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ends meet in Maputo

By An ton io  Gumende

They're knov'n as illegal lraders. Bul
Mozantbique, lhey're lhe new source

l \J lnnuro:  "Mapuro is getr ing back
lU l i t s  A f r i can  face . "  Th is  i s  ho rv  sonre
people descr ibe the invasion of  the streets
ol  the lv tozambican capi ta l  by hundreds
of  i l legal  but  of f ic ia l ly  to lerated
traders.  But  the casual  observer rvho has
just  arr ived and may not  know about how
the people feel about l ife could possibly be
misled by the apparent  abundance of
goods inside and outs ide the shops.

The  mu l t i t ude  o f  t raders ,  mos t l y
women, chi ldren of  between nine and l6
and  hand icapped  peop le ,  who  a re
current ly  sel l ing a large var iety of  goods in
the open air ,  ranging f rom foodstuf fs and
cigaret tes to household utensi ls  and
cloth ing,  are qui te a new phenomenon.
They ar ise f rom the hardships being fe l t
by many urban people as a resul t  of  the
g o v e r n  m e n  [ ' s  L , c o n o m i c  R e c o v e r y
Programme (PRE,  to  use  i t s  Por tuguese
acronym),  rvhich rvas brought in rv i th the
suppor t  o f  t he  Wor ld  Bank  and  the
Internal ional  Monetary Fund ( l lv lF)  in an
at tempt to rescue l \ ' lozambique f rom years
of  d isastrous economic decl ine.

The  p ro l i f e ra  t  i on  t  h  rou  gh  ou  t  t  he
country of  these dut t tba nengues ("Trust
Your  Feer " ,  o r  "Take  to  Your  Hee ls " ) ,
as the i l legal  t rading centres are knorvn,
and  the  t vpe  o f  peop lc  i nvo lved  in  the
bus iness .  a re  c lea r  i nd i ca t ions  o f  the  rea l
ob jec t i ve  o f  th i s  ac r i v i t y :  t o  comp len ren r
the  meagre  incomes  o f  the  rvaged
members  o f  famr l i es  i n  the  u rhan  a reas .

T h c  h a r d s h i p s  f a c e d  b y  m o s t
Mozamb icans  as  a  resu l t  o f  t he  war  r vaged
b y  t h e  i U N R  b a n d i t s  a n d  g e n e r a l
economic  d i s rup t ion ,  no rv  b rough t  to  a
head  by  the  PRE,  a re  c lea r l y  spe l l ed  ou t  i n
a recent  report  by an independent
economic  m iss ion .  Abou t  t r vo - rh i rds  o f
the  peop le  have  a  l i v ing  s tandard  be low
the  pover t l ' l eve l ,  w i th  an  ave rage  income
of  l ess  than  7 ,000  met i ca i s  (abou t  US$10)
per month.  This f igure is  for  the rvhole
coun(ry and includes large numbers oI
rural  dwel lers rvho have been made ut ter ly
dest i tute b1'  the rvar.

The pr ice hikes rvhich came into ef fect
wi th the cont . inuous devaluat ion of  the
local  currency,  the met ical ,  f rom .10 per
US do l l a r  i n  1986  to  682  a t  p resen t  make  i t
v i r tual lv  i rnoossib le for  the poorest  people
in Iowns io buy the essent ia l  foodstuf fs
made  avar iab le  th rough  the  food  ra t i on ing
system st i i l  in  force -  which i tsel f  covers
less than 65 per cent  of  average minimal
needs for  a monrh.

The pr ices of  essent ia l  goods such as
nce,  nta lze,  c.d ib le o i ls ,  bread,  soap and
sugar have gone up by berrveen j00 and
1,000 per cenr in two years.  There have
been tu 'o rvage hikes of  50 per cenr and
one of  15 per cen[ ,  together rv i th a f lat
rate increase of  4,500 mer icais ( less rhan
US$7)  to  compensa te  fo r  rhe  e l im i r ra r ion
in  1988  o f  rnos r  i ood  subs id ies .  The
n t in in run r  \ \ agc  rose  cons ide rab ly  more .
Nonetheless,  for  an industr ia l  ryorker i r  is
cu r ren t l l '  on l1 ,  16 ,000  n re t i ca i s  (US$23 .5 )  a
month and not  a l l  companies are
obey ing  the  m in imum wage  leg is la t i on .

To ment icn a ferv examples,  a k i lo of
r ice rose l rom 50 to 271 met icais,  a k i lo ot
sugar  f rom {5  to  3 l l  me t i ca i s ,  and  a  l i t re
of  o i l  fgom 58 to 1,000 met icais.  These
increases appl ied to a l l  spheres of  I i fe,
f rom goods to socia l  scrv ices,  at td rvere
c lea r l y  J i c la teC,  above  a l l ,  by  the  heavy
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devaluat ions.  At  rhe same t ime manv
subsidies,  both on serv ices and goods,
were abol ished,  as prescr ibed by the IMF-
backed PRE reginre.

The l i f t ing of  subsid ies on essent ia l
foods was only implemented in Apr i l
1988. Beiore thar i t  had been posrponed
several times. The measure was launched
at publ ic  meet ings in communir ies and
w o r k p l a c e s  a r  w h i c h  s e v e r a l  t o p
government of f ic ia ls r r ied to expla in the
reasons behind the decis ion.  Ar one of
these meet ings,  where the pr ime minister ,
Mr.  N' lar io Machungo, h imsel f  t r ied to
explain the phi losophy behind rhe PRE,
workers complained that  their  meagre
salar ies could nor cope wirh rhe al ready
extremely h igh cost  of  l iv ing.  NIr .  Alberto
Mondlane,  one of  the workers at  the
meet ing,  said that  wi th h is salary of
12 ,500  met i ca i s ,  rhe  m in imum indus t r i a l
wage ar the t ime, he rvas nor able ro feed
his iami ly of  seven.

