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The Trajectory of the Plantation 
System in Mozambique: The Case 
of Madal in Micaúne

José Laimone Adalima

Introduction
How local long-term changes in land relations have affected different actors 
and interests is a topic under-researched in Mozambique. A relevant example 
is provided by the plantation systems developed in northern Mozambique by 
international private companies, which alienated land from the local people to 
produce a variety of cash crops under a plantation regime. Of special interest here 
is an enclave economy based on a coconut plantation established by the French-
owned Société du Madal in Zambézia Province around 1900. While Madal pri-
marily engaged in copra production, its business activities diversified over time.1 
In this chapter, I rely on ethnographic research, complemented by interviews and 
life histories, to chronicle the continued existence of the colonial plantation sys-
tem in Mozambique.

The Madal case combines labour and land relations and provides an entry 
point to understanding social relations of production, power dynamics, and pro-
cesses of accumulation and dispossession across the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries. Following Lloyd Best and Kari Levitt and Cooper, I use the concept of 
plantation economy to describe an economy based on a monoculture produced 
in a regime of plantations as an integral part of industrial capitalism, where per-
ipheries of western Europe are the suppliers of labour and producers of raw ma-
terials and agricultural produce.2
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The chapter is concerned with coconut and its centrality in the economy, and 
for that reason I adopt the concept of “coconut economy” as used by Mathew for 
Kerala; similarly, coconut has been central to the economy of Micaúne since the 
1880s.3

From a historical perspective, I delve into the connection between land 
tenure and the livelihoods of the inhabitants of the administrative post of 
Micaúne District in Chinde, Zambézia Province. A fundamental premise for 
this analysis is that understanding the historical basis for the livelihoods of the 
people in Micaúne is inseparable from the history of Madal. It reveals how Madal 
evolved, adapting to the changing landscape of the country. It functioned as a 
“total institution,” serving as the major employer, a primary supplier of goods, a 
chief purchaser of coconut from the family sector, and the principal landholder 
in the region. Bertelsen locates Madal not only as a colonial actor in a narrow 
economic sense, but also as an important player within the colonial political field 
as the company was an integral part of Portuguese colonial rule and strategy in 
Mozambique.4

To build contextual understanding of Micaúne’s economy, the next section 
describes the political and economic development of the plantation system in 
central Mozambique since the 1880s. This is followed by the description and 
analysis of the trajectory of the coconut economy to highlight continuities over 
time. The final section focuses on the legacy of the plantation system and how it 
continues to shape land governance to date.

The Prazos of Zambézia 
Before the arrival of the Portuguese, historians note that Arab merchants were 
involved in extensive long-distance trade in Mozambique’s coastal areas and the 
hinterland domain of the Mwenemutapa Empire. Their primary aim was the 
trade of cloth and beads for valuable commodities like gold and probably ivory. 
In stark contrast, the Portuguese conquerors who arrived in the sixteenth cen-
tury and the first half of the seventeenth pursued a multi-faceted agenda. Their 
objectives encompassed the occupation of the Mwenemutapa’s gold and silver 
mines, the displacement of the Arabs through military conquest, and the reli-
gious assimilation of the African people.5 To achieve these goals, the Portuguese 
Crown established the “prazos  of the  Crown,” a chain of territories along the 
Zambezi River valley, spanning from Quelimane on the coast to Zumbo, situated 
on the western border adjoining Mashonaland (present-day Zimbabwe).6 

The prazos of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries primarily functioned 
as land grants to people of Portuguese origin across three generations, with a 
requirement for or preference toward succession through the female line. These 
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prazos consisted of prazo holders and their families, along with African settlers, 
enslaved individuals, and livestock.7 The prazos primarily engaged in trade, 
building upon pre-existing routes and networks that were in place before the 
Portuguese arrival.8 As time progressed, particularly from the 1880s onward, 
prazo holders were authorized to govern the regions under their control. This 
granted them the ability to facilitate the growth of agricultural production, 
trade, and the collection of taxes, all of which could then be directed toward the 
Portuguese treasury.9

The Crown maintained ownership rights while granting usage rights in ex-
change for a leasing fee in gold starting in 1633.10 However, the prazo system, in 
many instances, did not significantly alter the production relationships of the 
local inhabitants, who continued with subsistence farming as before and were 
allowed access to a hectare per hut.11 

According to Negrão, prazos were categorized based on their geographic 
location, specifically the ones in the Zambezi Delta, those situated north of the 
Zambezi River, and those within the territory of the Mwenemutapa Empire.12 The 
first category possessed ample land but didn’t immediately pique the interest of 
adventurers due to the absence of gold and ivory resources; the second category 
was located in a region governed by the Marave Empire and produced cotton and 
ivory, which were sources of income overlooked by the Portuguese; and the last 
category fell under the control of the Mwenemutapa Empire and yielded precious 
metals, which was the primary incentive for Portuguese presence in the area.

