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Abstract 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, most of the workforce is employed in agriculture and the 

majority of the poorest households depend on farming for their livelihoods.  In 

Malawi, low food production has led to chronic food crises and famines as 

domestic food production collapsed nationally in 1992, 1994, and 2004. In 

response to these shortages a Fertilizer Input Subsidy Program (FISP) was 

introduced in 2005 by the Government of Malawi to increase the ability of small-

holder farmers to generate yields and improve food security nationwide. Hailed as 

a prime example of the “New Green Revolution” and often viewed as a success 

story, this paper analyzes FISP’s challenges and limitations. It reviews FISP 

within the context of a food security theoretical framework, and explores 

alternative and experimental policy interventions for achieving food security, 

including agroecology and social protection programs. Specifically, this research 

paper argues that while the implementation of FISP increased food availability at 

the national level, it did not fully address issues of food access, utilization, 

financial and ecological sustainability, and beneficiary targeting.  Therefore, FISP 

constitutes only a partial solution to food insecurity in Malawi. A multipronged, 

balanced approach that includes agroecological initiatives and social protection 

programs that target different groups with different interventions could provide a 

more effective, efficient, and holistic approach to food security. 
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1 Introduction 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, small-holder farmers across Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) 

experienced a reduction in state support, often as a result of Structural Adjustment Programs 

(SAPs) imposed by international financial institutions (IFIs) such as the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) (IEG, 2007). The agriculture sector of many SSA countries 

became subordinate to a policy regime that focused on correcting macro-economic imbalances 

through deregulation, privatization, and building urban markets. Additionally, state support for 

farmers, including marketing boards and the provision of agriculture inputs via subsidies were 

gradually phased out by the turn of the millennium.  According to many scholars these policies 

have had drastic effects on the ability of small-holder farmers in SSA to develop sustainable and 

secure livelihoods (IEG, 2007; Bryceson, 2002; Kydd and Doward, 2001; Chilowa, 1998;   

Igbedioh, 1990). 

Today, the policy environment has changed; agriculture has made a significant comeback 

onto the agendas of governments, policy-makers, and the IFIs. There has been widespread 

agreement that agriculture must play a critical role in the reduction of poverty and the 

acceleration of economic growth in SSA, where 60 per cent of the region’s workforce is still 

employed in agriculture and more than 80 per cent of the region’s poorest households depend 

directly or indirectly on farming for their livelihoods (World Bank, 2008, p. xiii; Anderson and 

Masters, 2009, p, 3). Central to this renewed emphasis on agriculture has been the proliferation 

of input subsidy programs across the continent.  Indeed, many African governments have 

recently reinstituted fertilizer and seed subsidy programs with the goal of “kick-starting” their 

agricultural sectors and producing economic growth (Jayne and Rashid, 2013).    
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Malawi, a small nation of 13 million in Southeastern Africa, has become central to this 

policy discourse.  As a result of extreme poverty, poor weather conditions, and limited state 

support, Malawi has long experienced chronic food insecurity and recurrent famines, most 

notably in 1994 and 2001 (Harrigan, 2008). In 2005, after over two decades of meagre economic 

growth and in the face of famine once again, Malawi’s newly elected president Bingu wa 

Mutharika boldly chose to reinstate a massive nation-wide fertilizer subsidy program. Despite 

wide-spread donor opposition, the Fertilizer Input Subsidy Program (FISP) coincided with better 

rainfall, doubling maize production in 2006 and almost tripling production in 2007 (Denning et 

al. 2009, p. 1).   

For many, the program’s success stood in stark contrast to the decades of failed 

agricultural policy in SSA. Malawi has become a regular feature in global policy discussions 

about food security and the possibility of a uniquely African Green Revolution following the 

tremendous success of FISP.  This has been echoed in both policy circles and the media, with the 

New York Times even applauding Malawi for “ending famine by simply ignoring the experts” 

(Dugger, 2007). Further, the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) has described 

Malawi as a “model for success showing the rest of the African governments the way towards a 

sustainable version of the African green revolution” (Chinsinga, 2011, p.2). Jeffrey Sachs, the 

prominent development economist, proclaimed that Malawi has “pointed the way to a new Green 

