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Introduction

After its independence in 1975, Mozambique adopted the centrally 
planned economy for managing the country, following the example of many 
African countries that have achieved independence since the 1960s. From 
1984, the country began the process of exit from this system after not finding, 
in the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (former USSR), a partner-
ship to support development plans. Thus, in 1987, the Structural Adjustment 
Programme (SAP) was initiated as an important step towards the adoption of 
the market economy system, with support from the United States and other 
Western countries, through the Bretton Woods institutions.

The SAP process, which was locally called as the Economic Restruc-
turing Programme (ERP), has had social impacts, increasing poverty, which 
was mainly due to measures of economic liberalization and privatization, 
which caused widespread unemployment and a reduction in the purchasing 
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power of the population. Such adverse results led to the reformulation of the 
program, so that it included social issues, becoming known as the Economic 
and Social Restructuring Program (ESRP), from 1990. However, the con-
crete policies of the Mozambican government for poverty reduction began 
in 2001, by designing and beginning the implementation of the Action Plan 
for Absolute Poverty Reduction 2001-2005 (PARPA I). Thus, the year 2001 
can be considered as the beginning of concrete policies to combat poverty 
in Mozambique.

The implementation of PARPA I occurred in a context where about 
70% of the population lived below the poverty line3, with notable inequali-
ties between urban and rural areas, regions (north, center, and south), and 
provinces. After the implementation of three poverty reduction plans by the 
Mozambican government, an evaluation was carried out in 2014/15, which 
found a reduction of poverty to 46.1% at the national level. However, there was 
still persistent rural and urban inequality and between provinces, with rural 
poverty standing at 50.1%, while urban poverty stood at 37.4%, in addition to 
the multidimensional poverty that was even greater (GdM 2001; MEF 2015).

This raises the following question: to what extent have regional inequal-
ities adversely affected the effectiveness of policies to combat poverty in Mozam-
bique? To answer this question, the Vicious Circle of Poverty (VCP) perspec-
tive is used to explain the persistence of poverty in the context of significant 
regional inequalities that characterize the economy of Mozambique, in the 
period 2001-2014. 

Therefore, the study aims to analyze how regional inequalities neg-
atively affected policies to combat poverty in Mozambique and dictated their 
persistence and unequal incidence, using the VCP perspective. More specif-
ically, it is intended to demonstrate the existence of unequal development or 
opportunities between regions and provinces, and to analyze how this dif-
ference in development/opportunities influenced poverty reduction, finding 
its basis in the VCP.

In methodological terms, the study used a combination of bib-
liographic and documentary methods and used secondary data to analyze 
the problem under study. In the bibliographic method, it will support arti-
cles, papers, manuals, among other materials, for the construction of the 
theoretical foundation. In the document, it used reports from official institu-
tions in Mozambique, such as the Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF), 
the defunct Ministry of Planning and Development (MPD), and Planning 

3 That includes monetary (income and consumption) and non-monetary (other basic needs) 
poverty. Such concepts will be better explained below.
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and Finance (MPF), where it used socioeconomic values resulting from the 
assessment of poverty in the country, and reports from the National Institute 
of Statistics of Mozambique (INE) to obtain secondary data for the analyses, 
demonstrating existing inequalities and the effectiveness of policies imple-
mented. The discussion of the effectiveness of poverty reduction policies was 
based on five variables, with the evolution of absolute and multidimensional 
poverty as a dependent, and access to education, health, and employment 
opportunities as independent variables. In other words, this work investigates 
how unequal access to employment opportunities, education and health has 
negatively impacted poverty reduction. Due to the lack of two variables in 
a direct way, in place of access to employment opportunities, the activities 
that the head of household exercises were used as a proxy, and in the access 
to education, the level of illiteracy was used as a proxy.

In terms of contribution, it is expected to be able to initiate some 
change in the way poverty is discussed and to propose alternative policies, 
as many of the work undertaken so far generally identifies policy outcomes, 
interested only in their evolution or stagnation over time, but do not discuss 
the reasons behind this behavior. By using the foundations of the VCP to 
explain the persistence and unequal incidence of poverty in some regions or 
provinces, it is hoped to awaken the idea that regional or provincial inequal-
ities may hinder, if confirmed, their connection with the foundations of the 
VCP, reducing poverty, resulting in its persistence unevenly due to the pos-
sible inefficiency of policies.

To answer the problem under study, the work consists of six parts, 
in addition to this introduction. The next section provides the theoretical 
framework, discussing the concepts of poverty, inequality and poverty, Cumu-
lative Circular Causation (CCC), and VCP. The third section presents a brief 
historical, political, and socio-economic contextualization of Mozambique. 
In the following, there are the policies implemented in the period 2001-2014 
and the inequalities between regions and provinces in access to employment 
opportunities, education, and health. The fifth section discusses the effec-
tiveness of policies in the period 2001-2014, in the face of inequalities, trying 
to find out how the VCP can influence the effectiveness of policies to fight 
poverty. And the sixth part presents the final considerations.
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Theoretical Framework

Conceptualization of Poverty
The conceptualization and measurement of poverty have been chang-

ing since the Industrial Revolution when it began to attract the attention of 
researchers and governments in measuring its size and understanding its 
causes. Since then, the questions related to the income necessary for the 
individual's physical subsistence guided its treatment, followed by the con-
cern of the dimension of the satisfaction of basic needs. Currently, several 
deficiencies to characterize poverty are identified.