The “prazos of the  Crown” in the Mwenemutapa Empire territory gained 
significance following the treaties signed with Mwenemutapa in 1607 and 1629, 
acknowledging Portuguese Crown ownership of extensive territories in exchange 
for military assistance.13

As noted by Zonta, the replacement of the indigenous chiefs by the prazo 
holders at the helm of the African political structures occurred without signifi-
cant disruptions to the social cohesion of the local communities. The inhabitants 
of the region gradually perceived the prazo holders as the legitimate successors 
or delegates of their former chiefs.14 These prazo holders initiated the collection 
of taxes on agricultural output from peasant lands. Importantly, akin to the pre-
cedent set by the traditional chiefs, the prazo holders never asserted ownership 
rights over the land, as it remained under communal ownership according to 
indigenous law. 

Because the administration of the colonies was centralized under the au-
thority of the Ministry of Marine and Overseas Affairs in Lisbon, Portugal faced 
significant challenges in maintaining effective law enforcement in its overseas 
territories. Moreover, conflicts between the metropolitan political elite and the 
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administrative personnel stationed in the colonies further complicated the gov-
ernance of Mozambique. 15

 This situation ultimately benefited the colonial companies, as the super-
vision of their compliance with various regulations, especially labour laws, was 
often insufficient or lacking. This lack of oversight frequently resulted in disputes 
and labour shortages.16

The display of impunity by prazo companies in Zambézia during the first 
two decades of the twentieth century raised significant concerns among govern-
ment officials. Complaints regarding the operations of these prazo holders were 
rife. They were accused of active involvement in the recruitment and provision of 
labour, all while generating substantial profits in flagrant disregard of prevailing 
legislation. Some officials went as far as to suggest the prazo system should be 
abolished, primarily because prazo holders were blatantly flouting the terms of 
their contracts and actively resisting government oversight of their activities. 17

In the 1880s, a significant transformation occurred due to Portugal’s inabil-
ity to modernize the prazo system as well as the mounting pressure from other 
colonial powers, particularly following the Berlin Conference of 1884–5. This 
pressure was aimed at compelling Portugal to demonstrate its effective control 
over the territories for which it claimed historical rights. 

In the case of Zambézia, Portugal’s presence was primarily limited to 
Quelimane, which it had occupied in 1870,18 and a small coconut plantation in 
Micaúne owned by the Correia and Carvalho company.19 In response to this situ-
ation, the Portuguese state initiated land reforms in 1871. The primary objective 
of these reforms was to establish a land tenure system that would facilitate private 
Portuguese investment in agriculture. This would be achieved through a judi-
cious allocation of land concessions on the prazos, thus marking a shift in the 
administration and utilization of these lands. 

In 1873, several investments were approved, one of which came from João 
Correia, a nephew of Isidoro Correia, a well-known Zambezian slave trader. 
Correia, together with Carlos Nandim Carvalho, rented the Prazo Mahindo in 
Micaúne and co-founded the Correia and Carvalho firm. This enterprise initially 
entered the copra business in 1877 with a modest plantation of 70,000 palm trees. 
In 1883, the company made a significant decision to heavily invest in coconut 
production, resulting in an annual output of 130 tons by the turn of the cen-
tury.20 Overall, the strategy aimed at boosting private Portuguese investment in 
agriculture proved to be ineffective. Consequently, Portugal ended up leasing 
approximately two-thirds of Mozambique to foreign companies, primarily of 
British, French, German, and Swiss origin.21 The above-mentioned foreign en-
tities established two major chartered companies, the Mozambique Company 
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and the Nyassa/Niassa Company,22 alongside a leasing company known as the 
Zambézia Company.23 

Following this, new labour and land laws were approved, and designed to 
align with the preferences of foreign investors. These changes altered the pre-ex-
isting production relationships and significantly curtailed the autonomy previ-
ously enjoyed by Africans in the various prazos. As a consequence, all Africans 
were turned into a reservoir of cheap labour, and work became obligatory, en-
compassing various forms of forced labour. 24

The Zambézia Company, established in 1892, obtained leasing rights from 
the Portuguese government under the decree of September 24, 1892. This granted 
it a ten-year mandate to manage the Crown prazos located north of the Zambezi 
River, extending to the west of the Luenha and Mazoi Rivers, encompassing an 
expansive area of 100,000 square kilometers.25 With ownership stakes in the 
Zambézia Company, the Portuguese government strategically chose to sublease 
a portion of the company’s territory. This initiative led to the establishment of 
several enterprises, including Maganja Aquém Chire (founded in 1894), Boror 
(established in 1898), Société du Madal (formed in 1903), Companhia Agricola 
de Lugela (established in 1906), and Sena Sugar Estates (founded in 1920). These 
companies primarily specialized in cultivating various crops such as sisal, copra, 
sugar, tea, rice, and cotton within the region.26 

This marked the inception of the plantation system in Mozambique. 
According to Serra,27 plantations extended across four distinct regions, with 
the coconut area being the most significant, situated between the mouths of 
the Zambezi and Raragra Rivers. The sisal area encompassed the banks of the 
Licungo River, while the sugar cane area stretched along the Zambezi River, cov-
ering Luabo and Mopeia. The fourth area extended to the regions bordering the 
Shire River. 

