Refugee-Host Interactions: A Field Report from the Ukwimi
Mozambican Refugee Settlement, Zambia

Mozambican Refugees in
Neighbouring Countries

As a result of the civil war which has
been raging in Mozambique for 16
years, an estimated 1.7 million
Mozambican people have sought ref-
uge in neighbouring countries and
more than 3.5 million have been inter-
nally displaced (World Refugee Sur-
vey 1993:67). At present, Mozambique
has the largest registered refugee
population on the African continent.
By the end 0f 1992, 1.1 million Mozam-
bicans had found asylum in Malawi,
more than 300,000in South Africa’ and
the KaNgwane, Gazankulu, Lebowa
and KwaZulu homelands, about
264,000 in Zimbabwe, 72,000 in Tanza-
nia, 25,000 in Zambia and 20,000 in
Swaziland (ibid.). Local integration in
thecountry of firstasylum hasbeen the
only durable solution for these long-
term refugees, most of them having a
rural background. Rural refugees ei-
ther spontaneously settle in border ar-
easorare channelled towards assigned
areas where they are regrouped, regis-
tered and assisted.

Self-settled Mozambican refugees
are found in border areas in Zambia,
Tanzania, Malawi, Swaziland and
Zimbabwe. According to World Refu-
gee Survey (1993), up to 130,000
Mozambicans have settled spontane-
ously in the Zimbabwean countryside.
They are also found in the homelands
of Gazankulu, KaNgwane, Lebowa
and Kwazulu. Self-settled refugees
create small villages or settle among
the local population. They manage to
integrate and survive with the assist-
ance of local people, by gaining land
from local chiefs, trading or by obtain-
ing agricultural wage labour. They
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form the hidden majority of Mozam-
bican refugees and African refugeesin
general: “hidden” because host gov-
ernments try to avoid this uncon-
trolled kind of settlement for security
and political reasons. On the one hand,
host governments need statistics about
the number of refugees entering into
their territory in order to satisfy re-
quirements for international assist-
ance, while on the other hand, they are
afraid of insecurity erupting along
their borders. In 1987, RENAMO car-
ried out cross border raids against
refugees in Zambia and Zimbabwe,
killing or kidnapping refugees and lo-
cal people. For these reasons, host gov-
ernments usually decide to regroup
refugees in camps or agricultural set-
tlements away from the border. By
law, allrefugees entering Zambia must
declare themselves to the policeand be
taken to a transit camp or an organized
settlement.

Assigned areas are divided into
reception or transit centres, “care and
maintenance camps” (Callamard, this
issue) and agricultural settlements.
Refugees do not have access to ad-
equate farmland for crop production
(except some vegetable gardens) and
survive mainly on food supplied by
the World Food Program. They are
heavily dependent upon aid agencies
for all of their basic day-to-day needs
and develop a “dependency
syndrome.”

Agricultural settlements appeared
in Africa as a form of UNHCR assist-
ance in the early 1960s. These repre-
sent the other type of organized
settlement for refugees. Based on the
model of land settlement schemes,
they are supposed to promote refugee
self-sufficiency and local integration.
Scheme-settled refugees receive plots
of arable land, tools and seeds which
enable them to become self-reliant.

Agricultural settlements have re-
ceived considerable attention and
funding from the international com-
munity and many local and interna-
tional NGOs. Host countries provide
the agricultural land and administra-
tive services to run these settlements.
Today, three agricultural settlements
are still operating for Mozambican
refugees; Likuyu in Tanzania,
Ndzevane in Swaziland, and Ukwimi
in Petauke district, Zambia.

Ukwimi Mozambican Refugee
Settlement

Ukwimi is an agricultural settlement
established in 1987 in the Eastern prov-
ince of Zambia, 70 km north of Petauke
and more than 100 km from theborder.
Refugees receive relief assistance in
addition to 2 hectares of arable land,
tools, seeds and other agricultural in-
puts in order to become self-sufficient.
Ukwimi was first established to re-
group the Mozambican refugees who
had spontaneously settled in the bor-
der area following the 1987 RENAMO
raids. At that time, new waves of refu-
gees were arriving in Ukwimi, fleeing
the warbut also drivenby droughtand
famine. The last refugees arrived in
March 1993. At the time of research
(summer 1993), there were 25,600 refu-
gees settled in 73 “villages” scattered
over 310 square km. Most refugees at
Ukwimi are peasant farmers coming
from the Zambia-Mozambique border
area and from northern Tete Province.

