
D E C E M B E R  2 0 2 0

NEO-COLONIAL ECONOMIES AND 
ECOLOGIES, SMALLHOLDER FARMERS 
AND MULTIPLE SHOCKS:
THE CASE OF CYCLONES IDAI AND KENNETH IN 
MOZAMBIQUE AND ZIMBABWE

SUMMARY



NEO-COLONIAL ECONOMIES AND ECOLOGIES, 
SMALLHOLDER FARMERS AND MULTIPLE SHOCKS

This publication is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. This 
publication may be shared without modification for non-commercial 
use provided the African Centre for Biodiversity is acknowledged as the 
source. Prior written agreement is necessary for any commercial use of 
material or data derived from this publication. 

Researched and written by Linzi Lewis

Copy editor: Liz Sparg  

Cover image, design and layout: Xealos Design Consultants

The African Centre for Biodiversity (ACB) is a research and advocacy 
organisation working towards food sovereignty and agroecology 
in Africa, with a focus on biosafety, seed systems and agricultural 
biodiversity. The organisation is committed to dismantling inequalities 
and resisting corporate industrial expansion in Africa’s food and 
agriculture systems.

© The African Centre for Biodiversity

www.acbio.org.za

PO Box 29170, Melville 2109, Johannesburg, South Africa.  
Tel: +27 (0)11 486-1156

Thanks to Linzi Lewis for researching and writing this report, and to Andrew Bennie, Mariam Mayet 
and Rutendo Zendah for their contributions. The ACB would like to thank friends, colleagues and 
key informants for their valuable information, time and input to this research. The ACB further 
acknowledges the generous support of various donors. The views and opinions expressed in this report 
are those of the ACB and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of our donors. 

Acknowledgements

Multiple Shocks in Africa Series

The research for the discussion papers of this series was conducted under challenging conditions 
created by the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent lockdowns and travel restrictions. As such, 
ACB researchers were not able to travel to the case study countries for on-the-ground research. We 
are therefore deeply grateful to our local partners who provided the necessary support in the focus 
countries (but who were also limited by lockdowns and other restrictions in their own countries) and 
to other key informants who provided invaluable information. The discussion papers are therefore 
aimed at providing a broad scoping of the shocks being experienced by the people of the focus 
countries and an initial dive into the interconnections between the processes driving these shocks. The 
ACB has a long track record of producing high quality and reliable research, but any potential errors or 
blind spots in this research series are those of the ACB. We welcome further input as we advance our 
collective knowledge and change project.

2



These shocks are categorised by the climatic 
crisis and ecological collapse, converging with 

economic and political crises as part and parcel of 
an overstretched, unravelling world. All this has 
been heightened and made visible by the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has illustrated the inextricable links 
between industrial agricultural expansion, ecological 
degradation, and human health (UNEP and ILRI, 2020). 

We examine the impact of tropical cyclones Idai 
and Kenneth, which made history by respectively 
striking central and northern Mozambique only six 
weeks apart from each other in 2019 and severely 
impacting parts of Zimbabwe and Malawi. In 
addition, Cyclone Kenneth is said to be the strongest 
tropical cyclone in recorded history to hit the 
continent. These storms point directly to an increase 
in climate-related disasters and are illustrative of 
what’s to come in a warming world, with fewer 
natural barriers to absorb and withstand shocks. For 
the global community, Idai and Kenneth have become 
distant memories, especially in light of the COVID-19 
pandemic, yet this shock still resounds loudly for those 
struggling to rebuild their lives, over one year later. 

Introduction: A 
wave of multiple 
and compounding 
shocks
The case of Cyclones Idai and 
Kenneth in Mozambique and 
Zimbabwe forms part of a series 
of research papers, which examine 
the nature of shocks hitting the African 
continent.
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With our specific focus 
on Mozambique, and to 
a lesser degree Zimbabwe, 
we examine the underlying 
systemic and compounding nature of 
these unprecedented shocks, the national 
and global response, and the challenges 
confronting recovery at the local level in 
the context of continued extractivism 
and indebtedness by the state. We also 
examine practices related to ecological 
integrity and recovery that hint at 
components of a broader alternative 
in the face of compounding shocks. 
We explore the political and economic 
drivers of ecological degradation under the 
guise of development loans and aid, through 
rapacious natural resource extraction, and social 
and cultural displacement, which form the 
backdrop to Idai and Kenneth. These processes 
illustrate the nuances and interplays between 
climate change, deforestation, agriculture and 
extractivism and the role these factors have in 
driving social and political instability and food 
insecurity in Mozambique and Zimbabwe, 

further fuelling the 
systemic, existential 

crises we face. 