In this chapter, my attention is directed toward the coconut plantations 
owned by Madal, which will be further elaborated on in the following section. 
Subsequently, the ensuing section will delve into the dynamics of these coconut 
plantations as envisioned by Madal.

Madal’s Plantations and the Coconut Economy of 
Micaúne in Colonial Mozambique
Micaúne, previously known as Prazo Mahindo, was an aringa (a brick-built 
stronghold) situated on the coast, covering a vast surface of 700,000 acres, 
equivalent to 280,000 hectares.28 This fortress featured four bastions, serving as a 
defence against the indigenous populations who were far from submissive during 
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that period.29 It was categorized as a first-class prazo, and was owned by several 
prazo holders from 1630 before it was leased to Madal in 1904.30

There is a lack of consensus regarding the identification of the people inhab-
iting the Prazo Mahindo area. According to Zonta, the inhabitants of this re-
gion are known as the Podzo. They primarily engaged in agriculture, cultivating 
crops such as maize, sorghum, millet, sweet potatoes, rice, beans, cassava, and 
peanuts.31 Land ownership rights were granted to those who had some trees, in-
cluding palm trees and citrus. During the oilseed production boom in Zambézia 
between the late 1860s and the 1880s, the Podzo played a significant role in the 
production of sesame and peanuts.32 Isaacman contends that the Podzo should 
be considered part of the e-Chuabo ethnic group rather than an independent 
ethnic group.33 On the other hand, Rita-Ferreira categorizes them as one of the 
peripheral minorities within the ci-Sena.34 

This disparity could be indicative of the fusion of diverse elements from 
e-Chuabo and ci-Sena, as well as the influences of Islam and Christianity in shap-
ing the local culture. Currently, the individuals I have spoken to do not identify 
themselves as either Podzo or ci-Sena but rather as the Mahindo, signifying those 
who communicate in the Mahindo language. In fact, in contemporary official 
records, “Mahindo” refers to the community residing in Micaúne.

While the local population had a certain familiarity with coconuts, their 
production remained comparatively limited in contrast to the 1900s. During that 
period, companies like Madal initiated palm plantations, taking advantage of 
forced labour legislation and land expropriations. The pivotal moment in copra 
production occurred during the 1880s when a surge in oilseed production in 
Zambézia was catalyzed by the soaring demand from Europe, stemming from 
the repercussions of the Crimean War (1853–6). This conflict disrupted the trade 
of fatty oils from the Russian Far East and eastern Europe, prompting an in-
creased reliance on copra.

In 1853, France and Portugal entered into an agreement that granted 
complete freedom of commerce and navigation between the two nations. This 
agreement also permitted French ships to export a wide range of goods from 
Portuguese territories.35 As a result of this accord, French enterprises started 
to play an ever-growing role in the copra production and export industry in 
Mozambique.

In Micaúne, the establishment and growth of the coconut economy received 
its most significant impetus through the efforts of the French-owned Madal com-
pany, which was founded in 1903. A year later, they expanded their operations 
by renting Prazo Mahindo and commencing the establishment of additional 
coconut plantations, achieved through the clearing of forests and the strategic 
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planting of trees.36 Madal significantly expanded its palm tree holdings within 
the designated third section of Micaúne by leasing additional land and consoli-
dating ownership in neighbouring Prazo Mahindo areas.37 

By 1908, they had successfully cultivated palm trees across 544 hectares of 
land.38 Over the years, their efforts bore fruit, and by 1920, the number of palm 
trees in Madal’s possession had grown to an impressive total of over 225,000, 
with more than half of them bearing fruit.39

Map 9.2. Map of Prazo Mahindo
Source: Sociedade de Geografia de Lisboa.
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Brandão asserted that Madal played a pivotal role in establishing the produc-
tion infrastructure, which encompassed the construction of housing for man-
agers, roadways, and a network of stations that served as the focal points for copra 
production. Typically, these stations featured a central house, auxiliary facilities, 
and worker accommodations arranged in a spacious quadrangle, with planta-
tions encircling them.40 Furthermore, Madal devised an innovative management 
model that emphasized the supervision and control of plantations from mul-
tiple stations, facilitating the conversion of coconuts into copra. Following this 
transformation, copra was transported via boats from Micaúne to the port of 
Quelimane, where the company maintained its warehouses. 