Revolution for Africa” (Sachs, 2012. p.1).  Malawi’s success has thus attracted considerable 

international attention, and has been endorsed by some as a potential model for the rest of Africa 

to emulate.   
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1.1 Purpose of this Paper 

The purpose of this research paper is to critically examine Malawi’s FISP in light of 

competing strategies to achieve food security, with the goal of gaining an in-depth understanding 

of policy options for reducing vulnerability to hunger in Malawi. Specifically, this research paper 

will explore the following questions: Does Malawi’s apparent success with FISP offer an 

effective approach
1
 to improving food security in Malawi? How do competing food security 

strategies address food insecurity in Malawi, and what do they offer as an alternative policy 

intervention?  This paper argues that while the implementation of FISP increased food 

availability at the national level, FISP is unsuited to effectively address issues of food access, 

utilization, and financial and ecological sustainability, and therefore constitutes only a partial 

solution to food insecurity in Malawi.  However, agroecology and SCTs offer alternative 

solutions that, combined with FISP, could potentially offer a more effective, efficient, and 

holistic approach to food insecurity in Malawi. A combination of New Green Revolution 

techniques and alternative policy interventions is recommended to improve food security in 

Malawi and reduce vulnerability.  

1.2 Contribution 

This research paper is important in exploring the various policy options for enhancing 

food security in countries such as Malawi, as well also for non-governmental organizations and 

multi-lateral policy and programming that operate in the realm of poverty reduction, food 

security, and improving agricultural production for small-holder farmers.   

                                                 

1
 Effectiveness of an approach is defined and explored using food security criteria detailed in Chapter 3. 
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This research paper is based on a review of qualitative and quantitative studies to explore 

the effectiveness of FISP as an intervention for achieving food security, while analyzing the 

conceptual and practical dimensions of competing food security approaches that have arisen in 

response to Malawi’s success story. A comparative analysis of alternative approaches is used to 

cross examine the strengths and weaknesses of Malawi’s FISP and offer new solutions to the 

problem of food insecurity in Malawi.    

A considerable amount of the literature on FISP to date has dealt directly with the 

immediate results of FISP, including its impact on agricultural production and livelihoods 

(Dorward and Chirwa, 2011), its relation to poverty reduction (Kamanga, 2010), and its 

economic effects on private sector service provision (Ricker-Gilbert et al., 2011). Other studies 

have compared FISP against SCTs (Maliro, 2011) and some have looked at FISP and 

agroecology (Bezner Kerr, 2012). This research contributes to the existing body of knowledge by 

combining the analysis of FISP with both agroecology and social protection programs (SCTs). 

Moreover, it analyzes these alternative approaches by using food security theoretical framework 

(FAO, 2008) that posits that food security can be achieved if favourable conditions exist in four 

areas: production, access, utilization, and stability (FAO refers to these as pillars of food 

security). Although stability is an important aspect of food security, this paper replaces it with 

two concepts: sustainability as a criterion for determining long-term food security; and, targeting, 

to review an intervention’s efficiency and ability to reach its intended beneficiaries. The analysis 

of the three approaches: input subsidies, agroecological practices, and social protection programs 

reviewed through a food security methodological lens allows to explore how the strategies 

impact food security, who is affected by the intervention, and how they can best be scaled and 

combined from a perspective that has not been previously explored by other researchers. While 
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the paper reviews agricultural production data, it is mostly qualitative in nature and does not 

include primary quantitative research. 

1.3 Structure of the Research Paper 

The literature review below presents the contextual background for which FISP arose in 

the mid-2000s, and provides a more thorough understanding of the established literature, the rise 

of the New Green Revolution (NGR), and alternative policy interventions for achieving food 

security including agroecology and social protection programs. The next chapter introduces a 

brief explanation of the research design and methodology. Then, the paper situates the analysis 

within the context of Malawi’s agricultural policy history. In the following section, the paper 

describes and analyzes the components of FISP, with a large focus on how it was implemented 

between the years 2005-2010. 

Following an evaluation of FISP, the research paper explores agroecology using 

prominent academic journal articles and contrasts them with Malawi’s FISP.  Further, this 

section delves into agroecological programming, including non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and international institutions that implemented experimental agricultural programs in 

Malawi, and juxtaposes their successes or failures in achieving food security with Malawi’s 

FISP. These examples are based on research papers and publications from NGOs, multilateral 

organizations, and researchers in academic journals. 