While south-eastern Africa is no stranger 
to erratic climatic events, their enhanced 
severity, frequency and intensity are 

creating an increasingly difficult and 
threatening environment for local 
populations. Mozambique is one 
of the most vulnerable countries 
to natural disasters and climate 
change (Irish Aid, 2018).1  The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (2018) projects that Southern 

Africa is going to be hardest hit by climate 
change-induced disasters. Idai and Kenneth 
were not isolated shocks but came on the 
heels of existing ecological and economic crises 
experienced by communities in the impacted 
areas (See Figure 1). Over the past decade 
the Southern African region has experienced 

1 https://clubofmozambique.com/news/mozambique-ranks-
second-among-countries-with-highest-number-of-ecological-
threats-171112/

Source: Adapted from Norton et al., 2020, p 16

Figure 1: Timeline of major natural hazards and economic and political events
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consecutive, intense droughts, in 2011, 2016/17 
and the ongoing drought since 2018,2 as part 
of the cyclical El Nino events, and intensified by 
climate change (Norton et al., 2020). In 2016 
the fall armyworm, originating in the Americas, 
reached Africa and wiped out large areas of 
maize and other staple foods across the region. 
(See other paper on fall armyworm in this series.) 
This contributed further to crop failure and poor  
crop harvests. 

The cyclones made landfall at a critical time of 
harvest in 2019, further exacerbating this dire 
situation (Chatiza and Manatsa, 2020). Farming 
families had already lost all or large portions of 
their seed stores prior to the tropical cyclones, 
and what was left was decimated by the storm 
(FAO, 2019; INGC, 2019b). Idai destroyed more 
than 700 000 hectares of crops, productive lands 
and social and physical infrastructure. Kenneth 
struck areas that were affected by severe 
conflict and instability and poised for large-scale 
extractive projects. 

Agriculture is the main economic activity in the 
region. In Mozambique, most farmers are from 
the smallholder, family sector, with about 3.2 
million smallholders accounting for 95% of the 
country’s agricultural production (FAO, n.d.). The 
cyclones compounded already fragile conditions 
driven and exacerbated by climate change 
intensification, exacerbating pre-existing poverty, 
lack of adequate basic infrastructure and weak 
institutions (Chatiza and Manatsa, 2020). Those 
affected by the extensive cyclone damage 
continue to live in precarious conditions, with 
governments slow to implement adequate and 
sustainable reconstruction and recovery efforts 
(Save the Children, 2020). 

The estimated cost of recovery is US$3.2 billion 
for Mozambique, US$630 million for Zimbabwe 
and US$370.5 million for Malawi (Norton et 
al., 2020). Currently, however, of those funding 
needs, less than a third has been provided for 
Mozambique (UNDP, 2019), less than one-fifth 
for Zimbabwe (World Bank, 2019b), and less 
than a half for Malawi (Malawi Government, 

2  https://reliefweb.int/disaster/dr-2018-000429-zwe

2019). Countries of the South 
are paying severely for the 
historical contribution of 
the Global North to the 
climate crisis, (Hickel, 
2020), with international 
response paling in comparison 
to the continued investment 
into sectors that are driving 
climate change. In terms of the 
implementation of recovery 
efforts to date, information 
is sorely lacking. Due to lack 
of transparency and clarity 
on financial inflows 
and purchases, there is 
continued public suspicion 
and doubt surrounding the 
use of funds coming into 
these countries. 
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In a context where much of the rural population is dependent on land and agriculture 
for survival, access to diverse, local seed in sufficient quantities is indispensable for the 
cultivation of healthy and nutritious food as a first, essential response to post-disaster 
relief and recovery efforts. In this case, where entire fields, seed and food stock under the 
control of smallholder farmers were destroyed, and in the absence of secure farmer-led and 
controlled seed banks for emergencies, the standard response is to import food and seed 
aid into the country. In-depth training manuals for development practitioners have been 
produced to improve seed-based interventions in acute and chronic crises due to  inade-
quate or incorrect diagnosis of seed insecurity, which assumes lack of seed availability, and 
creates an over-reliance on the commercial seed sector to provide seed. This undermines 
and displaces local seed systems, which are integral in sustaining and rebuilding farm-
ers’ lives and livelihoods. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) conducted a seed 
assessment to inform their response to the ongoing drought prior to Idai and Kenneth, but 
in the rapid response effort following the cyclones, this was not used. 

