mugabe-whose sudden
fall from power saw the property quickly re-
turned to its owner. Mnangagwa himself has de-
scribed Zimbabwe’s land seizures as

“irreversible”, and stressed that white farmers
would not get their old land back.

Instead, they are being encouraged to take
other farms on new 99-year leases as the gov-
ernment seeks to boost the agricultural sector to
revive the moribund economy and create jobs.
Evicted white farmers may also receive cash
compensation-but where the money would come
from is unclear. Zimbabwe’s often-violent land
reform program started in 2000, with thousands
of farmers forced off their land by mobs or
evicted.  Mugabe said the reforms would help
black people impoverished by British colonial

rule. But critics blame
the land redistribution
for the collapse in agri-
cultural production that
led to Zimbabwe’s
economy being
wrecked by hyper-in-
flation, mass unemploy-
ment and emigration.

Many of the seized
farms were given to

Mugabe’s loyalists or fell into disrepair. Now
other white farmers and their employees are
waiting to see if Smart’s case offers them any
hope. “There might be changes in future but as
things stand, there is absolutely no change,” for-
mer cattle rancher Mike Clark told AFP. Ben
Gilpin, director of the Commercial Farmers’
Union, said he was not aware of any other farm-
ers yet allowed back on their land.

Fled in terror 
Whatever the fate of other farms, Mhuriyengwe

smiled as she watched a tractor leaving the shed
to plant a potato crop. Smart has already recalled
40 of his 300 permanent and casual workers, and
has prepared the first five hectares of his 120-

hectare farm for potatoes. “It pained us when Mr
Smart was evicted and we were ordered to leave,”
said Mhuriyengwe who was among families forced
to seek shelter in nearby mountains.

Mhuriyengwe’s daughters attended school on
the farm where Smart also ran a clinic for his
workers and families. “Imagine the trauma for the
children coming to school from the bush and not
knowing whether their parents will still be there
after school,” teacher Tecla Muyeye said. “For
some time, the farm resembled a war zone. The
occupiers fired guns to scare away the farmwork-

ers and we did not know how it was going to end.”
Workers organized a homecoming party for

Smart, breaking into song when he arrived ac-
companied by security provided by the govern-
ment. He found the family’s house stripped of
furniture and much of his farm equipment and
supplies stolen. But Smart, who inherited the farm
from his father in 1965 and is grooming his son
to take over, is determined to be upbeat. “There
was a feeling of joy that we were allowed to come
back,” he said. “It is about the three generations
of us and the guys who work here.” —AFP 

Seized Zimbabwe farm is returned, 
but trouble lingers for rural workers

‘It’s the only job I had and I had no husband to turn to’

EU stock 
markets slump
LONDON: European stock markets slid yes-
terday and Asian counterparts kicked off
March with broad losses to extend a global
sell-off on US interest rate hike fears. The
volatility seen across stock markets during
much of February has returned on worries that
a strong US economy and President Donald
Trump’s tax cuts will lead the Federal Reserve
to tighten borrowing costs more than previ-
ously thought.

The latest bout of selling has come after
new Fed boss Jerome Powell presented this
week an upbeat assessment for the economic
outlook. Powell is due to speak on Capitol Hill
again Thursday. “When interest rates look set
to rise, stocks tend to fall,” City Index  analyst
Fiona Cincotta told AFP. “A higher interest rate
environment is not beneficial for most firms.
This is because higher interest rates make it

costlier for companies to borrow money,” the
expert explained. “Increased costs meant lower
profits. It is this fear of higher interest rates
dampening company profits which is causing
equities to sell off,” added Cincotta.

Adding to the unease are the relatively high
valuations of stocks, despite recent slides, after
a stellar 2017 and January that saw some in-
dices hit record or multi-year highs. “The good
news is that March kicks off two of the
strongest months historically for equities, be-
fore we hit a period of seasonal weakness from
May through October,” noted Ryan Detrick,
senior market strategist at LPL Financial.

On currency markets, the pound continues
to struggle against the dollar on worries about
faltering Brexit talks. British Prime Minister
Theresa May on Wednesday rejected a draft
EU proposal over the tricky Northern Ireland
issue, while the bloc’s chief negotiator said the
pace of trade talks needs to pick up to reach a
deal this year.

“Brexit is going to get really ugly or it’s not
going to happen,” said Greg McKenna, chief
market strategist at AxiTrader. —AFP

The centre of a
power tussle

Zimbabwean commercial farmer Rob Smart inspects irrigation pipes for a potato crop at Lesbury
Estates farm in Headlands east of the capital Harare. —AFP 

S Africa economic 
confidence to rise
JOHANNESBURG: Confidence in South Africa’s
economy will get a boost after Monday’s cabinet
reshuffle by President Cyril Ramaphosa returned
trusted hands to crucial budget-related min-
istries, a Reuters poll showed yesterday. Seven-
teen of the 20 economists surveyed in the past
three days said Monday’s reshuffle would have
a significant positive impact on South Africa’s
economic confidence this year. 

One economist said it would be very signifi-
cant, while the remaining two said it would have
an insignificant impact. In that same sample, 18
indicated they were optimistic the country’s
business sector would play a bigger part in job
creation in the next two years. One economist
was very optimistic while the remaining one was
pessimistic.

“Both business and consumer confidence is
likely to be boosted by the election of Cyril
Ramaphosa to President of the Republic and
the cabinet reshuffle that (followed),” said Jef-
frey Schultz, economist at BNP Paribas in Jo-

hannesburg. South Africa’s business confi-
dence rose for a third month in a row in Janu-
ary to its highest since late 2015, on
expectations the new leadership of the ruling
party would stabilise economic policy, a survey
showed last month.

“President Ramaphosa clearly has his sights
set on improving the domestic business climate
and promoting more public-private sector par-
ticipation,” said Schultz. Gross domestic fixed in-
vestment - normally capital spending, such as
buying new machinery for future production -
fell into a recession in 2016, recovering only
slightly early last year before hitting another
slump in the second quarter.

The private sector makes up nearly two-
thirds of the gross domestic fixed investment
contribution to GDP, although it has played
a smaller role in recent years, with govern-
ment pushing infrastructure projects to raise
jobs. Schultz added that it would take some
time for the trust between business and the
government to be rebuilt, but it was clear
the new government has realized it needs
business sector buy-in to get growth and
reduce unemployment. Unemployment was
at just over 20 percent a decade ago and
now more than a quarter of South Africa’s
labor force is jobless. —Reuters