This fact makes poverty a complex phenomenon, because, over time, 
subjective issues were being aggregated beyond income, all to be able to 
describe and measure poverty (De Codes 2008, 6). This causes poverty to be 
currently defined and treated under various approaches in different pieces 
of literature, but most fall on the issues of deprivation or lack of choices 
that can lead people to a dignified life. For example, Foster et al. (2013, 1) 
consider poverty as the absence of choices that are acceptable, in a wide 
range of existing decisions, to lead a dignified life, or the lack of freedom 
to do what one wants. Haughton and Khandker (2009, 1) regard poverty as 
a pronounced deprivation of well-being, which may be the result of lack of 
sufficient income for consumption, lack of access to a decent home, health, 
or education, among other aspects.

We can see that in the definitions raised, among several others possi-
ble, poverty is the result of the conjunction of many phenomena that condi-
tion and deprive people to live a dignified life. It is therefore in the interests of 
many governments and international organizations to reduce them through 
policies and programs. Thus, to discuss the success of different public policies 
implemented or programs, it is important to know about the approaches to 
their measurement, as it will be from them that concrete and appropriate 
policies will be designed for their reduction, assessment, and monitoring of 
their effectiveness.

Poverty Measurement

As a complex phenomenon, poverty has several approaches to mea-
suring it, which results in a multiplicity of indicators, but which will not be 
subject to exhaustion in this work. However, developing countries, of which 
Mozambique is a part, focus on poverty in terms of spending on consumption 
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or income and the approach to multidimensionality. Thus, the measurement, 
for this work, will focus on two indicators: (i) absolute poverty line, which is 
based on income or consumption deprivations; and (ii) multidimensional 
poverty, which includes other variables.

i) Absolute Poverty Line
This approach has three methods to enumerate: the cost of basic 

needs, the consumption of food energy, and subjective evaluations. In these  
three methods, the cost of basic needs is the most used, in which the cost of 
acquiring sufficient food for adequate nutrition is estimated (usually 2,100 
calories per person/day). In this way, everyone below this line is considered 
poor. This has been the most widely used measure to identify the poor over 
time and space, with widespread use in low and middle-income countries. 
The absolute poverty line remains fixed over time, adjusted only to inflation, 
as in the United States, where it has been in force (in real terms) since 1965. 
It allows monitoring the evolution of poverty over time and is also useful in 
evaluating policies and programs to combat poverty (Foster et al. 2013, 27; 
Haughton and Khandker 2009, 40).

ii) Multidimensional Poverty
The multidimensionality of poverty was brought about by the World 

Bank's 2000/2001 World Development Report 2000 and made concrete by 
the Human Development Report (HDR) 2010, which joined the deprivation 
approach also initiated by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) in 1997. This approach includes elements such as access to health, 
education and housing, possession of durable goods, freedom of expression, 
self-confidence, security, among others, elements that also determine pov-
erty if there is a need or deprivation. Thus, the indicator that includes these 
elements measures multidimensional poverty.

Ferreira (2011, 495) points out the lack of consensus in multidimen-
sional poverty since there are many subjective elements to translate depriva-
tions to well-being, which gives space to the use of various multidimensional 
poverty indices. Nevertheless, this measure has been widely used, mainly 
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since 2010 in the HDR as a result of cooperation between Oxford Poverty 
and the Human Development Initiative (OPHI)4.

In the specific case of Mozambique, starting with the absolute poverty 
line, this is obtained, on the one hand, through the selection of a basic food 
basket, which: (i) reflects the patterns of consumption of poor families within 
the geographic space and provides approximately 2,150 calories per person/
day, and (ii) respect a range of spatial and temporal conditions of preference 
that ensure comparability between the quality of baskets in geographical 
spaces and over time. And on the other hand, the non-food poverty line, 
focusing on access to public goods and services. Thus, the computation of 
the poverty line in Mozambique, in the fourth evaluation 2014/2015, was 
estimated at USD 1.54 PPP per person/day at 2011 prices (MPD 2010, 3-5; 
MEF 2016, 11).

In turn, the official multidimensional poverty index in that country 
captures deprivation in six indicators: completion of primary education by 
someone in the family, safe water source, safe sanitation, house coverage in 
a conventional material, access to electricity, and the possession of durable 
goods5 (MEF 2016, 10-11).

Therefore, for this work, we will use the data compiled in the dif-
ferent IOFs, for showing consistency and comprehensiveness in the period 
under study, although the multidimensional poverty index on the country is 
published in parallel in different documents of an international character, 
as is the case with the HDR of the different years since 2010.