The main narrative is that seed was completely wiped out due to the storms, leaving farm-
ers with destroyed social and physical infrastructures, and in complete shock and trauma. 
Therefore, this raises important questions about the respect for and implementation of 
farmers’ rights and support of farmers seed systems within the context of compounding 
shocks and increasing chronic and acute disasters, and about how to re-establish farm-
er-to-farmer linkages. Ongoing field research is required to gain a better picture and inform 
response efforts. 

This said, seed laws are oriented towards the formal seed sector, in the form of improved 
and certified corporate varieties, even in times of crises, and even in cases – such as 
Mozambique – where the formal seed sector is virtually non-existent. The provision of 
such seed, which is not adapted to local conditions, has long-term implications for farming 
systems as it requires repetitive and chronic seed aid and displaces locally adapted seed, 
which forms the basis for peasant farming livelihoods and production systems. 

There are some interesting efforts that focus on local seed systems and farmers’ seed, such 
as an initiative supported by the German government in collaboration with FAO and local 
gene banks. The initiative is working to revive and return lost varieties to farmers through 
a project entitled “Foundations for rebuilding seed systems post Cyclone Idai: Zimbabwe, 
Mozambique and Malawi”, and operates under the umbrella of the International Treaty on 
Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture.1 More detailed field research is needed 
to confirm what has taken place to date, and how this approach can feed into future 
recovery efforts.

In Chimanimani, an area in Zimbabwe severely affected by Idai, seed from other farmers 
has been brought in and multiplied, with 26 farmers being at the forefront of this initiative. 
This seed has been distributed and cultivated and plans are afoot to develop community 
managed seed banks and food security storage facilities.2 However, niche crops, such as 
madumbe and yams, have completely disappeared in the area following the storm. 

1 http://www.fao.org/emergencies/fao-in-action/stories/stories-detail/en/c/1301895/

2 Julious Piti, PORET, telephonic interview August 2020.

Livelihood support and farmers’ seed systems
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This is especially true in post-colonial states, 
which have deep scars from colonisation, 

structural inequalities and limited financial 
resources. Idai and Kenneth “swept across 
Mozambique and encountered a state weakened 
by an extractivist development model and 
captured by global capital”  
(Castel-Branco, 2020).

Zimbabwe’s multiple layers of policies, laws 
and local and national organisations have 
created institutional weaknesses as these are 
under-resourced and ultimately unable to 
respond to slow onset or rapid shocks (Chatiza, 
2019; Manatsa and Chatiza, 2020). Further, 
decision-making is highly politicised, resulting in 
inadequate and unclear planning and haphazard 
implementation. Years of economic decline has 
left most state agencies without operational 
resources, with Cyclone Idai exposing capacity 
and policy gaps in Zimbabwe’s disaster risk 
management system and overall governance 
(Manatsa and Chatiza, 2020). In addition, early-
warning systems were very weak and disjointed, 
resulting in local communities being critically 
unprepared, unsurprisingly overwhelmed, and 
massively under-resourced for the task at hand 
(Manatsa and Chatiza, 2020; World Bank, 
2019c). In Zimbabwe, the response exposed 
both policy, institutional and capacity frailties. 
Zimbabwe, which has been unable to access 
finance since it defaulted on its debt repayments 
in 2000 and has external debt close to US$10 

billion in arrears, simply had no capacity to 
finance recovery efforts.1

The structural vulnerabilities of the Mozambican 
economy have appeared clearly – in the country’s 
ineffectiveness in reducing poverty, patronage, 
excessive debts, and general macroeconomic 
vulnerability. The economy of Mozambique 
focuses primarily on commodities and extractive 
industries. Its tendency to prioritise excessively 
large-scale projects, such as the Liquified 
Natural Gas (LNG) mega-project, has made the 
country vulnerable to fluctuating commodity 
prices reliant on public borrowing for large-
scale infrastructure projects, and extensive fiscal 
incentives for foreign investment  
(Castel-Branco, 2019) and will likely plunge the 
country into further unsustainable debt. The 
LNG mega-project in Cabo Delgado, an area 
of increasing conflict and instability, has seen 
increased militarisation, with the hiring of private 
security companies and deployment of the 
national army to protect the interests of foreign 
multinational energy giants such as ExxonMobil 
and Total (FoEI, 2020). Increasing dependence 
on international aid, multinational capital and 
commercial loans targeting intensive, extractive 
industries maintains a highly skewed and narrow 
economy. This concentrates economic benefits, 
locks the economy into a carbon-intensive 
model of development, perpetuates extreme 