The apparent success of FISP dominated much of the policy space for rural development 

strategies in Malawi. Nevertheless, since the early 2000s, Malawi has also witnessed a 

proliferation of social protection strategies which have risen rapidly up the development policy 

agenda.  Therefore, for the final policy intervention mentioned in this paper, social protection 

strategies a food security are examined. The main form of social protection - Social Cash 
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Transfers (SCTs) - is analysed at both the theoretical level and at the practical level using data 

from prominent experiments in Malawi. Studies of recent social cash transfer programming are 

used to determine the viability of this intervention in achieving food security in the Malawian 

context.  The final section of this paper concludes with an analysis of the competing approaches 

to food security against the paper’s analytical framework and recommends a practical policy for 

enhancing food security in Malawi.  

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Overview 

The following literature review explores theoretical positions and primary debates in the 

academic literature related to input subsidies, agroecology, and social protection programs. First, 

the concept of food security, used as a framework for analysis in this paper, is introduced and 

defined. Then, the paper delves into the context surrounding agricultural debates in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA) - namely, input subsidies, the Green Revolution and, its subsequent manifestation, 

New Green Revolution (NGR).   

Exploring the ideas behind the Green Revolution and the NGR is important in 

understanding the current policy push advocating for increased application of fertilizers and 

enhanced seeds to increase production and improve livelihoods for small-holders in SSA.  Next, 

this literature review is followed by an exploration of the debates surrounding the role of input 

subsidies in African agriculture, and why some academics believe that input subsidies may or 

may not be the correct policy for increasing agricultural production in the SSA region. The 

positive and negative impacts of input subsidies have been debated extensively, both in the post-

independence period in SSA and the more modern SSA context. Addressing the role of input 
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subsidies is helpful in understanding the potential and limits of FISP to address food security in 

Malawi.  

The next section of the literature introduces the scholars critical of the NGR and 

discusses their proposed, alternative strategies for agricultural production and achieving food 

security in SSA. The philosophy behind agroecology as an approach to production and its 

characteristic attributes are examined. 

The last section of the literature review discusses the final form of alternative policies for 

addressing food insecurity and deprivation. The tenets of social protection systems are discussed 

with a focus on how SCTs may theoretically impact the poor and food insecure. The above 

literature is then used to explicate how this research differs from several studies already 

completed on FISP and alternative strategies to support small-holder livelihoods.     

The literature in this review is sourced primarily from academic journals focusing on 

various disciplines that are related to the social sciences, including agricultural economics, food 

policy, development studies, African studies, and environmental sciences. In addition, the 

literature review explores policy and discussion papers from international research institutions 

such as the World Bank and the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).  There are 

no limits on the age of the sources, though where possible the most up-to-date source has been 

used.  

2.2 Food Security 

As part of this research’s framework for analysis (discussed below in the methodology 

section) it is necessary to unpack and define the concept of food security. According to the 1996 

World Food Summit,  “a person, household or community, region or nation is considered food 

secure when all members at all times have physical and economic access to buy, produce, obtain 
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or consume sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences 

for a healthy and active life” (FAO, 2008, p. 1). The above definition promotes four key pillars 

of food security: Availability, Access, Utilization, and Stability.  

Availability:  sufficient quantities of food are available on a consistent basis. Food can 

be provided through household production, other domestic output, 

commercial imports, or food assistance. 

Access:  is ensured when one has sufficient resources to obtain appropriate foods 

for a nutritious diet. Access depends on income available to the household, 

on the distribution of income within the household, and on the price of 

food. Food may exist in markets, but be out of reach financially for the 

poor.  

Utilization:  the appropriate use of food based on knowledge of basic nutrition and 

care, as well as adequate water and sanitation. 

Stability: It is important to recognize that stability of the three dimensions of food 

security over time is necessary to remain food secure. Even if an 

individual’s food intake is adequate today, they may still be considered 

food insecure if they have inadequate access to food on a periodic basis, 

risking a deterioration of their nutritional status (FAO, 2008).   

