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MOZAMBICAN President Joaquim Chissano yesterday said Zimbabwe's agricultural sector had been knocked by natural and man-made disasters, but urged President Robert Mugabe to forge ahead with his government's controversial land reform programme.

Officially opening the Harare Agricultural Show, Chissano said: "The agriculture sector has suffered natural and man-made disasters which have threatened economic development and poverty reduction.

"Agriculture is of strategic importance, the largest contributor to the GDP (gross domestic product), the main economic factor for growth. It earns us foreign currency and eradicates poverty."

He urged the government to continue with its land reform programme, under which the state has taken over most white-owned land in what it says is part of a plan to address colonial imbalances.

However, the programme has led to the displacement of a large number of black farm workers and is said to have slashed farming output by more than half since it began in 2000.

The land seizures are blamed, together with drought, for severe food shortages affecting the country.

Chissano said of the land reform programme: "If you know where your ark is going, you will not stop until you reach your destination."

He said the agricultural show was an opportunity for Zimbabweans to strategise ahead of the coming rainy season.

The Mozambican leader said: "The show came at the right time. People can plan for the new season since our region is prone to unreliable rain.

"Women must have access to land and the technology to grow cash crops to improve their lot."

He told President Robert Mugabe: "Comrade President, Zimbabwe should remain resolute and aggressive in the fight for food security."

Food insecurity in Zimbabwe is expected to continue for the foreseeable future because of serious input shortages and lack of financial and technical resources on the plots the government has allocated to subsistence and aspiring commercial farmers. The country is battling shortages of fertiliser, seeds and agricultural chemicals, partly because of a foreign currency crisis.

Where the inputs are available, they are too expensive for most of the farmers resettled on land taken over by the government. The resettled farmers also do not have the financial resources to buy or lease agricultural equipment.