1 Adrian Chokwe, Afrodad, telephonic interview, October 2020.

Systemic shocks: 
Ecological degradation, 
deforestation and 
economic imperialism 
Cyclones Idai and Kenneth hit already fragile economies in a context 
of state support for the systematic expropriation of natural and 
human resources through foreign investments, making it difficult to 
distinguish “corruption” from this extractivist logic (Castel-Branco and 
Massarongo, 2016).
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poverty, and increases climate vulnerability 
considerably. Furthermore, just before this paper 
went to publication, ExxonMobil announced it 
was delaying its investment decision in the gas 
fields (Hanlon, 2020). This indicates the shaky 
prospects of the Mozambican government 
realising the revenue from the gas fields now 
needed for repaying debts, and the fundamental 
fragility of this development path.

In Mozambique, external debt is incredibly 
high, estimated at 85% of its gross-domestic 
product (GDP). The hidden debt,2 as it has come 
to be known, led to a massive debt crisis in 
Mozambique. This caused international partners 
to withdraw support to the state budget, and 
froze the general budget and sector support, 
which caused an economic and social crisis. 
As a result, the government imposed a series 
of austerity measures, especially cuts to social 
sectors, including health, education, social 
welfare, sanitation and hygiene, just prior 
to the onslaught of Idai and Kenneth. The 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) has provided 
two consecutive loans to Mozambique for Idai 
and Kenneth, as well as for COVID-19. Payments 
will be due only after Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) 
production exports and fiscal revenue starts, 
which is expected for 2022/23 (IMF, 2019). 
This effectively locks the state into fossil fuel 
extraction and export of raw natural materials.

2 This included borrowing by two SOEs, Proindicus and MAM, 
disclosed in April 2016, for about US$1.4 billion. Borrowing of 
US$850 million from a third SOE, Ematum, was discovered at an 
early stage in 2014 (this loan was later repackaged and floated as 
Mozambique’s first and only Eurobond). The loans were provided 
by Credit Suisse and VTB, and channeled through an UAE-based 
shipbuilding company, Privinvest.

Widespread land-use and cover change, 
brought about by deforestation of natural 
forests and the concomitant transformation 
of dense, biodiverse Miombo Woodlands 
into agricultural lands, play a major role in 
increasing ecological risks to shocks. Rampant 
deforestation in eastern Zimbabwe and across 
Mozambique has degraded local ecological 
systems. Mozambique’s natural forests and 
biodiversity are being rapidly depleted, with 
220 000ha of natural forests being lost every 
year, causing pervasive erosion (World Bank, 
2019d). Zimbabwe lost, on average, 327 000ha 
of forests between 1990 and 2010 annually.3 
Logs are primarily destined for China, yet 
form part of the global timber trade. Logging 
activities facilitate the entry of other activities 
that cause further loss of biodiversity. The 
conversion of forest to agriculture is the single 
biggest contributor to forest loss (Ryan et al., 
2014; World Bank, 2018a), primarily through 
swidden4 agriculture practised by the family 
farming sector. Many projects are being driven 
by international financial institutions, which 
promote public-private partnerships and feed 
into agricultural and forestry value chains that 
mainly serve larger commercial farmers and 
companies, who have the ability to compete 
on regional and international markets. This 
therefore provides smallholders little benefit 
beyond a few, low-paid wage jobs or as out-

3  https://rainforests.mongabay.com/deforestation/2000/
Zimbabwe.htm
4 A form of agriculture, used especially in tropical countries, in 
which an area of ground is cleared of vegetation and cultivated for 
a few years and then abandoned for a new area until its fertility 
has been naturally restored. Swidden and shifting cultivation are 
used interchangeably in this paper.

