The tobacco debate – priority for factories or peasants?
Joseph Hanlon

A new tobacco factory employing 1600 workers in Tete city and thousands of peasants in Chifunde district complaining about mistreatment by the same tobacco company are two sides of the same coin. And it shows what happens when two different development priorities come into conflict.
On the one hand, Mozambique is committed to increasing the local processing of agricultural products. On the other hand, it wants to promote family sector production. These two development goals have come into sharp conflict in Tete.

Tobacco has become Mozambique’s most important agricultural export and 150,000 peasant families now grow the crop.

Three big internationally tobacco companies operate in Mozambique: Universal (operating here as Mozambique Leaf Tobacco – MLT), Dimon and Standard Commercial (Stancom). The latter two merged last year to form Alliance One. 

Until last year, all of the tobacco was processed in Malawi and Zimbabwe. The Mozambique government put heavy pressure on the companies to open factories and process with Mozambique. It is a sensible government policy to increase processing of agricultural products in Mozambique. The country earns more, and industrial jobs are created. 

With tobacco there was another reason. There is a fear that when Zimbabwe returns to normal, the tobacco companies will have less interest in Mozambique. Building a processing factory is a commitment to stay here.

In order to encourage the companies to build factories, Mozambique offered other benefits. Only MLT was willing to build a factory. In exchange, the concession for Chifunde district, which grows more tobacco than any other district in Mozambique, was taken away from Dimon and given to MLT last year. Chifunde represented 40 percent of Dimon’s production. Alliance One responded by saying that it would not stay in a country which unilaterally withdrew its biggest concession, so it would leave Mozambique after the current session.
When President Armando Guebuza spoke to a hostile crowd in Chifunde on 5 May, he was technically correct when he said that Alliance One was withdrawing from Mozambique voluntarily. What he did not say was that Dimon did not leave Chifunde voluntarily – the concession was taken away and given to MLT in exchange for building a factory.

But local people are not pleased. As Daniel Kassamala told the President: “Se fossemos as votar, guaranto que a Mozambique Leaf Tobacco não apanhava nenhum voto da população de Chifunde”.
In part, the peasants are complaining that MLT is harsher in its grading than Dimon – more tobacco is graded as low quality and earns a lower price. Peasants claimed that tobacco given a low grade by MLT could be sold as a higher grade in Malawi, but they are not supposed to do this because MLT has exclusive rights to buy in Chifunde.

Arguments over grading and price are normal in any concession system. But the discontent with MLT is very much broader. Of course, both MLT and Dimon want to make profits and want peasants to grow more high quality tobacco. But the two have totally different approaches to the peasants. MLT sees itself purely as a tobacco company; it gives inputs and technical support for tobacco, but does not provide any other support to the peasants. Dimon saw itself much more as a development agency, giving much broader agricultural support. 

And the two promoted totally different farming methods. Dimon said peasants should intercrop in the traditional way, and grow tobacco alongside beans and maize. MLT is totally opposed to this, and pushes mono-cropping – that tobacco fields should have only tobacco and no other crops.

Dimon also made substantial community contributions, such as roads, schools, and health posts. It also supported teaching at the Instituto Agrário de Chimoio.

These are commercial choices – Dimon and MLT both expect to make profits. But the peasants clearly prefer Dimon. It had worked for 10 years in Chifunde and some peasants said Dimon was considered “o pai de desenvolvimento das familias locais.” And they angrily told President Guebuza that MLT had not continued Dimon’s work improving roads and Dimon’s support for health.

But MLT did invest a substantial amount of money to build a factory in Tete, which Dimon was unwilling to do. In the end, it became a choice between rural development and industrial development – yet both are priorities.
Perhaps there are two lessons to be drawn. First, there needs to be more discussion of development policy, especially when hard choices like this must be made. And second, there needs to be a discussion of concession schemes, both in terms of the controversial grading and buying, and more generally in terms of the relationship of concession companies to local people. Concessions are a potential way of introducing new crops, just as tobacco was introduced, and it would be good to define a clearer set of priorities.
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