Inequality and Poverty

Inequality refers to non-equity or non-proportional distribution 
among members of a region, country, or society of opportunities, resources, 
income, consumption, wages, access to public services such as health, edu-
cation, and other basic services to enjoy a dignified life, and to the political 
space and social identity for a good coexistence in society. This is often con-
sidered an injustice that can be resolved through public policies, because it 

4 The Multidimensional Poverty Index compiled in this Convention and reported in human 
development reports since 2010 takes into account deprivation in ten indicators, namely: 
nutrition, infant mortality, years of schooling, school attendance, cooking fuel, sanitation, 
drinking water, electricity, housing, and durable goods.

5 The index calculation uses the Alkire-Foster methodology (A-F), one of the methodologies 
used internationally to aggregate and determine this Multidimensional Poverty Index (H).
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is not something divine or natural, and can be changed to improve the living 
conditions of those affected (Rohwerder 2016; Ali 2010).

Inequality is, therefore, a concern of many countries, especially 
emerging and developing countries, which have major inequalities among 
members of society, such as Mozambique. Although there are several 
approaches to treat and measure inequality, some authors choose the Gini 
Index6, which measures the concentration of income or consumption in a 
certain group. However, for this work, due to the need to confront the VCP 
and include multidimensional poverty in its analyses, it is necessary to treat 
inequality equally in a multidimensional way, in order to be compatible with 
the concepts of poverty adopted.

UNICEF et al. (2014) considers inequality as a problem in itself, 
and also a challenge to the eradication of extreme poverty, due to its impact 
on the efficiency of policies to fight poverty and economic growth, because 
high levels of inequality undermine the sustainability of economic growth 
due to its negative impacts on human capital, institutional legitimacy, and 
social cohesion, among other things. It also states that inequality may be the 
result of a lack of investment or political negligence in certain geographical 
areas, sectors, or population groups. However, this work is not intended to 
explore the origins of inequalities, but how their existence impacts on poverty 
reduction, the difference in access to education, health, and employment 
opportunities as upstream factors in the fight against poverty, as discussed 
by CCC and VCP, that will be addressed in the following section.

Cumulative Circular Causation and Vicious Circle of Poverty

The concept of Cumulative Circular Causation (CCC) was approached 
and developed by Myrdal in his works on the study of development. Myrdal 
understands the idea of Cumulative Circular Causation as the appropriate 
method for the study of the processes of underdevelopment and development 
and contributed decisively to the enumeration of the abstract principles of 
the CCC model (Toner 1999). Particularly, it should be noted: (i) the notion 
that economic and social changes tend to generate elements that reinforce 
themselves — which brings the implication that the "free" market perpetu-
ates the tendency to underdevelopment and inequality between regions or 
between countries; (ii) the proposition that circular and cumulative forces 

6 It is derived from the Lorenz curve, and varies from 0 to 1, where 0 means perfect equality 
and 1 means perfect inequality or few individuals have it all.
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can be counterbalanced by economic policy actions. It is also pertinent to 
note that Myrdal attributed equal importance to economic and non-economic 
factors (cultural, political, and social) for the understanding of development 
processes. 

In his work Economic Theory and Underdeveloped Regions (Myrdal 
1960 [1957]), in which he refers to the works of Winslow and Nurkse, who 
in their studies on development and underdevelopment made mention of 
the VCP to discuss the cause and effect of poverty. In this sequence, Winslow 
relates disease and poverty, stating that the disease affects the poor more 
intensely. Therefore, they become poorer due to the disease, by affecting their 
disposition and vigor at work, which makes the circular process cumulative, 
in which a negative factor is simultaneously the cause and effect of other 
negative factors.

Following the same line, Nurkse relates hunger and poverty, arguing 
that it is more likely that the poor man does not have enough to eat, weak-
ening his health, making his productivity lower, which would imply more 
poverty. This reduces their ability to provide food, so successively. Thus, this 
cumulative circular process, left to be solved by market forces, will promote 
increasing inequalities (Myrdal 1960, 26-27).

Therefore, Myrdal (1960, 28), by the presence of the process of cumu-
lative circular causation, denies the existence of stable equilibrium for social 
realities, because the autonomous transformations in the system would not 
provoke compensatory changes, being able to generate worse situations, if left 
to the internal forces to resolve themselves. To stabilize the system, external 
interference through planned policies is necessary to stop the movement, 
break the VCP.

By studying the African American population in the first half of the 
20th century, who lived in poverty, discrimination, precariousness, and social 
fragility, Myrdal argued that their ability to get out of poverty was inhibited by 
prejudice and precarious living conditions, because the prejudice of whites 
and the low standard of living of blacks are, conversely, cause and effect. 
Because of this, poverty was fed by living conditions and the lack of guarantee 
of civil rights, which was reinforced by the discrimination they lived, being 
born the thesis that "poverty creates poverty" or "vicious circle of poverty" or 
even that "a country is poor because it is poor".