This meant that Madal had a tight grip on the entire coconut production 
chain, exercising control over incentives within it. My informants noted that 
palm trees were ubiquitous across the landscape, with little land remaining un-
touched by these trees. These observations align with Negrão’s research, which 
indicated that “on average, there were around 100 palm trees per hectare but in 
some cases, one could find between 120 and 160 palm trees.”41 Consequently, 
through Madal’s influence, the coconut industry became the linchpin of all ac-
tivities in Micaúne. In essence, the entire society revolved around this cash crop, 
leaving limited room for pursuits beyond it. 

The local economy relied on two key factors: the availability of cheap labour 
and the outsourcing of production from the residents to remain competitive in 
the global market. These two income streams, to varying extents, sustained the 
livelihoods of the residents for over a century. Consequently, a mutually depend-
ent and symbiotic relationship between Madal and the residents flourished. In a 
short period, Madal emerged as the primary employer in Micaúne, predominant-
ly hiring men as seasonal labourers on its plantations. Simultaneously, residents 
could sell coconuts from their palm trees to the company. In a sense, as my in-
formants emphasized, the coconut economy was considered reliable, offering a 
steady and dependable source of income. However, the coconut-based economy 
posed significant challenges for many informants.

Endurance of the Colonial Plantation Regime After 
Independence
The predictability of the coconut-based economy persisted even after Mozambique 
gained its independence in 1975, despite the government’s rhetoric of radical 
change from the colonial state. The post-colonial government maintained the 
colonial economic structure, characterized by significant land concentration and 
investments in areas such as plantations and state farms, rather than prioritizing 
the redistribution of land to family producers.
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Inspired by Tanzania’s Ujamaa, Algeria’s communal villages and the rela-
tive success of production in the liberated zones in Mozambique during the col-
onial war, FRELIMO42 embarked on an ambitious mission to establish people’s 
democratic power by advocating for a society free of the exploitation of “man by 
man,” in line with Marxist-Leninist principles. With a state-controlled economy, 
agriculture took centre stage in shaping its economic policies. However, the tu-
multuous violence that accompanied the transition of power from Portugal to 
FRELIMO upon independence led to widespread fear, insecurity, and political 
chaos. 

As a result, many owners of both large and small businesses, as well as 
managers and officials who had uncertainties about their future, hastily aban-
doned their properties, residences, and other assets, including land. Following 
Mozambique’s independence in 1975, these properties were subsequently nation-
alized and repurposed into state-owned farms and enterprises.43

The investors who felt aggrieved by the newly established government lent 
their support to the formation of the rebel group RENAMO44 when it emerged in 
1976, initiating a conflict against the nascent government. This conflict eventu-
ally concluded with a peace accord signed in Rome in 1992. This situation high-
lights a connection between affected businesses and RENAMO’s discontentment 
with FRELIMO’s Marxist policies.

The inclusion of provisions in the 1975 new constitution recognizing pri-
vate property and permitting foreign investors to engage in activities, as long as 
such activities were in alignment with the constitution’s stipulations,45 gave rise 
to a persistent source of tension within the post-colonial state’s political land-
scape. This tension emerged because the government persisted in implementing 
its Marxist policies,46 while at the same time certain plantation companies, like 
Madal, were able to persist in their operations. Having survived nationalization, 
Madal continued to have a monopoly on the commercialization of copra in the 
country, given that its rival company, Boror,47 was nationalized at the end of the 
1970s.48

Madal retained possession of the land it had acquired during the colonial 
era, without any state farms or collective villages being established in Micaúne. 
Moreover, for many decades, the copra production process remained unchanged. 
Production methods remained rudimentary and labour-intensive, with workers 
receiving meagre wages, often falling below the minimum wage established by 
the Mozambican government.49 As per Mr. Abudo, a former Madal employee in 
Micaúne during the 1980s, there were no discernible improvements in working 
conditions. 
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According to his account, the company’s remuneration scale was struc-
tured as follows: Specialized workers received 10.00 meticais per day, equiva-
lent to US$0.40 (at an exchange rate of US$1.00 for 23.88763 meticais),50 while 
non-specialized workers, including coconut pickers and loaders, received 7.50 
meticais per day, equivalent to US$0.30. Each worker was expected to complete a 
daily quota of 1,000 coconuts. Mechanics and carpenters earned relatively more, 
around 20.00 meticais per day, equivalent to US$0.80. It’s worth noting that the 
majority of the physically demanding tasks were performed by men due to the 
perceived greater physical strength required. Women, on the other hand, were 
primarily engaged in domestic responsibilities such as caring for children, cook-
ing, fetching water, and subsistence farming.51 

In the 1980s, just as in the colonial period, the company actively encouraged 
children to collaborate with their fathers to acquire the skills of their trade. Mr. 
Ricardo fondly reminisced about Madal’s profound influence on his life, stating,

As a child, I would accompany my father to Madal every single day. 
I eagerly supported him in his tasks, and through this hands-on 
experience, I mastered the intricacies of his work. While Madal did 
not provide me with a regular wage, when my father faced physi-
cal limitations that hindered his work, the company recognized my 
ability to step in and take his place. This marked the beginning of 
my journey as a Madal employee. Furthermore, within my extend-
ed family, many other members, at various points in their lives, also 
embraced roles within the Madal workforce. It seemed like almost 
everyone in my family had their own Madal story to tell.

