‘Zimbabwean women's right to land must be recognized’
Women's access to land in Zimbabwe has become a subject of intense debate as poverty worsens and urban areas increasingly fail to provide employment for the poor. 

By Gaynor G Paradza

________________________________________________________________________
TRADITIONALLY, women in Zimbabwe can only have access to land through a male guardian, in whose name land rights are registered. This can be a spouse or a male relative, including a son. The reasons are varied but the effect is the same, including an increase in the vulnerability of women in the rural areas. 

Although women in Zimbabwe have always participated in agricultural production, they still remain invisible at the level of formulation of land distribution policy, which has so far focused on racially based discrepancies. 

As a result, men have been the main beneficiaries of the various land redistribution initiatives in Zimbabwe, and where women have been allocated land, such has not been reflected in official records. 

The case for women’s access to land 

In Africa, women play a key role in the management of natural resources and in food production, as they represent almost 70% of the continent's total agricultural labour. However, more prominently in countries such as Botswana, Lesotho and Zimbabwe, women's rights to land have been neglected, a situation which has over the years worsened their condition. 

In a situation of increased rural-to-urban migration, as is often the case in Africa, it is women who remain behind in the rural areas, while men seek paid employment in urban centres or as seasonal labourers in the commercial farming sector. These are some of the factors that should militate in favour of women's increased access to land. But if such access is dependent upon a woman having a male guardian, it means that there will continue to be an interplay of factors that can impact negatively on the country's overall capacity to produce food. 

In Zimbabwe, all land is vested in the President, who holds it on behalf of the people. However, there are different provisions under which individuals and institutions can hold land. These are communal, leasehold, and freehold. 

Under the communal tenure system, which covers 4l.8% of all of Zimbabwe's land holdings, communities are accorded the right of control over land, which can then be allocated to individual members of the community for cultivation. Although under such a system land can be inherited, it cannot be sold. 

The leasehold system allows users to pay rent for land over a specified period. 

Under the freehold system, full private ownership is granted without any obligations to the state other than the payment of taxes and observance of land-use controls imposed on the public interest. Freehold tenure is prevalent on the large and small-scale commercial farming estates of Zimbabwe, which constitute 36.8% of the national land holdings. 

Women only have unlimited access to land if they own a commercial farm which is registered under freehold title. In the resettlement and communal farming areas, women's access to land is determined by their marital status, with the first wife in a polygamous situation having the most security of tenure. Divorced, single and widowed women have relatively less secure rights to land. 

While men and women are equal before the law, in reality, culture is used to subjugate women's rights. The origin of this practice is a matter for debate, but it has been blamed on the corruption of the custom by the white settlers. However, others blame it on men's reluctance to give up the control which this arrangement gives them over women's labour and power. Still others blame it on the system of bride price, which forces men to pay a certain amount of money and goods to the family of the woman, as a marriage bond. 

Whichever the case, the effect is that in Zimbabwe, rural women are viewed as dependents of their husbands, fathers, sons or male guardians. The result is that women are forced to choose between marriage and 'rights'. This situation has persisted, despite the fact that most men are no longer resident in the communal areas, leaving women solely responsible for land management. 

Men are recognised as legal registered owners of land. They decide whether or not to give some of that land to their wife to use it for her own crop. In the communal areas, when land was abundant, a married man was allocated a standard portion of land for his family. He could decide to give some of it to his wife for her own use. The man was allocated an extra third of the standard portion for every other wife he married. But with increasing land shortage, this is no longer possible. The secondary rights of women to 

land are not registered, and as such, women continue to depend on the goodwill of the male benefactor to grant them user rights. Married women are entitled to grazing rights only if their husband has abandoned them or is living outside the country. Widows could be denied grazing rights if they refuse to be 'inherited' by their late husband's kinsman. Male divorcees are eligible for grazing rights but female divorcees can only be granted grazing rights if they have custody of their children, which is very rare in African society. 

Access is not easily conferred to single or divorced women. In some areas, widows have relatively secure rights over the land they use and even divorcees can make a claim to be allocated some land in their ex-husband's village. There is virtually no provision for a man's subsequent wives in a polygamous marriage. These women are catered for through further subdivision of the first wife's land or redistribution of the man's whole plot. Either way, the wife's rights are vulnerable to the actions of her spouse. This really makes it difficult for married women to make long-term plans or investment on communal and resettlement land registered in their spouse's name. Traditional leaders (predominantly men) are responsible for allocating land rights. Only men have rights that are registered on access to land and natural resources. 

Another criterion used in the allocation of land is the ability of applicants to present a certificate in agricultural training. This has disadvantages for women, who because of tradition are often denied access to education, and thus are unable to compete with men on an equal basis. 

It is therefore clear that under a system through which women rely on the goodwill of men to access land, their rights will continue to be compromised, with the amount of land allocated to women in adequate for their needs. 

In addition, the fact that women do not make decisions on what crops to grow can have a direct effect on food security at the family level, as males will usually opt to grow cash crops. This increases the woman's burden, as she has to find alternative means to feed the family. 

This has other negative consequences, as the money resulting from the sale of produce is solely controlled by the man, who single-handedly may decide what to allocate it for, including marrying another wife. 

Polygamy has additional negative social consequences in Zimbabwe, commonly known as 'harvest suicides'. These occur after crop harvest, when wives who would have provided the bulk of the labour are excluded from deciding where the money should be applied, and often are left alone to care for the children. 

Strategies used by women to access land

The bottle necks faced by women have led them to devise new strategies to access land. In some cases, they have attempted to reassert their customary rights by growing vegetables and groundnuts for sale and for own consumption. Those employed in the commercial farming sector commute periodically to grow crops for food and cash in their respective communal lands. But the increasing shortage of land has created the new phenomenon of an informal land rental market in the rural areas. Otherwise women are left with very little choice but to stay in abusive marriages where they risk contracting AIDS and are vulnerable to violence. 

The current wave of farm invasions by land-hungry peasants, consisting mostly of women, serves to highlight the extent of landlessness in Zimbabwe, and its function in perpetuating poverty. 

But more than the society as a whole, land deprivation in Zimbabwe has had the most negative effects on the development and progress of women, who constitute more than half of the country's population. 

At the core of the problem is the issue of government policy on land, which has for many years been premised on race while ignoring existing sex-based disparities within the black population itself. 

Women can no longer wait for the system to decide on their fate. They need to make use of their numerical advantage and bring pressure to bear on the government in order to force it to translate political rhetoric into concrete action. One way is for women to have proportional representation in all government structures specifically set up to deal with the land issue. 

Because of their inherent special condition of vulnerability, women require affirmative action programmes that allow them to have preferential access to land, even if through the introduction of a system of quotas. 

However, above all, it is only if women are well organized in strong lobby groups to campaign aggressively for their rights to be recognized, that they can make the government listen and respond to their calls. 
The above article originally appeared in Southern African Political & Economic Monthly (Vol.14, No. 3, December 2000/January 2001). 
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