So, Myrdal argues that modifying any of the forces, or the prejudice 
of whites or the low standard of living of blacks, would bring changes in 
the other, triggering a cumulative process of mutual interaction, where an 
improvement of one element of the forces would lead to the improvement 
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of the other, so successively (Myrdal 1960, 29-32). Considering that the per-
sistence of both forces is equivalent to a system in which the forces are in 
opposite directions, in this case there would be hardly a balance, proposing an 
external shock (public policies) for them to walk in the same direction, causing 
a CCC with primary, secondary, tertiary effects, so successively, between the 
variables, because they intertwine.

In this case, among the factors that influence the standard of living 
of blacks who deserve this external shock, Myrdal considers that each has 
its quantitative weight, but chooses the time factor to analyze its effects. For 
example, it considers that providing employment opportunities can have 
more immediate effects than promoting access to health and education 
(Myrdal 1960, 33-35).

Therefore, even if Myrdal advocated that the promotion of access to 
education and health have a slow effect, it is a consensus today and is advo-
cated by several international organizations supporting poverty programmes, 
which are structuring elements, by creating conditions for increasing labor 
productivity in the case of health and providing skills for access to different 
employment opportunities in the case of education. For this reason, we will 
adopt as variables employment opportunities and access to education and 
health, to study the influence that public policies have had in the fight against 
poverty in Mozambique.

Thus, using the Myrdal CCC principle, we started from the assump-
tion that unequal access to these variables would influence the effectiveness 
of the policies adopted, being less effective in the regions with low access 
and more effective in the regions with greater access. However, before start-
ing this discussion, a brief historical, political, and socioeconomic context 
of Mozambique is presented in the next chapter, in order to perceive the 
dynamics behind the current condition of inequalities.

Historical, political, and socioeconomic  
context of Mozambique

Mozambique is a country located in the eastern part of sub-Saharan 
Africa, in the southeastern portion of the African continent, with a territorial 
extent of approximately 799,379 Km2. Its territory is bordered to the east by 
the Indian Ocean, to the north by Tanzania, to the northwest by Malawi and 
Zambia, to the west by Zimbabwe and to the southwest by South Africa and 
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Swaziland (Figure 1). The country has 11 provinces7, 23 cities and 62 villages, 
Maputo being the capital of the country (Maloa 2018, 160-165).

Figure 1: Map of Mozambique

Source: PPG Consulting (2012).

7 Divided into three regions: North (Cabo Delgado, Niassa and Nampula); Center (Zambe-
zia, Tete, Manica and Sofala); and South (Inhambane, Gaza, Maputo Province and Maputo 
City).
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Brief Historical and Political Context

For the historical and political contextualization of Mozambique, 
we can divide into four periods: colonial period; post-independence period 
and experience of centrally planned economy; transition to liberalism and 
structural adjustment programs; and the present period and challenges of 
the 21st century.

The colonial period lasted almost 500 years, between the arrival of 
the Portuguese in Mozambique in 1498 and the national independence in 
1975. But effective occupation began from the end of the 19th century, after 
the Berlin Conference (1884-1885). In this period, the economy was based on 
the accumulation and export of surpluses to the metropolis, in which agri-
culture and industry were based on forced labor to meet the existing white 
minority, and on the export of raw material. The technological development of 
the industry was a result of the modernization of the Portuguese industry in 
the 1930s, because, at this time, it required a replacement, as it was obsolete, 
and its relocation would be in the colonies to, thereby reducing the opportu-
nity cost of modernizing it, since it was technologically backward, which has 
resulted in the transfer of a backward industry which has been involved in 
modernizing it to this day. Because, for the settlers, Mozambique had to be: 
(i) a source of raw material for Portuguese industries, (ii) a supplier of cheap 
labor, (iii) a market for Portuguese manufacturing goods, and (iv) a labor 
market for the Portuguese unemployed. These practices were accompanied 
by class segregation, as the domestic population did not have equal access 
to education and health, let alone paid work for a dignified life, and led to 
a very deep social crisis, the effects of which accompany the country to this 
day (Castel-Branco 1994, 90-95; Bellucci 2007, 60-71).

The post-independence period (1975-1984) began with the national 
independence gained by a nationalist movement, as was the case in other Afri-
can countries, led by FRELIMO8 since 1964. This period was characterized 
by a massive exodus of Portuguese who guaranteed the functioning of the 
colonial economy, which was a challenge to the new government to establish 
policies to compensate for this lack of cadres. In 1977, the country adopted the 
management model of the centrally planned economy, with a single party, and 
the economic policies characterized by the nationalization and nationalization 
of the means of production, with the state as the main economic agent. While 
trying to rebuild the country, it plunged into a civil war even in 1977, in addi-
tion to the sabotage of neighboring countries dominated by the white minority. 