Although stability is an important aspect of food security this paper has opted to use 

sustainability instead as a criterion for determining long-term food security. This research views 

sustainability, for the purposes of this policy analysis, as providing a richer analysis through both 

a financial and ecological lens.  
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2.3 Revisiting the Green Revolution 

The Green Revolution refers to the transfer of agricultural research and technology across 

the developing world that increased agricultural production globally in the mid-twentieth 

century.  A wide body of literature has documented both the positive and negative consequences 

of the original Green Revolution experienced by rural communities around the world.  

In the 1960s, the Rockefeller Foundation and the Ford Foundation took the lead in 

establishing an international agricultural research system that would help transfer scientific 

advances to developing nations. Advanced varieties of the two most important world food crops 

were developed: wheat and rice. Scientists successfully engineered high yielding varieties 

(HYVs) of these grains that could mature quicker, were photo insensitive, resistant to major pests 

(with the right chemical applications) and were more responsive to fertilizers (IFPRI, 2002). The 

breeding of improved varieties combined with the expanded use of chemical fertilizers, inputs, 

and irrigation technology led to an enormous increase of agricultural yields throughout Asia and 

Latin America.  The adoption of HYVs of various plants including sorghum, millet, maize, 

cassava, and beans, soon followed. By 1970, nearly 20 percent of the wheat area and 30 percent 

of the rice area in developing countries were planted with HYVs (IFPRI, 2002).  By 1990, this 

share had increased to 70 percent for both crops. Between 1970 and 1995, these varieties more 

than doubled cereal production in Asia, while population increased by 60 percent (IFPRI, 2002). 

Despite a doubling of cereal production, agricultural land use (in terms of cropland or pasture 

land) in Asia only rose by 4 percent, arguably easing pressure on forests and environmentally 

fragile areas.  In the place of the occasional famine and widespread malnutrition came an 

increase in available cereal calorie of 30 percent per person.  Prices for wheat and rice were also 

reduced (IFPRI, 2002). It was an agricultural revolution of unparalleled magnitude.  
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Despite increasing food reserves for millions of people, the Green Revolution created a 

number of sustainability issues. Critics charged that it resulted in increased environmental 

degradation, increased income inequality, and that is worsened absolute poverty (IFPRI, 2002).  

Although Green Revolution crops increased agricultural potential, the newly engineered crop 

varieties only produced higher yields if farmers had access to the exact fertilizers required, as 

well as pesticides, good irrigation, and plant protection. Moreover, farmers who lived in 

marginalized, water scarce areas with few resources failed to reap the benefit of those in irrigated 

or rain fed ecological zones (IFPRI, 2002). In the wake of the revolution, owners with large 

farms became the main adopters of new technologies due to a better access to resources such as 

water, irrigation, fertilizers, seeds and credit. As a result, small-scale farmers did not experience 

the improvements in livelihoods that many proponents anticipated. In addition, increased 

mechanization meant that the need for agricultural labour was reduced, which may have led to a 

net decline in employment (UNESCAP, 2001). Furthermore, the result of millions of improperly 

trained farmers using modern inputs for the first time led to negative environmental impacts. 

Excessive and inappropriate use of fertilizers polluted waterways, poisoned workers, killed 

beneficial wildlife, and exhausted soil nutrition. Intense irrigation often led to increased 

salinization of soil and consequently, forced farmers to abandon land (IFPRI, 2002). Thus, the 

initial success and hope of the Green Revolution gave way to a reality that much of the success 

was felt unevenly across the developing world and, that over time, sustainable and equitable food 

systems are key to creating healthy ecosystems and communities. 

2.4 The New Green Revolution and Food Insecurity 

The New Green Revolution has been trumpeted by the United Nations, hailed by 

governments in Africa and often funded by private philanthropic organizations. Prominent 
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advocates of the NGR include high-profile organizations such as the AGRA and the Millennium 

Village Projects, who both view the injection of improved seeds and fertilizers as essential to 

jumpstarting a stalling African agricultural sector. The New Green Revolution manifests itself in 

a number of agricultural interventions in Africa, and one of the prominent examples is Malawian 

FISP. For advocates of the NGR, the supposed success of FISP in Malawi is evidence that the 

prescribed Green Revolution for Africa is a recipe for success, going so far as to say that Malawi 

has “led the way in Africa in demonstrating the opportunities and challenges of implementing a 

national input subsidy program” (Denning et al., 2009, p.9). 