Ukwimi was implemented under a
tripartite agreementbetween UNHCR,
the government of the Republic of
Zambia and Lutheran World Federa-
tion (LWEF). In addition, several other
implementing partners have been op-
erating in Ukwimi. This settlement is
carefully planned and managed. It is
organized in two headquarters
(Ukwimi A and B), each of them super-
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vising a number of satellites, (four sat-
ellites under Ukwimi A, three satel-
lites under Ukwimi B), that in turn
serve 10 to 12 refugee villages each.
Refugees benefit from extensive
infrastructural investment and devel-
opment assistance, including seven
primary schools, clinics, good roads,
clean water, markets, shops, grinding
mills, warehouses, farming programs,
income-generating activities, skill-
training programs, community serv-
ices, poultry farms and piggeries.

The two communities are related to
each other. Both local Zambians and a
large number of the refugees belong to
the Chewa and Nsenga ethnic groups.
They speak the same language and
share a common culture and set of tra-
ditions. Seven Zambian villages were
already settled inside the settlement
boundaries when the first refugees ar-
rived in Ukwimi in 1987. Their popula-
tion was estimated at 1,000 people
(Black et al. 1992). The authorities de-
cided not to remove them but to in-
clude them in the settlement
programs.

Each Zambian village was given a
demarcated territory includingitsown
fields and was not allowed to cultivate
areas outside of these new boundaries
as it had in the past. Today, there are
nine Zambian villages and five “ham-
lets” inside the refugee settlement
boundaries. Two additional Zambian
villages moved from outside the settle-
ment boundaries and reclaimed tradi-
tional lands within the settlement
boundaries. The movement of Zam-
bian villages into the refugee settle-
ment was motivated by a fear of losing
access to traditional lands through the
expansion of agriculture by the grow-
ing refugee population on the one
hand, and the attraction of the newly
constructed infrastructure of the set-
tlement on the other hand. As for the
Zambian “hamlets”, they were mainly
established by city leavers who had
acquaintances in the surrounding vil-
lages. Although there were no avail-
able statistics concerning the number
of local Zambians presently living in-
side the settlement, I estimated that
there were well over one thousand.

Both Chambers (1986) and Hansen
(1990) note that local people benefit
from refugees’ presence because refu-
gees provide a market and a supply of
cheap labour. Refugees are therefore
resources for theeconomic growthand
development of the host districts. As
far as the self-settlement option is con-
cerned, only two partners interact,
refugees and their hosts. In the case of
the scheme-settlement option, another
important partner has to be added, the
planners. They play a major role in
planning and designing the site, real-
locating natural resources, distribut-
ing assistance and introducing
infrastructural services, farming pro-
grams, income-generating activities,
skill-training programs, community
services, etc. Interactions between
scheme-settled refugees and their
hosts cannot be understood without
observing planners’ actions.

Purpose of My Research

This past summer (1993), I spent a
month in Ukwimi and conducted in-
terviews with randomly selected men
and women, mainly local Zambians
(25)butalsorefugees (6), agency work-
ers and local government officials (10).
The main objectives of my study were
to analyze the impact of the refugee
settlement on the local people as well
as the interactions which developed
between refugees and their hosts. First,
Itried to understand what was the situ-
ation of the area in terms of local eco-
nomic activities, ecology and
infrastructure prior to the refugee set-
tlement. Then, I considered the
changes brought about in the local
population’s way of life as a result of
the refugee settlement.

In addition, 1 analyzed refugee-host
interactions, asking questions about
social relationship, land tenure, la-
bour, bartered or marketed produce
and other economic exchanges. Fi-
nally, a last set of questions helped me
to understand how the local people
perceived their future when the refu-
gees returned to Mozambique. This
brief field report will only mention
some comments about host-refugee
interactions and assistance.

Some Comments on Host-Refugee
Interactions

“Relish” supplements the maize por-
ridge called nsima which is the main
course of the two daily meals. Relish is
an important part of traditional meals
and itimproves the nutritional quality
and variety of the diet. It can consist of
edible leaves, vegetables, mushrooms,
fruit, meat, fish, honey, insects, ro-
dents, caterpillars, or tubers, etc. “Bush
foods,” or wild resources, represent
the main sources of relish which are
also partly cultivated on farmlands.

Before the refugees arrived, the lo-
cal people used to hunt, fish and gather
these bush foods. These products were
used for both home consumption and
marketing. Local people also used to
grow pumpkins, beans, okra, sweet
potatoes and cassava in their upland
fields, and collect edible leaves for
making relish. From the fruit trees
growing in their villages, they ate or
traded mangos, papayas, guavas, and
bananas, in addition to rearing small
livestock such as chicken, goats and
pigs. A few households also had small
dry-season gardens in valley areas
where they grew bananas, sugar cane
and some vegetables. However, these
gardens could notbe extended because
of the abundant wildlife (elephants,
monkeys or bush pigs) which often de-
stroyed crops that were not adequately
guarded.