8 The Mozambique Liberation Front was a nationalist movement founded in 1962.
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This period was marked by the collapse of the national infrastructure, the 
lack of investments in productive assets and the various generalized hunger 
crises. Thus, in order to overcome the underdevelopment inherited from 
colonialism, in this post-independence period, a socialist plan was adopted 
which was designated the Prospective and Indicative Plan (PIP), the aim 
of which was to eliminate underdevelopment in just 10 years (1980-1990),  
but this plan did not have the necessary support of the former USSR, and 
Mozambique was refused its accession to CMEA (Council for Mutual Eco-
nomic Assistance), an economic aid bloc among socialist countries. At this 
time, the state had to cover about 50% of public investments through external 
debt to maintain the economy, having led to the country's insolvency in 1983 
with a debt of 1.4 billion dollars. Thus, the deepening of the social crisis and 
the advancing war of internal destabilization led to a transition to neoliberal 
policies on IMF standards, which began their negotiation in 1984, with an 
implementation started in 1987 (Castel-Branco 1994, 101-102; Bellucci 2007, 
135-175).

In the transition to liberalism (1987-1997), Mozambique intro-
duced the Bretton Woods Institutions' Structural Adjustment (SA) Eco-
nomic Restructuring Programme (ERP) in 1987 and approved a more mar-
ket-friendly constitution in 1990, where agriculture continued as the basis 
of development and industry as the driving factor of the economy. The peace 
agreement was signed, marking the end of the 16-year civil war in 1992. These 
factors removed the barriers that prevented development, and the country 
began to access the funds of international partners and began to privilege 
the private sector and market forces for economic development and not the 
state, as before. The ERP left marks of social scope (poverty), which led to the 
reformulation of a program that included social issues, which became known 
as ESRP, from 1990. Thus, after the period of SA, a survey was carried out 
to assess the level of poverty in 1996/1997, which found that this affected 
70% of the population. This result inspired the design of policies to combat 
poverty, whose implementation began in 2001, still with great technical and 
financial support from abroad (Bellucci 2007, 183-204; Cruz et al. 2014, 12-13).

The current period and the challenges of the 21st century was charac-
terized, at the beginning of the new millennium, by a period of high economic 
growth (average annual rate of 7%) between 1998 and 2018, which made the 
country one of the economies of sub-Saharan Africa with a consistently high 
growth rate in this period and macroeconomic stability as a result of the SA 
and the continuation of external assistance, but nothing that would eliminate 
extreme poverty. Public debts in this period were controlled at levels of sus-
tainability, until the discovery of hidden debts, endorsed by the government 
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without the parliament's authorization, between 2013 and 2014, which led 
to the departure of all cooperation partners in 2016. The inclusion of hidden 
debts in public accounts led to an increase in the stock of debt and exceeded 
the country's GDP from 2016. The new discovery of resources (coal, gas and 
probably oil) since the beginning of the 21st century would be a hope for the 
country, but its exploration and the Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) linked 
to this discovery, are carried out by megaprojects with little connection with 
the economy, and capital-intensive technology in a country with surplus labor 
and low technical qualification. In other words, the employment generated 
by these megaprojects is insignificant. These aspects reveal the continuous 
marginalization of a large part of the population, so that agriculture remains 
the activity that supports most of the population, because labor-intensive 
industries (textiles, footwear, among others) do not find a financial structure 
and technological capacity that is competitive in the foreign market (Bellucci 
2007, 245-255; IMF 2014, 32-38).

Finally, in addition to these challenges to development, the current 
political instability, due to attacks by armed groups, has created many refu-
gees in the central and northern regions since 2013 and 2017, increasing the 
vulnerability of populations and social inequality.

Policies for reducing regional poverty  
and inequality in Mozambique

Poverty Reduction Plans
The first diagnosis of poverty in Mozambique was carried out in 

1997 by the National Institute of Statistics (INE) and showed that absolute 
poverty affected on average about 70% of the population9. In this incidence 
of poverty, imbalances (regional inequalities) between urban and rural areas, 
regions (north, center, and south) and provinces (GdM 2001, 23-24) were 
notable. After one year of implementation of PARPA I, the second IOF was 
carried out, which found a reduction of absolute poverty by approximately 
10 percentage points to 60.30% at the national level.

Multidimensional poverty, which demonstrates the families' lack of 
access to basic services and durable goods, presented a high level (76%), and 
also showed a persistence of inequality in its incidence between rural and 

9 This result showed, to some extent, the negative impacts of the implementation of shock 
policies to access the support of the Bretton Woods institutions.
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urban areas. Thus, multidimensional poverty presented about 92% of private 
people in rural areas against 40% of urban ones, and absolute poverty had 
69% and 41.70%, respectively, according to graphic 1 below.

Graphic 1: Poverty Profile in Mozambique (%) (2002-2003)

Source: Prepared by the author, based on MEF data (2016).