During his lifetime, Mr. Ricardo served as a blacksmith at Madal until his retire-
ment in 1985. He took over the position from his father, who tragically lost his 
life in 1992 after being captured by RENAMO soldiers in the district of Mocuba, 
situated approximately two hundred kilometres away.52  

During the armed conflict, Madal’s operations, including those in Micaúne, 
were partially impacted. Nevertheless, the company managed to maintain prof-
itability, even when the international market copra price dropped from US$750 
to US$140 in 1985–6. As per register number 2025, dated 23 January 1985, the 
company reported profits of 14,940,908 meticais, equivalent to US$6,254,671 in 
1983. From 1983 to 1986, Madal exported 18,819 metric tons of copra, gener-
ating revenues of US$6,830,000. This accounted for more than 60 per cent of 
Mozambique’s copra exports during that period. Additionally, Madal contribut-
ed to the domestic industry by producing another 8,961,134 kilograms of copra.53 
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The country’s shift toward a market economy, initiated by the structural ad-
justment program in 1987, re-emphasized the significance of private property, 
mirroring a historical trend from the colonial era. Madal seemingly emerged as a 
beneficiary of the privatization process, capitalizing on its connections with the 
political elite.54 Leveraging these connections, the company acquired multiple 
state enterprises and engaged in collaborative ventures with the government.55 

In Micaúne, apart from Madal, which retained land from the colonial per-
iod, new private landholders have been acquiring land through the privatization 
process that commenced in 1987. During this period, the government granted 
approximately 39,962 hectares of new land concessions in Micaúne. Of these, 
19,428 hectares were allocated to Madal, while the remaining land was distrib-
uted among three other companies: Companhia de Sena (formerly known as 
the Sena Sugar Estate), with 102.59 hectares, Sociedade Micaúne Eco-Turismo, 
with 9,400 hectares, and Pro-Hunter Safari, with 9,600 hectares. Additionally, 
1,431.20 hectares were allocated to six individuals and the Quelimane Diocese.

Madal also appeared to have capitalized on the post-conflict period follow-
ing 1992, drawing in seasonal labour, especially from individuals displaced by 
the war who resettled in Micaúne. During this time, Madal seized the oppor-
tunity to boost its production by taking advantage of the surplus labour force. 
According to a Madal representative in Micaúne, the company had approximate-
ly seven thousand employees in Micaúne by 1992, indicating a significant upturn 
in the coconut industry. 

During this period, a new generation of coconut traders emerged in the 
region, primarily consisting of Mozambicans based in Micaúne. They acted as 
intermediaries between Madal and local household coconut producers. Over 
approximately a decade, these traders purchased coconuts from local families 
at reduced prices and then included a profit margin when selling to Madal and 
other companies. Additionally, they were actively engaged in the production of 
coconut oil, which they marketed in Quelimane, the provincial capital.

In the year when the new land law (Law 19/97 of 1 October) was approved, 
Madal acquired three plantations previously owned by Boror. As the 2000s 
unfolded, Madal solidified its position as the foremost private landowner in 
Mozambique, overseeing the employment of approximately five hundred work-
ers at its Micaúne plantation.56 The emergence and rapid spreading of coconut 
lethal yellowing disease (CLYD) in the late 1990s had a profound and transform-
ative impact on the local economy. As Rønning reported, “CLYD was observed 
for the first time in Madal’s coconut plantation in Micaúne in March of 1998 
and it was rapidly spreading through the palms of the local people bordering the 
company’s plantations.”57
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The disease continued to proliferate, eventually reaching a critical point in 
2004, necessitating the removal of palm trees belonging to both residents and 
Madal. This, unfortunately, resulted in a substantial loss of income and employ-
ment opportunities, engendering a climate of uncertainty and exacerbating food 
insecurity in the region. One might have anticipated Madal leaving the area once 
the coconut industry declined. However, to the contrary, the company has per-
sisted to the present day, retaining ownership of the land where the plantations 
once thrived. 

They have diversified land use since the onset and subsequent upsurge of 
CLYD, patiently awaiting recovery from the disease while actively participating 
in the cultivation of cash crops such as sesame, engaging in game farming, and 
promoting tourism.

During my fieldwork in 2012, it was observed that approximately 118,199 out 
of the 200,000 hectares encompassing Micaúne were under private control, with 
Madal alone occupying 42,424 hectares. The remaining land was held in a shared 
capacity, with both state and communal ownership, including areas like deserts, 
mangroves, and rivers. In most cases, these land concessions, including Madal’s, 
complied with the legal requirement to pay an annual levy for land occupation. 