Moving logs 
requires 

infrastructure 
such as roads 

Allows 
entry to forest 
for others to 

convert land to 
agriculture 

and to produce 
charcoal

Loggers enter 
forests to cut 
down trees 

Figure 2: The symbiotic relationship between logging and agriculture
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growers, carrying extensive risk on behalf 
of large business in a volatile international 
commodity market. Extremely worrying is that 
Mozambique’s 2009 National Reforestation 
Strategy focuses almost exclusively on increasing 
commercial forestry through large-scale 
corporate plantations, aiming to increase its 
commercial forest plantation area from 64,000 
ha in 2009, to 1 million by 2030, while failing 
to effectively consider how natural forests and 
woodlands are being protected or restored (GoM 
MASA 2011; World Bank, 2016).

Peasant family farmers are the cornerstones 
of food production systems in the region and 
are, therefore, necessary and most suited for 
partnering to develop local solutions towards 
responding to natural disasters and building 
socio-ecological systems’ ability to effectively 
withstand and adapt to impending shocks. 
Local seed systems and locally adapted seed 
are gaining more attention, particularly as 
responses to both slow onset and rapid shocks. 
An assessment by the FAO, International Crops 
Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics 
(ICRISAT) and the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID), following 
the recommendations by McGuire and Sperling 
(2011, 2016) on seed security in Mozambique 
to inform the humanitarian efforts related to 
the El Nino event of 2016/17, illustrated the 
importance of the farmer seed system and 
local markets (often referred to as the informal 
seed sector) in relief efforts, due to the poor 
quality and inadequacy of the formal seed 
system. These good recommendations should 
be discussed with farmers and if accepted, 
anchored in law, as part of a discreet and robust 
seed regime that recognises farmers’ seed 
systems and implements farmers’ rights. 

We need to implement locally appropriate 
methods of restoring degraded landscapes, 
and diversified agroecological and agroforestry 
systems that restore, repair, recover from shocks, 
and prepare for future shocks. Yet this must 
consider the broader geopolitical and geo-
economic framework in which these systems 
operate. Underlying laws, policies, programmes, 
agreements and investments that promote 
the wholesale destruction of local, social and 
ecological systems that dislocate and displace 
peoples’ livelihoods, seed and food systems need 
to be abolished. 

Debt, trade and investment relations are central 
in shaping patterns of ecological degradation, 
cycles of debt, and ultimately the abilities of 
African countries to invest in their societies and 

respond to multiple shocks. Private interests 
are promoted by the Global North, resulting in 
the extraction of natural resources and wealth, 
degrading landscapes to supply global value 
chains and financial markets (FIAN International, 
2020). Land and workers are exploited, with 
no long-term ecosystem restoration efforts 
(Foster and Holleman, 2014). At the global level, 
cooperation is required to prohibit illicit financial 
flows and tax evasion of companies operating 
in the Global South. These rapaciously promote 
the extraction of natural resources, where the 
returns are more loans and aid.5 Unless this 
is addressed, countries like Mozambique and 
Zimbabwe will never be in a position to define 
and address their own development agendas, 
in consultation with their people, and based on 
local priorities, interests and needs. 

Growing calls for the restructuring of global 
debt and investment relations need further 
exploration. This could take the route of calling 
for a people’s charter on the IMF and World 
Bank loans,6 and calling for global cooperation 
to prohibit illicit financial flows that maintain 
African countries in an under-resourced 
state and lock them into a carbon-based 
future. International aid and donor support 
limits development options, and therefore 
building and strengthening social movements 
at local levels may help to shift Africa away 
from development aid towards resourced 
governments with effective democratic political 
leadership. The impact of increasing disasters 
and shocks on under-resourced countries is an 
area that needs to be addressed urgently, taking 
into account the ecological and climate debt of 
countries of the Global North. 

The disastrous impacts of Idai and Kenneth 
reveal the complex interplay between fragile 
socio-ecosystems, political economies, geo-
politics and neo-colonial realities, evident and 
perpetuated by the responses of the national 
and international community. The economic 
logic driving these interventions is highly flawed, 
and in fact deepens vulnerability at every angle. 
Adequate resourcing and restructuring are 
required to address these imbalances and short-
term interests of national elites and foreign 
companies, banks and countries.

5 Robert Ssuna, Economic Justice Africa, telephonic interview, 
October 2020.
6 Ruth Castel-Branco, Southern Centre for Inequality Studies, 
telephonic interview, October 2020.

9