This persistence has led the Mozambican government to implement 
two more poverty reduction action plans: (i) Action Plan for Absolute Poverty 
Reduction, 2006-2009 (PARPA II); and (ii) Action Plan for Poverty Reduction 
(PARP III), 2011-2014. It follows that in PARP III, the word "Absolute" was 
removed, because, from the perspective of the Mozambican government, 
poverty was no longer absolute10. In these three plans, despite the bad experi-
ences experienced in the implementation of SAP programs, the fight against 
poverty continued to be at the forefront of the international agenda, due to 
the chronic dependence on the country's external aid.

Thus, the main lines defined by the international donors were essen-
tially good governance (decentralization and the fight against corruption), 
increased productivity in the various sectors and agrarian production through 

10 A concept that may be out of the question because poverty is not only absolute by reduc-
ing people below the poverty line, but by improving conditions and not having more people 
below the poverty line. However, it is not intended to discuss this issue in the relevant work.



47Gilberto Libânio, Castigo José Castigo

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 6, n. 11, Jan./Jun. 2021 | p. 33-59

the green revolution, among other measures. In this perspective, according 
to Brito (2012, 29-31), the lines and priorities of the plans drawn up by the 
government were:

Table 1: The Lines and Priorities of PARPAs (2001-2014)

Plan Designation Period Plan Priorities

PARPA I 2001-2005 It focused on key areas such as education, health, 
infrastructure (roads, energy, and water), agriculture 
and rural development, good governance, legality and 
justice, and macroeconomic and financial policies, 
complemented by areas such as business develop-
ment, job creation, social action, housing, mining, 
fisheries, tourism, manufacturing industry, transport 
and communications, technology, environmental 
preservation, and reducing vulnerability to natural 
disasters.

PARPA II 2006-2009 It was based on cross-cutting issues such as gen-
der, HIV/AIDS, environmental preservation, food 
and nutrition security, science and technology, rural 
development, calamities, demining, based on gover-
nance pillars, human capital, and economic develop-
ment.

PARP 2011-2014 It prioritized the increase of agricultural and fisheries 
production and productivity, the promotion of employ-
ment, and human development, and the promotion 
of the private sector through the pillars of good gov-
ernance, management of macroeconomic policy and 
public finances.

Source: Brito (2012, 29-31).

Thus, in the three plans, despite several lines of priorities that the 
government has launched as policies and have permanently prioritized the 
generation of employment, agriculture was only given greater prominence 
at the last level and there was a discontinuity in education as a key policy for 
poverty reduction. Furthermore, it can be noted that good governance has 
been prioritized in all plans, as a policy line, as it is considered a way to bring 
the state and public services closer to citizens, making management more 
able to respond to needs in rural areas, which would enable local governments 
to formulate and implement policies for the poor.

However, the allocation of the State Budget (SB) in the period under 
study did not show this willingness or pretension of the government to 
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decentralize resources for the resolution of citizens' problems in rural areas, 
because the SB flowed less to the districts. Therefore, the annual budgets 
did not demonstrate this intention of budgetary decentralization, leading 
to inequality in access to public services between the central level and the 
districts (rural regions).

Regional Inequalities: Employment, Education and Health

In the assessment of poverty that has been made by the Mozambican 
authorities, specifically by the INE and MEF, since 2001, several indicators 
have been used to measure inequalities. However, in this work, as a result 
of the use of the foundations of the VCP, the activities practiced by heads 
of families (to represent job opportunities), illiteracy (to represent access to 
education) and access to health will be considered. With regard to employ-
ment opportunities between urban and rural regions, the distribution was 
uneven between 2014/15. According to graphic 02 below, in the rural region 
almost 83.7% of heads of households were occupied in agrarian activities; 
only 15.1% (5.5% of non-agricultural workers and 9.6% of trade and services) 
had non-agricultural employment. However, in urban areas, about 26.7% 
of these bosses were engaged in agricultural activities and 64.4% (20.7% of 
non-agricultural workers and 43.7% of trade and services) in other activities 
outside agriculture.

These regional differences in employment opportunities, where a 
large part of the rural population was engaged in agriculture, considered to 
be of lower productivity than other sectors, have a major impact on household 
income and poverty reduction, because employment in agriculture can create 
more poverty due to one of its classic problems, particularly in Mozambique, 
which is characterized by monoculture and seasonal work. Thus, even if 
the salary were high, considering the months in which one does not work, 
it would be insufficient for subsistence. This labor regime does not create a 
productive workforce and, on the other hand, makes it exceedingly difficult to 
organize it in the face of employment conditions, compromising the improve-
ment of the living conditions of workers in agriculture (Castel-Branco 2019).

On the other hand, part of the population that is linked to non-ag-
ricultural activities (industry, trade, and services) has the potential to earn a 
better income for a decent lifestyle, due to productivity and job stability in 
these sectors.
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This difference of opportunity is also present between provinces. 
According to Graphic 02, the provinces of the northern region, such as Niassa, 
Cabo Delgado and Nampula have an average of about 80% of the population 
linked to agriculture. In the central region, the province with most of the 
population engaged in agrarian activities is the province of Tete, with about 
82.4%. The southern provinces of Mozambique, mainly those of Maputo 
and Maputo City, showed a low rate of population to devote themselves to 
agricultural activity, with 28.7% and 6.4%, respectively.

