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Recently, the Zimbabwean Minister of Finance, Mthuli Ncube, joined the BizNews Power Hour to discuss 
his role and future plans for the country’s economy. While he remained optimistic about Zimbabwe’s 
economic future, there are two sides to every coin. Joining Alec Hogg on the BizNews Power Hour is John 
Robertson. Now retired, Robertson served as the financial editor of the Rhodesia Herald and worked at a 
merchant bank in Harare. He gives the other side to the optimistic story that is being propagated. He 
shares how he’s reading the economic recovery of the country. – Jarryd Neves 
 
 John Robertson on the Zimbabwean economy: 
 
There has been some improvement. But a recovery, I’m afraid, is still some distance away – mainly 
because the government is refusing to fix what they broke. They took land off the market. At that time, 
the land had been a principal form of collateral that supported applications for bank loans, especially for 
the farmers. But because the farmers were able to finance their activities, the manufacturing sector 
benefited enormously from having dependable supplies of agricultural raw materials – that would 
support the food, textile, paper and the timber industries. 
 
It is a very important linkage between agriculture and manufacturing. Then the further important 
linkage into the export sector. A great many other manufactured consumer goods were quite good 
enough to export and earn money for the country. When the land was taken off the market, the link 
between the farmers and the banks was broken – and that breakage is still there. The government is 
trying to take over by saying, “well, you can borrow money from the government,” or the government is 
going to try and guarantee loans that the banks are being asked to give to people who no longer have 
title to their land, but are on a lease agreement. 
 
To the banks, that is very tenuous and difficult to work with, especially if you have to recover money 
from a defaulting borrower. Banks are very reluctant to lend to the farming community. As a result, we 
have been dependent on imported food for the last 23 years. This year, because of an exceptional 
rainfall season, it’s possible that we might feed the nation with locally grown food – but there’s no 
reason to hope that we’re going to have exceptional rains yet again in the coming years. We will be back 
to importing food, because the farmers cannot function under circumstances that prevent them from 
obtaining the money they need. 
 
On why this is happening: 
 
The government seems to feel that if people gain access to title to their land, they will be less easily 
manipulated and pushed around. The government doesn’t want to empower the population to the 
extent that property rights would achieve. Empowerment is considered by the government something 
to be cautious about and avoid. As a result, the government’s got a whole policy of central planning now 
– something which does not get debated because nobody seems to want to pick up the subject. 
 
The whole government philosophy, these days, used to be that we must live in a command economy 
and the commands have got to come from government – because government has got to portray itself 
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as being the central sort of power and authority for every productive sector. They don’t see themselves 
there as to facilitate the requirements of the productive sectors. They’re shooting themselves as having 
to be the productive sector for the economy. I feel this is taking us down the wrong road and every 
other country in the world that has tried this has failed. I don’t see any reason why we might succeed. 
 
On the reality of Zimbabwe’s economic situation: 
 
Of course, they can go around the world and say things are better. That’s because things were 
considerably worse before – but they haven’t been fixed. They remain difficult. We’ve still got one of the 
highest inflation rates in the world, even though it’s much less than it was. We’ve got a very unstable 
exchange rate, but it’s better than it was. Most of the things that government can talk about are things 
that are yet to come. There are lots of promises about things that are going to be built and new 
investments that are going to come in. A great many of them are Chinese and that is sometimes cause 
for more concern than pleasure. 
 
I’m sure that a lot of these investments will come in. We almost certainly will redevelop our ability to 
produce steel, for instance – but as a result of the Chinese investment. We have so many different ways 
of improving further our services sector – electricity, transport, for example, so there are better 
prospects than they were. It would be wrong to say that we have actually sorted out the base upon 
which we are to build this new economy. That base, I would argue, is still missing. Investors are not 
actually coming. The amount of foreign direct investment inflows; we are one of the worst performers in 
Africa – and that’s where we remain. 
 
A great many of the investors who have come in to say, “yes, we are interested in doing a project,” and 
then they go into the process of getting project approvals and discover they’ve got to work through a 
couple of dozen separate agencies and government – each of which says you must get from us some 
kind of approval before you can go to the next one to get a license from them. It is a seriously controlled 
investment environment, which is proving very difficult to work with. So although a lot of the projects 
are finally approved – and we’re expecting an inflow of 500 million for this or that project – it never 
happens. The people don’t actually come, they don’t follow through. Having even obtained their license, 
they are still saying, “well, we are waiting to see what will happen next. Now that we’ve got our 
approval, we’re still thinking.” We’ve had very little actual inflow. We’ve had lots of inquiries, but the 
actual inflows have not made the slightest difference to our balance of payments. 
 
[Typed up from final section of interview]: 
 
Alec Hogg: Finance Minister Mthuli Ncube was Dean and professor of finance at the Wits (University of 
the Witwatersrand) Business School. Have his ideas been subverted by a greater ZANU PF gang, or is he 
part of the whole problem? 
 
Minister Mthuli Ncube is working against the basic philosophy here, but with very little success because 
this is a very deeply ingrained philosophy. In Mugabe’s very first speech as prime minister in 1980, he 
said Zimbabwe was to be a Marxist-Leninist economy. And the structure of the whole administration at 
the time was put together more or less along Soviet lines, or you could compare it with the Chinese at 
the time, this was shortly after Chairman Mau [who died in 1976].  
 
Mugabe appointed a politburo to come under him. Every member of the politburo is apt by the 
president, and this remains in place today. President Mnangagwa retains the politburo, and under the 



politburo comes the central committee. Every member of the central committee is appointed by the 
president. Under that is the cabinet and you can rank the people of similar ranks: army generals, the 
police commissioners and the people in the commissions, eg tax revenue, etc. Under the cabinet, a long 
way down, you will find parliament.   
 
A little while ago we were worrying about a new Statutory Instrument, SI-27 of 2021. We are now at SI- 
180 of 2021. This is the way they are running the country. These Statutory Instruments are not the result 
of debates in parliament, where people can weigh up the benefits of this or that new regulation, they 
come out of the ministry, and could be composed by civil servants or could come from the politburo. 
The new requirement will come through cabinet to the senior civil servants to write a new rule or 
regulation or law that will become a new Statutory Instrument that will never be debated in Parliament.  
 
Now this is a structure of government which is along the lines that are required by a command 
economy. This is what they are working with and constantly reinforcing. Every ministry is leaning on 
every business sector, so you can imagine that investors will be reticent about investing while these 
conditions are in place. You have a great deal of work to do to get through the administrative barriers 
they have put in place to make sure they remain in charge of your business.  
 
They talk about public-private partnerships and they say if you start this as a private-public enterprise, 
government wants a shareholding. It also wants to sit on the board of directors - it wants to be in charge 
of your business. So the reason that many business people haven’t committed is that they don’t want to 
choose government as a partner, they want to make their own choices of partners. 
 
To listen to the full interview, click here. 
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