Nonetheless, the persistence of the company has engendered ongoing ten-
sions with residents who urgently require land for their livelihoods. In 2020, I 
reached out to one of my sources to gather updates on the latest developments 
in Micaúne. According to my contact, Madal continued to maintain significant 
control over the local territory.

The absence of government intervention in this matter may imply the con-
tinued prioritization of plantation-style agricultural production in Mozambique. 
Subsequent sections will illustrate how the historical plantation system endures, 
influencing contemporary land governance. This is especially evident as (agri)
business enclaves adopt operational models reminiscent of those employed by 
colonial enterprises, such as Madal.

The Legacy of Plantations in Contemporary 
Mozambique
While Law 1/86 of 16 April, an amendment to the original post-colonial Land 
Law 6/79 of 3 July 1979, did acknowledge the existence of two distinct systems of 
land use rights—formal and customary—it notably established a framework for 
issuing land use rights for a renewable period of fifty years. This provision aimed 
at incentivizing significant foreign investments, as local communities main-
tained unrestricted land use rights. To comprehensively assess the nation’s land 
utilization and lay the groundwork for future land policies and legislation, the 
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government established a research initiative in the early 1990s. This endeavour 
was carried out under the auspices of the then “Ad Hoc” Land Commission, with 
substantial support from the University of Wisconsin Land Tenure Center and 
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).58 It is note-
worthy that this occurred in tandem with the privatization of state-owned assets 
that was initiated in 1989. Between 1989 and 1997, the government embarked 
on an extensive program to divest state-owned assets. As part of this initiative, 
the government granted fifty-year renewable concessions for thousands of acres 
of agricultural land, undertook a significant restructuring of approximately 
740 enterprises, and facilitated the establishment of 120 new privately owned 
enterprises.59 

A specific cohort of individuals closely associated with the FRELIMO party 
and state leadership played a crucial role in shaping the Mozambican business 
elite during the transition from socialism to a multi-party system in the late 
1980s. Given the limited capital available to the majority of Mozambicans, the 
political elite actively pursued partnerships with foreign investors from a variety 
of nations, including Portugal, South Africa, the United States, Great Britain, 
Holland, Denmark, Norway, Cyprus, Zimbabwe, Swaziland, Mauritius, India, 
and China.60 These elite figures amassed wealth as “silent partners”61 and were 
instrumental in driving the push for the privatization of former colonial conces-
sions and plantations, as they aspired to profit from the sale of the land obtained 
through these privatization efforts.62

This pattern of economic transformation was not unique to Mozambique. 
Russian oligarchs, for example, exhibited similar characteristics. In both cases, 
the transition from socialism to capitalism led to individuals with close ties to 
the ruling political regime gaining preferential access to privatized state assets, 
enabling them to establish substantial businesses.63

The influential figures within successive governments have consistently ad-
vocated for extensive plantation agriculture and forestry, ultimately leading to 
the privatization of land. During the deliberations that preceded the enactment 
of the 1997 Land Law, the concept of privatization was actively promoted not 
only by the World Bank and the United States but also by the Mozambican elites 
who eagerly pursued land concessions to profit from potential sales.64 The pre-
text put forth by proponents of privatization was the necessity of using land as 
collateral to access credit, but in reality, the underlying motive was to acquire 
substantial land holdings for speculative purposes.65

Civil society organizations and local communities have vehemently opposed 
this through a series of actions, notably the land campaign established in 1996. 
This campaign comprised around two hundred non-governmental organizations, 
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both national and foreign, as well as churches, associations, co-operatives, and 
other entities representing civil society and academics. Together, they collaborat-
ed to disseminate information, primarily aimed at rural families.66 

Similarly, in response to the tactics employed by proponents of land pri-
vatization, peasant organizations were quick to oppose them and successfully 
made their case.67 For instance, the Rural Association for Mutual Support, a rural 
residents’ association founded in 1996, organized a public demonstration against 
the privatization of land, using the slogan “no to land privatization.” This dem-
onstration garnered support from a broad spectrum of participants, including 
peasants, political parties, and even FRELIMO, just a week before the new land 
bill was presented to the country’s parliament. 68

Amid the heated opposition to land privatization, the 1997 Land Law was 
enacted, followed by its rural area regulations in 1998, notably devoid of any pro-
visions for privatization. 