The New Green Revolution, similar to the original Green Revolution, is characterized by 

increasing small-holder farmers’ access to hybrid seeds, agricultural technology and, most 

importantly, fertilizers (Denning et al., 2009; Sanchez et al., 2009; AGRA, n.d.; Morris et al, 

2007). The term “New” Green Revolution is claimed by proponents who argue that the original 

Green Revolution largely bypassed Africa.  Beginning in the mid-2000s, consensus began to 

arise among academics and donors that Africa, unlike Asia, had largely been untouched by the 

first Green Revolution. Indeed, cereal yields in Africa during the 2003-2005 time period were 

less than half those in South Asia and one third those in Latin America (IEG, 2007, p. xxiv). 

Africa also lags behind in the percentage of cropland irrigated, fertilizer use, and land and labor 

productivity per worker (IEG, 2007). In a 2007 World Bank policy paper, Morris et al. state that 

given the generally low levels of fertilizer use in Africa, “there can be little doubt that fertilizer 

use must increase in Africa if the region is to meet its agricultural growth targets, poverty 

reduction goals, and environmental sustainability objectives” (p. 1). Similarly, Denning et al. 

(2009) assert that, in contrast to Asia, by the turn of the century, fertilizer use in sub-Saharan 

Africa was only 8kg/ha, compared with 96kg/ha in East and Southeast Asia, and 101kg/h in 
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South Asia. Further, Africa accounts for less than 1 percent of global fertilizer consumption (p. 

1).   

For many advocates of the NGR, access to technology and inputs is critical to improving 

food and livelihood security in SSA. In many ways food insecurity is framed as a production 

problem that can be solved simply by helping small-holders produce more food.  

2.5 The Role of Input Subsidies in SSA Agriculture 

The NGR has given rise to policy discussions about how best to support the 

dissemination of Green Revolution technologies and inputs. Central to this discourse is the role 

that input subsidies can play in facilitating the adoption of Green Revolution for small-holder 

farmers in SSA.  Malawi’s direct experience with FISP will be discussed further in Chapter 5, 

but before, the role of input subsidies in general and the debates surrounding their use are 

discussed. For the purpose of this paper, a “subsidy” will be defined as a voucher granted by the 

government to assist small-holder farmers so that the price of inputs (such as seeds or fertilizers) 

remains affordable.  

Over the past two decades, many agronomists have acknowledged the continued low use 

of fertilizers in African agriculture (Larson and Frisvold, 1996; Fontaine and Sindzingre, 1991; 

Buresh et al., 1997). While fertilizer is seen by many as critical to the intensification of African 

production, it is also recognized that it is often far too costly for the average small-holder farmer. 

Highly volatile international prices for fertilizer can subject farmers to extreme market 

fluctuations, while poor infrastructure and abnormally high marketing costs can combine to 

make fertilizer inputs prohibitively expensive. For example, costs of fertilizer in Zambia average 

U.S. $333 per tonne, compared with $227 per tonne in the United States (IEG, 2007, p.15). The 
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role of an input subsidy can therefore assist farmers to purchase fertilizer, amongst other inputs, 

at an affordable rate.  

Proponents of fertilizer subsidies have also highlighted the failure of the private sector to 

effectively deliver inputs to small-scale farmers such as seeds, fertilizers and technical assistance 

(Bryceson, 2002; Igbedioh, 1990; Chilowa, 1998; Cheru, 1992; Hanjra and Culas, 2011; Kydd 

and Doward, 2001).  Despite the inefficiency of agricultural parastatals, Bryceson (2002) argues 

that private traders “rarely provided the market efficiency that the IFIs had anticipated” during 

the 1990s, the result being that “farmers’ production prices fluctuated wildly as input prices 

spiraled upwards” (p. 3).  Sen (2006) describes a situation in many African countries where the 

lack of state support for subsidies and agricultural extension has increased the “riskiness of the 

economic environment” resulting in “little incentive to invest in agricultural activities” (p. 228). 