Upon arrival, refugees were given
food rations and a “food basket” con-
sisting of maize, beans, cooking oil, salt
and sugar which was distributed to
each household for the following two
years. Refugees typically tried to di-
versify this monotonous diet by using
what I call three “food research strate-
gies.” The first consisted of collecting
relish from the natural environment.
The most populated areas inside the
settlement rapidly suffered from the
depletion of these natural resources.

Resource competition and the result-
ant shortage of gathered products
has affected Zambian incomes
through reducing the availability of
these products for sale and has gen-
erally had negative impact on diet
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and general wellbeing (Sullivan
1992:20).
As a consequence, local people now
travel far outside of the settlement to
collect bush foods. Collecting wild re-
sources, usually a female-dominated
activity (except collecting honey and
hunting) is now a male-dominated ac-
tivity because of the long walking dis-
tanceinvolved. Local women have lost
this traditional source of income.
Bush fires were traditionally set in
August when all crops had been har-
vested and stored and wild grass had
been collected for thatching. Now,
refugees set bush fires early in June or
July in order to catch rodents. These
early bush fires threaten the local
population’s maize which remains in
the fields until transport is available.
In contrast, refugee maize is collected
very early because refugee villages
have been provided with ox-carts by
LWEF. Depletion of wild resources and
the premature setting of bush fires by
refugees has led to bitterness and re-
sentment from the local population.
Local Zambians accuse the refugees of
improperly managing the environ-
ment.
They chop down the trees we wor-
ship, they chop down very old trees
along the streams in order to extend
their garden when these trees helped
prevent evaporation with their
shade. They collect all the bamboo
and reeds at one place, they use
chemicals to kill fish and wash their
clothes in the stream, polluting the
water we drink, they light bush fires
too early to hunt mice and rats when
our maize is still in the fields. (Local
Zambian in Ukwimi settlement).
In other words, they behave as outsid-
ers who do not manage an environ-
ment that does not belong to them.
Thesecond “food research strategy”
consisted of getting relish from the lo-
cal Zambians by barter or labour ex-
change. Refugees exchanged cooking
oil, salt, clothes and shoes for sweet
potatoes, green vegetables, chicken
and fruit. Piecework for Zambians in-
cluded digging and weeding in ex-
change for food items. Refugee girls
often pound or shell maize for Zam-
bian women in exchange for mangos

or other fruits. As a result, many Zam-
bians, mainly the wealthier people
who could afford paid labour, were
able to extend their upland farms by
using refugee labour.

The third “food research strategy”
consisted of growing foods on avail-
able farmland. In addition to their up-
land farms, refugees looked for extra
land to cultivate and developed dry
season vegetable gardening in valley
areas called dambo land. Many refu-
gees asked permission from the Zam-
bian people to have a garden plot.
While refugees have been given plots
as well as seeds and fertilizers for free
or in exchange for a proportion of the
subsequent harvest, local people were
not included in the distribution of ag-
riculturalinputs. As aresult, local peo-
ple are very resentful of having to buy
vegetables grown on theirownland by
refugees who are highly assisted. In-
creasingly, there are disputes between
refugees and Zambians over dambo
land, particularly in the northern part
of the settlement where the refugee
population density is high.

Some Comments About Assistance
and the 1991-92 Drought

In theory, after two years, refugees are
supposed to be self-sufficient and at
that time are cut off from food and
agricultural assistance. In practise
however, refugees are cut off from
food assistance but not from agricul-
tural inputs and support. Refugees
continue to receive agricultural inputs
like fertilizers and seeds on a credit
basis indefinitely. Local people were
complaining in these terms:

We understand that refugees had
nothing when they arrived here and
they should be helped and assisted
and we agreed to give them land to
feed them. But we see that now many
refugees make a lot of profit from our
land. They are now growing tobacco,
cotton, sunflowers, vegetables and
they are provided with seeds and fer-
tilizers when we get nothing.

After two years, refugees are still refu-
gees, having free access to medical care
(free hospital fees) and schools (free
uniforms, free boarding fees, free ex-

amination fees) while local people
have to pay.

The 1991-92 drought disrupted this
policy of refugee assistance and high-
lighted the disparities between the lo-
cal and refugee population. In the
Ukwimi area, the drought was not due
to inadequate rainfall but to the lack of
rain in the critical months of January
and February. When the rains resumed
in March, it was too late to save the
crops. Hosts and refugees were
equally affected by this terrible
drought.