A survey carr ied out  by the nutr i r ion
departmenr of  rhe minist ry of  heal th
showed rhat  rhe food basket  provided
through the rar ion system absorbs 62 per
cen t  o f  t he  m in imum wage  fo r  a  fami l y  o f
rhree and 104 per cenr for  a fami ly of  f ive.
I t  seems tbat  abour hal f  the food al located
by the rar ion system is lef t  unsold in rhe
shops because of  the low purchasing
power of  the poorer townspeople.  Other
expenses,  such as rent ,  e lectr ic i ty  and
wate r ,  absorb  more  than  50  pe r  cen r  o f  t he
min imum wage ,  wh i le  educa t ion  i s
bel ieved to take berrveen nine and 25 per
cen t .

This has obviously led ro a resurgence
of c lass di f ferenr iat ion,  especia l ly  in
urban areas something the Fel imo
government has been t ry ing to avoid s ince
independence. Norv,  however,  i t  seems to
accbpt this as a necessary way of
p romot ing  p roduc t i v i t y  g rowrh .

A World Bank report  says that  the
salary which would meet the minimum
needs of a iamily of five is abour 30,000
met icais a month.  The government says
the average salar f  is  current ly  berween
20,000 and 22,000 mer icais a monrh.

lvleanwhile, as urban dwellers su ffer
p a i n i u l  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i r h  t h e  P R E
measures bi t ing hard,  rural  people may be
even worse hi t .  In some regions the PRE
may only have rvorsened difficultie..,
b roug i r t  abou t  by  the  war ,  i n  wh ich  the
peasants are the v ict ims.  Mr.  Herman
Gebauer,  an EEC expert  working wirh the
department of  food secur i ty  in the
Mozanrbican minis l ry of  t rade,  uses the
example of  a rural  shop which is  fu l t  of
dried fish while the local people are earing
locusts because they can't afford to buy
the fish.' At a meering to evaluare the
emergency situation, Mr. Gebauer said
grimly rhat "producrs stay unsold in the
rural  shops unt i l  the bandj ts come ro take
them away".

The government,  in i ts  at tempt to ra ise
agr icul tural  product iv i ty ,  has increased
the producer Price of some crops by
almost ten r imes and has l imi ted the pr ice
contro ls on others.  But  because oi , the
security situation, the effects of thesr
incent ives have st i l l  to be fe l t .  Wirh most
of  rural  Mozambique af fected bv MNR
acr iv i ry,  i t  is  a lmost  impossib le ro i roduce
a surplus to fced the towns. In many cases
it is very hard for a peasant family to

produce enough for its own subsistence.
Cash crop production is also severely
affected. The number of people whose
lives are disrupted by the destabilisation
war is  around f ive mi l l ion.  The
government plans to launch its third
appeal for emergency assistance in April.
Last time it got pledges of some US$280
mill ion our of the US$330 mill ion it asked
for.

Of the five mill ion-odd people affected,
and excluding refugees who have left
Mozambique, perhaps 1.7 mill ion are
living as "deslocados" (displaced). These
are people who have fled their homes to
seek refuge around the major [owns. For
these people, and even for those living in
the big cities, it is not possible to predict
when they will regain the economic
stability to allow them to cope wirh the
new dynamics brought about by PRE,
which has struck even at what the
government used to consider the "sacred"
sector - education and health.

In the health sectort the 100 meticais
(USl4.7 cents) now being paid for a
medical consultation (7.5 meticais 6efore
PRE) may stil l sound a nominal or
symbolic charge. But when it comes to the
cost of drugs the position is different.
Before PRE, the price to be paid for
medicines was calculated on the basis of a
person's wage, taking account of the
n u m b e r  o f  h i s  _  d e p e n d e n t s .
Hospitalisation and treatment, including
the cost of operations, were frce. Now,
people have to pay the economic costs of
drugs and for their stay in hospital.
Whatever else, this clearly puts in
jeopardy  F re l imo 's  l ong -p roc la in red
slogan of health as a right of every
Mozambican citizen.

A  r e c e n t  j o i n t  s t u d y  b y  t h e
Mozambican government and UNICEF
acknowledges that these new measures are
contr ibut ing to a decl ine in the number of
people going to hospital in both the rural
and urban areas. The government is now
considering a system of targeted subsidies
for drugs specially direcred to the most
vulnerable sections of the people. The
same study put  the cost  to parenrs of
sending a child to school at 2,000 meticais
(iust under US$3) a year, and given the
low incomes and the fact that the averase
Mozambican family has five children.
their chances of educating them a[ are
clearly endangered.

This grim picture of poverty is inducing
the government to try to find ways of
alleviating the suffering of thc most
vulnerable before the situation threarens
the already eroded social stability. The
World Bank itself recognised in a recenr
report that "the pRE is subject to the
polit ical risks inherent in such 
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policy initiative including the danger of
increasing opposition from the sineral
public". (Mr. Gorbachev may Je[ be
feeling the same about perestoika.)

Prime Minister Machungo, a main
architect of PRE, says it i i a ,.painful
experience" Mozambicans have io p*,
through to ensure a bet ter  l i fe in ' rhe
future. Some Mozambicans will now be
wondering how long they will ha"e to ,uaii
for that better l ife. For them, macro_
economic growth may seem irrelevant
while their own living standards are so
poor. The question is: has anyone gor a
Iess  ha rsh  way  o f  remov ins  
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fundamental causes of poverry? It i"s hard
to see how it can be aoni white ihe
destabilisation war continues. fI
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