The most significant aspect of the land reforms was the state’s formal ac-
knowledgement of rights acquired through customary law and the introduction 
of incentives to encourage private interests to invest in land for a renewable per-
iod of fifty years. According to Law 19/97, local communities possess the author-
ity to establish DUATs (Direito de uso e aproveitamento de terra, or state-granted 
land rights) for themselves, which represents a permanent and legally recognized 
entitlement to land use. Furthermore, within a given community, both men and 
women have the opportunity to request individual land rights once the com-
munity demarcates its respective land areas.69 Moreover, the law allows for the 
inheritance of land use rights, with no gender-based distinctions. Oral testimon-
ies regarding land rights are also legally recognized and valid.70

Remarkably, this legislation received global recognition, with organizations 
such as the World Bank and United Kingdom’s Department for International 
Development applauding its protection of peasant rights and its skillful manage-
ment of collective and community land tenure.71 This accomplishment can be 
seen as a victory for families and small-scale landholders who tenaciously op-
posed land privatization efforts, though it did not mark the conclusion of the 
struggle against land privatization.

The government’s stance on the land issue remained ambiguous. Policy 
documents and strategies convey one set of intentions, while the actual situation 
on the ground appears to lean toward granting extensive land concessions to 
both foreign and domestic investors. As pointed out by Hanlon, “there remains a 
division within the government . . . [over] whether the priority should be given to 
large-scale or small-scale investments.”72 
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In 1996, shortly before the implementation of the land law (Law 19/97), the 
government launched a fifty-year commercial agricultural joint venture known 
as Mozagrius. This endeavour entailed the allocation of a significant land parcel 
in Niassa Province to South African farmers. However, this ambitious under-
taking encountered several hurdles and ultimately faltered within a few years. 
These challenges included insufficient infrastructure, financial difficulties, and 
conflicts with community leaders and the local population.

Just one year after the new land law was approved, the government gave its 
nod to the National Programme for Agricultural Development (PROAGRI I) in 
1998, with a substantial budget of US$202 million. This pioneering endeavour 
received support from a collaborative donor fund, showcasing the steadfast dedi-
cation of development partners to advancing large-scale farming initiatives.73

Three years after the approval of PROAGRI I, the issue of land privatization 
once again came to the fore. This time, it was championed by Hélder Muteia, who 
was then serving as the minister of agriculture and rural development. It ap-
peared that he had garnered support from influential entities such as the World 
Bank and USAID. However, despite these efforts, resolute opposition to land pri-
vatization was evident during FRELIMO’s Eighth Congress in June 2002, as well 
as within the government. Both FRELIMO and the government reaffirmed the 
constitutional principle of state land ownership.74 

This stance has been consistently reiterated in subsequent FRELIMO con-
gresses to this day, despite the government’s ongoing efforts to attract substantial 
foreign investments. However, the unresolved contradictions within FRELIMO, 
specifically between small-scale and large-scale agriculture, including planta-
tions, persisted. 

A clear example of this situation emerged in 2005 when the land once 
held by the unsuccessful Mozagrius project was transferred to the Malonda 
Foundation.75 This foundation operated as a joint venture between the Swedish 
government and the local population, aiming to utilize the land for the common 
good.76 Nevertheless, the Malonda Foundation soon faced challenges as it grap-
pled with disputes from local communities, necessitating substantial alterations 
in its leadership and operations.77 In the same year, the government approved 
PROAGRI II (2006–10), which aimed to transition subsistence farming into com-
mercial agriculture and bolster current production levels.78 

Foreign investments in large-scale agriculture have shown a consistent 
and remarkable surge since 2002. This upward trajectory can primarily be at-
tributed to the perceived abundance of expansive, under-exploited arable land 
in Mozambique, totalling an impressive thirty-six million hectares.79 This 
perception has become a significant driving force behind the government’s 
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active promotion of large-scale concessions, including plantation development. 
Between 2004 and 2010 Mozambique granted concessions to foreign companies 
of close to one million hectares, around 73 per cent for forest and 13 per cent for 
agrofuels and sugar.80 In 2008, the Ministry of Agriculture initiated an agrarian 
zoning project to gain a comprehensive overview of available land within the 
country and identify additional areas suitable for substantial foreign investment 
in agriculture. 

The findings of this initial study revealed the existence of 7 million hectares 
of land that could support large-scale agricultural endeavours, accounting for 
19.4 per cent of the total arable land. Among this land, 3.7 million hectares were 
deemed suitable for large-scale agricultural activities, including agrofuel produc-
tion, while the remaining 3.2 million hectares were allocated for various other 
purposes, such as forestry and grazing. However, the cabinet expressed reser-
vations about the level of detail in the initial zoning report and subsequently 
decided to commission a follow-up study conducted by an external consultant. 
This second zoning study was slated for completion by 2012.81

One year following the implementation of the agrarian zoning initia-
tive, additional substantial land concessions were allocated to various entities. 
Portucel, a Portuguese paper company, secured one such concession, while two 
Nordic groups, the Malonda Foundation and the Global Solidarity Forest Fund, 
which includes Nordic churches and a significant Dutch teachers’ pension fund,82 
were also granted concessions. In addition, Chikweti received a concession for an 
expansive area spanning 30,000 hectares.83 