Much of Africa’s rural sector, in many ways, is risky and unprofitable for the private sector, with 

large infrastructural barriers, a reliance on rain-fed agricultural production, and huge 

geographical distances.  Thus the private sector has often failed to fill in the gaps and take over 

the minimal role of service provision which parastatals once played.  

Dorward et al. (2004) argue that fertilizer subsidies can help “kick-start” an agricultural 

transformation, whereby “government interventions enable farmers to access seasonal finance 

and seasonal input and output markets at low cost and low risk” (p. 81). Proponents argue further 

that fertilizer subsidies can actually stimulate demand by giving farmers, who are unfamiliar with 

modern fertilizers, experience and knowledge with high quality inputs. Introduction to subsidies 

can effectively raise optimal levels of fertilizer use, kick-start innovation and stimulate rapid 

market development (Druilhe and Barreiro-Hurlé, 2012; IFDC, 2003). Subsidies can therefore 

assist farmers in overcoming missing or imperfect markets by improving access to inputs, 
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reducing credit needs and offsetting risks associated with market failure (Morris et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, some advocates of the NGR for Africa claim that the provision of fertilizers and 

seeds is enough to lift small-holder farmers from what they describe as the “low-maize poverty 

trap”, whereby low rates of maize production require the majority of household resources to be 

devoted to agriculture for the sole purpose of survival (Sachs, 2005; Collier, 2007; Morris et al., 

2007; World Bank, 2008; Denning et al., 2009; Dorward and Chirwa, 2011).  

However, previous efforts to promote agricultural subsidies have been recognized by 

many academics as unsuccessful (Morris et al., 2007; Crawford, Jayne, and Kelly, 2006; 

Kherallah et al., 2002). In the post-independence period, many African governments heavily 

subsidized agricultural sectors via parastatal marketing boards. State-owned enterprises 

essentially dominated agricultural markets and provided cheap inputs such as fertilizer and seeds, 

while implementing pan-territorial price controls for farmers and subsidized credit.  Such 

government controlled input and output marketing schemes were criticized as highly inefficient 

and unsustainable over time. In the presence of fiscal budgetary constraints, large budgetary 

subsidies were counterproductive by diverting money away from investments in infrastructure, 

research, and extension (Morris et al., 2007). Under conditional lending in the 1980s from the 

World Bank and the IMF, agriculture markets were liberalized and parastatals were largely 

disbanded across SSA.  Fiscal deficits caused in part by agricultural support programs, as well as 

donor pressure, led to the dissolution of government input supply programs and the privatization 

and liberalization of the input supply programs (Morris et al., 2007).  

Similarly, the resurgence of subsidy programs across SSA has been met with mixed 

reviews. In their 2013 survey of Input Subsidy Programs (ISPs) across SSA, Jayne and Rashid 

found that “the [economic and agronomic] benefits of targeted input subsidy programs in the 
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region have seldom exceeded their costs” (p. 558). The researchers argue that food production 

responses to ISPs are significantly and commonly lower than portrayed, partially due to the 

“crowding out” of commercial fertilizer demand. Crowding out effects generally occur when 

government intervention in free markets discourages or prevents the private sector from 

developing. In the case of fertilizer subsidies, the government artificially lowers the price of 

agricultural inputs and discourages private firms from investing in production and distribution.  

These artificially lowered prices hurt the private sector, thereby actually “reduc[ing] rather than 

promot[ing] farmers’ overall access to fertilizer” (IFDC, 2003; Morris et al, 2007).  In addition, 

low crop response rates to fertilizer delivered too late, nonresponsive soil conditions, poor 

management practices, and insufficient use of complementary inputs constrain the response of 

agricultural production to ISPs (p.558). 