The drought response program was
not the same for refugees and local
people, however. Refugees received
maize, beans, fertilizers and ground-
nut seeds (on loans), and drought-re-
sistant seeds like sorghum and cassava
sticks, while the Zambian people re-
ceived only maize. Some of the poorer
Zambians actually wenttoworkon the
refugee fields to get groundnut seeds
for the next season.

Conclusion

Economic differentiation between
households is broader in the refugee
community than in the Zambian com-
munity. A number of refugees were
very successful as farmers or wood-
carvers and invested their profits in
shops and grinding mills. All private
shops and grinding mills in the settle-
ment were owned by refugees, and in
addition it was observed that many
refugees had bicycles, watches, and
radios. Despite the fact that some refu-
gees have a higher income than the
local Zambians, they continued to be
assisted because of their refugee sta-
tus, while the local population re-
mained unassisted.

Undoubtedly, the host community
benefits from the improved infrastruc-
ture and services but those whobenefit
the most are the headmen and the al-
ready wealthy people and those who
live near the settlement’s headquar-
ters. Being in charge of distributing
farmland, headmen offer land to refu-
gees and staff people. In return, they
receive many presents as a token of
appreciation. Those who live near the

Continued on page 23
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which is to be organized under a Tri-
partite Subcommittee of the Cease-Fire
Commission (CCF), which calls for the
training of approximately 2,000 former
RENAMO and FRELIMO soldiers
who will conduct the actual demining
exercise. This program was to be fully
operational before the refugees started
to return, however, as of August 1993
both training and demining had not
commenced. [Editors note: UN Special
Envoy for Mozambique, Aldo Ajello,
stated on September 3 that demining had
begun in Tete Province with 66 demobi-
lized soldiers (Foreign Broadcaster’s In-
formation Service. Sub-Saharan Africa.
1993(171)]. The majority of land mines
are concentrated in specific areas such
as Mutarara and Mandimba, while the
border regions of Dedza-Angonia,
Ntcheu-Tsangano, and Mwanza-
Moatize for example, have had few re-
ported mine incidents. However, as
noted earlier, there hasbeen a dramatic
rate of repatriation over the past sev-
eral months despite the fact that the
demining programis behind schedule.

Third, basic infrastructural con-
struction and rehabilitation to accom-
modate returnees has also been
highlighted as a precondition for suc-
cessful return. The tenet that refugees
must have access to basic social serv-
ices (health care, education, and roads)
is valid, but should fall under the aus-
pices of development agencies that
have a mandate for such long-term
project coordination. If refugees are
returning en masse, asis the casein Tete

Province, they should be supported
through the provision of basic tools
and household goods, seeds, pre-de-
parture immunizations, food, cash

. grants and transportation for the sick

and aged. Currently the UNHCR and
the NGO community in Tete is at-
tempting to provide some primary
health, material and nutritional assist-
ance, however they are unable to cope
with the magnitude and pace of re-
turn.

Recognizing Priorities

The refugee relief program in Malawi
has access to more resources then its
counterpart in Mozambique. Even
though there has been a dramatic shift
in the refugee population, there has
not been a corresponding movement
in the emergency assistance effort. In-
stead of transferring financial and lo-
gistical programs to Mozambique (as
the majority of NGOs have done)
displacees are forced to return to Ma-
lawi for their bimonthly food distribu-
tion. Some refugees travel for several
days, which has a disruptive impact on
their ability to rebuild their homes and
prepare the lands for the upcoming
growing season. Given the agrarian
background of the displaced popula-
tion, all efforts should be made to help
the refugees become productive land
holders. Any further delays in re-
allocating resources could hamper the
short-term ability of the country to be-
gin the difficult process of rehabilita-
tion and reconciliation.
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headquarters were the first to get jobs
when the settlement was established
and are still renting houses to supple-
mentary staff. Women brew beer for
the workers and sell sugar-cane to
school children.

In Ukwimi, Zambia, refugee-host
relationships would have been much
better if post-emergency assistance,
principally donations which occur af-
ter the official two year assistance pe-
riod, had been distributed equally to
refugees and their hosts. The local inte-
gration of refugees is partially im-
peded by the agencies themselves who
excessively segregate refugees from
their hosts.

Notes

1. There are no official statistics of Mozam-
bican refugees in South Africa because
they are considered “illegal aliens” and
subject to deportation. In 1992, the coun-
try deported 61,000 Mozambicans. (see
World Refugee Survey 1993:72).
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