In December 2009, the Mozambican government through its cabinet granted 
10,000 hectares of an area in Gurué to a Portuguese company, QUIFEL, to sow 
soybean and sunflower for biodiesel. It should be noted that of the total area grant-
ed to QUIFEL, 490 hectares were already occupied by 244 local people for more 
than ten years, and according to the law, they were entitled to rights over that land. 
Nevertheless, the people were expelled by the government in December 2010.84

Gonçalves has highlighted that the prioritization of substantial land in-
vestments, including plantation projects, in Mozambique has received renewed 
impetus in recent years, thanks to the emergence of policies and programs for 
agricultural development across Africa, collectively referred to as agricultur-
al growth corridors.85 The Mozambican government has identified six specific 
corridors within the country for these developments—namely, Nacala, Maputo, 
Limpopo, Beira, the Zambezi Valley, and Pemba-Lichinga.

The investments mentioned above undeniably demonstrate a significant 
emphasis on industrial tree plantations, with multiple northern governments 
participating through various channels, including pension funds.86 This sustains 
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the continuation of plantation projects, despite extensive research indicating that 
such endeavours often result in more negative than positive consequences. For 
instance, Kosenius and colleagues conducted a comprehensive study that high-
lights several advantages associated with plantations. However, their research 
also underscores potential drawbacks, such as reduced water availability, limited 
job creation prospects, and conflicts with local communities.87 In the specific case 
of Mozambique, the available evidence overwhelmingly points toward unfavour-
able outcomes stemming from plantation initiatives, with negative repercussions 
outweighing the positive ones.88

I did fieldwork in 2016 and 2017 in Zambézia and Nampula provinces, two 
important sites of the Nacala corridor. I observed an increasing tension between 
the plantation companies and the local people concerning access to both land 
and water resources. My observations resonate with those of Kosenius and col-
leagues as well as Almeida and Delgado’s assessment of plantations’ negative ef-
fects on land use changes affecting local livelihood possibilities. 

Conclusion
The establishment of a plantation system in Mozambique was a direct conse-
quence of the Portuguese authorities’ attempt to administer their country’s over-
seas territories amid the pressure from other colonial powers’ expansion projects. 
Portugal’s leasing of the territory to colonial companies was an attempt to respond 
to two basic problems: first, to ensure an effective occupation of Mozambique, 
which had been pursued since the fifteenth century, and second, to promote the 
economic development of Mozambique through the exploitation of human and 
natural resources. A plantation system encompassed both the above-mentioned 
problems, resulting in a focus on plantations as the model of land governance. 

I argue that Madal epitomizes the Mozambican plantation system and the 
long-lasting coconut economy is a result of two interconnected factors. First, 
colonial capitalism consolidated an existing principle of wealth in people and 
things through several policies and legislation. Second, local customary law was 
adapted to the colonial law, leading to the coconut economy becoming embedded 
in society. There was a balance between the control of people (labour) by Madal 
and of things (palm trees and land) by both Madal and the local people. This pat-
tern of social reproduction is similar to that of other colonial economies where 
companies paid low wages to keep labour working while households were obliged 
to carry a large burden. Being a company established more than a hundred years 
ago, Madal continued to manage plantations until recently, when an ecological 
crisis in the form of CLYD struck, killing the palm trees belonging to both the 
residents and Madal. This led to uncertainty and contributed to food insecurity 
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in the area. The failure of the post-independence government to transform land 
relations in Mozambique attests to the strong structural nature of the economy 
inherited from the colonial period. 

Isaacman and colleagues, Hanlon, and Bowen have shown that there is not 
much difference between World Bank–approved investments and colonial plan-
tations in terms of the tactics used to dispossess local people, expand corporate 
control, use local labour, and promote monoculture.89 

Structural adjustment programs and later the intensification of the scram-
ble for Africa as a result of multiple crises (e.g., fuel, food, finance) have added 
further incentives for large-scale land deals, in spite of the criticisms related to 
negative impacts for the people who rely on the land to derive their livelihoods. 
The plantation system in Mozambique has been confronted historically with 
the challenge of striking a balance between cash and food crop production. It is 
well-documented how the tension between the two has led to hunger and death.90 

Current contract farming arrangements between large-scale investors and 
residents mirror the colonial project (see, for instance, the prominence of Madal 
in copra production and export) and will lead to people’s alienation from their 
ancestral land. 

Despite the problems associated with large-scale foreign investment in land, 
the Mozambican government continues to support it. This strong reliance on 
large-scale investments (plantations for that matter) that provide little benefit 
for the country has led some analysts to label the current Mozambican economy 
as an “extractive economy,” one that generates but does not accumulate wealth 
socially (at the dimension of the economy as a whole).91 

This chapter has highlighted the policy contradictions on land and the role 
the political elite plays in pushing for a model of large-scale investments that 
benefit (a few) investors amid the tension between forestry and cash crop planta-
tion investments.
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