Graphic 2: Heads of Family by Main Occupation, 2014-2015

Source: Prepared by the author, using IOF data 2014/2015.

With regard to illiteracy, we have the rural region showing more 
people who could not read or write, with 56.6% against 23.1% of the urban 
region. In terms of provinces, those in the northern region had a high illit-
eracy rate, in which Cabo Delgado had 60.7%, Niassa 58.0% and Nampula 
56.0%. Among the provinces of the central region, Tete presented a higher 
illiteracy rate with 55.2% and Zambezia with 53.9%. The provinces of the 
southern region have the lowest rate, with the most emphasis on Maputo 
City and Province, with 9.5% and 19.3% illiteracy, respectively, according to 
graphic 3 below.
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Graphic 3: Illiteracy rates in Mozambique (%) (2014-2015)

Source: Prepared by the author, using IOF data 2014/15.

Regarding access to health, graphic 4 shows that the rural region had 
less access to services, which reach 64.4% of the population, compared to 
76.7% of the urban region. The province of Cabo Delgado had a lower rate 
of access to health services by the population and the three provinces of the 
southern region (Gaza, Maputo City and Province) had a higher rate, with 
Maputo City approaching 100%.

Therefore, in the indicators analyzed, the urban region is more 
favored than the rural one and, among the provinces, the northern region, 
namely Cabo Delgado, Niassa and Nampula, had less access to employment 
opportunities, with a large part of its population devoting themselves to agri-
cultural activities that are themselves the promoters of poverty. They also had 
less access to education, with higher illiteracy rates, and to health services.
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Graphic 4: Access to Health in Mozambique, 2014-2015

Source: Prepared by the author, using IOF data 2014/15.

Therefore, the southern provinces presented better remunerable 
employment opportunities and better access to education and health care. In 
accordance with the VCP, poverty reduction policies are expected to be less 
effective in the northern region than in the southern region and even less so 
in rural areas than in urban ones, which will be analyzed below.

Effectiveness of public policies in poverty reduction

Direct poverty reduction policies in Mozambique were in place in the 
period 2001-2014. However, the 2014/15 evaluation showed that such policies 
had different and unequal effects for the different regions and provinces of 
the country. Thus, considering the measure of the poverty line, there were 
provinces where policies increased the levels of initial poverty, regions, or 
provinces that this reduction was insignificant and others with a significant 
reduction (graphic 5). 
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Graphic 5: Impact of Policies on the Poverty Line (2002-2015)

Source: Prepared by the author, data from IOF 2002/2003, 2008/2009 and 2014/2015.

In the provinces of Niassa and Sofala there was an increase in poverty 
by two percentage points, with the province of Niassa increasing from 65% 
in 2002 to 67% in 2015 and the province of Sofala from 48% to 50%. The 
provinces of Nampula had a tiny reduction, of four percentage points (69% 
to 65% in the reference period), and of Zambezia of two percentage points 
(63% to 61% in the same period).

The province of Cabo Delgado saw the incidence of poverty remain 
at the same level of 50% in this period, and for Maputo City, although the 
reduction was nine percentage points, it represented a reduction of 69.2% 
compared to initial poverty, the initial poverty levels were extremely low com-
pared to the national average, which had an incidence of 13% and decreased 
to 4% during the period of the policies.

The other two provinces in the south of the country, Maputo Province 
and Inhambane, had a reduction above 50% of the initial poverty. Finally, 
other provinces have had a reduction in the incidence of poverty above double 
digits, even if they have not achieved a 50% reduction in initial poverty. These 
are the provinces of Tete, with a 37 percentage point reduction, of Manica 
with 28 percentage points and Gaza with 26 percentage points of reduction. 
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Among these, Tete Province performed better, with a 46% reduction from 
initial poverty.

Regarding multidimensional poverty, three situations can be high-
lighted, according to graphic 06, below. First, a significant reduction in depri-
vation in urban areas compared to rural areas, with a reduction of approxi-
mately 56% in initial poverty in urban areas compared to 22% in rural areas 
(from 41% to 18% in urban areas compared to 92% to 72% in rural areas). 
Second, a reduction close to 100% for the City and Province of Maputo 
(from 13% to 1% in the Maputo City and from 38% to 7% for the Maputo 
Province) and a reduction close to 50% for the provinces of Inhambane and 
Gaza (presented, respectively, a reduction from 81% to 43% and from 52% 
to 23%). Third, a reduction of about 20% compared to the initial deprivation 
for the provinces of Niassa, Nampula and Zambezia, in which all together 
have approximately 44% of the Mozambican population, and an increase 
in deprivation by approximately 30% in the province of Sofala in the period 
under study.

Therefore, the provinces that showed greater inequality in access to 
education, health, and employment opportunities had a lower response to 
poverty reduction policies, including those in the northern region (Niassa, 
Cabo Delgado and Nampula) and two in the central region (Zambezia and 
Sofala). This fact can be explained by the VCP principle, which argues that 
conditions of inequality lead to the reproduction of poverty or "poverty creates 
poverty" by cumulative circular effect of negative factors, the less effective 
policies and their persistence in these regions and provinces are justified. 
However, the only one that did not corroborate with the foundations of the 
VCP was the province of Tete, which should merit future studies to find the 
reasons for having responded positively to poverty reduction policies even 
with high inequality.
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Graphic 6: Impact of Policies on Multidimensional Poverty (2002-2015)

Source: Prepared by the author, based on MEF data (2016).

Conclusion

The focus of this work was to answer the problem of how regional 
inequalities negatively influenced policies to combat poverty between regions/
provinces in Mozambique. For this, the work was based on the principle of 
Cumulative Circular Causation and Vicious Circle of Poverty, defended by 
Myrdal. It is argued that in regions or countries with less access to education, 
health, and employment opportunities, or with a lack of social inclusion, 
poverty feeds back, because the negative factors that foster poverty are in 
themselves cause and effect, i.e., "poverty creates poverty" or "Vicious Circle 
of Poverty". Therefore, it was assumed that less access to education, health 
and employment opportunities leads to less effective policies to reduce pov-
erty, while greater access to these variables would be associated with greater 
effectiveness of policies.

Thus, it was noted that, during the implementation of poverty 
reduction policies in the period 2001-2014, the provinces with the greatest 
inequalities in access to education, health and employment opportunities 
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were less responsive to poverty reduction policies, between the provinces 
of the northern region (Niassa, Cabo Delgado and Nampula) and two of the 
central region (Zambezia and Sofala).

In this sequence, all the provinces of the southern region (Inham-
bane, Gaza, Maputo Province and City) had relatively a greater response to 
policies for poverty reduction, as they present less inequalities. However, the 
only province that did not find an explanation in the VCP was Tete, future 
studies are being proposed to find the reasons for having responded positively 
to policies for poverty reduction, despite the great inequalities in this province.

In this context, in terms of alternative policies for the effective reduc-
tion of poverty in Mozambique, policies giving equal weight to regions or 
provinces should be abdicated and inequalities should be considered, pro-
moting access to education and health in the least-favored provinces, and 
increasing agricultural productivity (by public investment in agricultural 
infrastructure and technology transfers, as agriculture absorbs a large part 
of the population) in rural areas.

In this process, the decentralization of public services should become 
more effective for the districts through budgetary decentralization. These 
alternatives are based on the fact that the level of education influences the 
type of employment and, consequently, the level of income, the understand-
ing and interpretation of the policies implemented by the government. 
Access to health has an influence on the quality of life of the population and 
increases the possibility of a better dedication to the work of the workforce. 
And increased agricultural productivity, by public investment in agricultural 
infrastructure and technology transfer, has the potential to improve the liv-
ing conditions of rural populations beyond subsistence, by increasing the 
agricultural surplus, and the possibility of increased income.

Finally, as regards employment opportunities, despite the fact that 
companies gravitate more towards the southern region of the country due to 
the possibility of higher profitability, existence of skilled labor, level of income, 
support infrastructures and market for their products, what justifies the great 
concentration in this region, the Mozambican Government can induce the 
implantation of investments through concrete signs of monetary incentives 
(tax exemptions) and non-monetary (infrastructure and workforce qualifi-
cation) with a greater focus on the poorest provinces with great inequalities 
and, combined with the increase of agrarian productivity, would increase the 
possibility of increasing income, resulting in the breaking of the "Vicious 
Circle of Poverty". Therefore, the continued implementation of policies with 
equal weight between provinces and regions, makes it impossible to see, in 
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the short and medium term, the significant reduction of poverty and reduc-
tion of inequalities between provinces and regions.
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ABSTRACT
This paper aims to analyze how regional inequalities negatively influenced the 
effectiveness of poverty reduction policies in Mozambique in the period 2001-2014, 
using the Vicious Circle of Poverty principle advocated by Myrdal. Thus, access to 
employment, education and health opportunities in different regions and provinces 
were adopted as central variables to measure these inequalities. To this end, it was 
assumed that inequalities in access impact the effectiveness of the policies adopted 
to reduce poverty, being less effective where there are more inequalities in access and 
more effective where there are fewer inequalities. It was found that the provinces 
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with the greatest inequalities had a lower response to poverty reduction policies, 
among them those of the northern region (Niassa, Cabo Delgado and Nampula) 
and two of the central region (Zambezia and Sofala). In this sequence, all those in 
the southern region (Inhambane, Gaza, Maputo Province and City) had relatively a 
greater response to policies. However, the only province that found no explanation 
in the Vicious Circle of Poverty was Tete. Finally, in terms of policy alternatives, it 
was suggested to focus on promoting education and health and increasing agricul-
tural productivity by public investment in agricultural infrastructure and technology 
transfers to the most unequal provinces, in place of policies that give equal weight 
to regions or provinces. 
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