Furthermore, fertilizer schemes that involve large cash transfers from the government to 

private firms tend to be a magnet for rent seeking and corruption. Fertilizer subsidies can create 

opportunities for politicians and firms to establish and maintain electoral support through 

clientelistic networks. This can redirect subsidies to recipients with more political power and 

who are not necessarily the most impoverished, as well as undermine the efficiency of the 

competition involved in input delivery systems. Corruption can cause “leakage” in the form of 

diversion away from the intended beneficiaries or even countries (Druilhe and Barreiro-Hurlé, 

2012). In Ghana, Banful (2011) found that during the 2008 election campaign, districts where the 

majority of voters had voted for the opposite candidate in the previous election received greater 

numbers of fertilizers vouchers. This lead Banful to conclude that “a significant threat to the 

efficiency of fertilizer subsidy remains” (Banful, 2014, p.1). In Tanzania, Pan and Christiansen 

(2012) found that nearly 60 percent of voucher recipients were from households where a member 
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of the household had an elected position within the village. The few studies of other fertilizer 

input subsidy programs in SSA have thus found that, similarly, fertilizer subsidy programs are 

hard to separate from the institutional and political context in which they are applied. 

2.6 Agroecology and Alternatives to the New Green Revolution 

Much of the criticism of input subsidies discussed previously are levied against particular 

inefficiencies, from voucher leakages and targeting, to wasteful use of scarce public resources.  

While these agro-economic debates are important, the underlying Green Revolution approach to 

agricultural production remains largely untouched. While the Green Revolution saw major 

breakthroughs in agricultural science and food security, it also created a host of new problems 

around environmental sustainability and inequality. It is for these reasons that many scholars 

view the era of the NGR (including FISP) as a rejuvenation of the conventional, agro-industrial 

model as a continuation of a flawed approach to agricultural production. They identify a stronger 

need to invest in what Parrot and Marsden (2002) call a “real Green Revolution” which argues 

for knowledge based on ecologically integrated approaches and considers the effect that the 

agro-industrial model has on soil or water. Indeed, many scholars advocate for a more 

sustainable model of production as an alternative to the agro-industrial model. Jarosz (2012) 

argues that technical fixes such as increasing the use of synthetic fertilizers to increase yields 

does not necessarily alleviate hunger and poverty over the long term. The author describes the 

international response of organizations like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, AGRA, and 

World Bank Strategies in SSA as “economistic and technical definition[s] of the problem. 

“These solutions to food insecurity emphasize improving yields by “increasing applications of 

synthetic fertilizer, pesticides and herbicides, enhanced soil and water management, and the 

development of genetically modified crops” (Jarosz, 2012, p. 195). For Jarosz, this “new” 
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response resonates with Green Revolution strategies of the past. The author argues that resource 

poor areas that are ecologically diverse, dependant on rain-fed agriculture, and home to most of 

the world’s poor are still underserved. While Green Revolution practices have increased yields, 

their benefits have not been equally distributed since they tend to unfold in areas most amenable 

to irrigated forms of agriculture with high subsidies on fertilizer and pesticide. Jarosz thus 

advocates working towards a sustainable agricultural future that involves developing food 

networks that are contextualized from the “bottom up” and built from a commitment to food 

provisioning that is “ecologically sustainable” and “reliant on agro-ecological paradigms 

stressing diversity, low input, and circularity” (Jarosz, 2012, p. 197).  

Moseley et al. (2015) argues that the problem with the new Green Revolution is that it 

conceptualizes the problems of African agriculture as stemming from its local orientation and 

disconnection from the global economy. According to the authors, this “new” approach involves 

“a new and unprecedented level of public-private partnerships, as donors work to increase the 

penetration of the private sector and build links between African farmers, input suppliers,  agro-

dealers,  agro-processors,  and retailers” (Moseley et al., 2015, p. 2).  In the NGR system, rural 

hunger is mitigated when small-scale farmers apply chemical inputs to produce more crops to 

consume directly or sell for cash which, in turn, allows the purchase or more food or inputs. The 

authors describe this as the new “technocratic and neoliberal agenda for agricultural development 

and hunger alleviation in Africa” (p. 1). Moseley et al. (2015) are critical of the NGR’s sole 

focus on production, while disregarding issues of access and utilization. They argue that after the 

global community’s 20-year hiatus away from supporting agriculture in SSA, international 

consensus has shifted from Amartya Sen’s “food security as access”, and succumbed to a rebirth 
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of the technocratic focus on food production that appears to be very similar in nature to the 

original Green Revolution.  

Javadani (2012) argues that while FISP seems to achieve production at the national level, 

shortfalls still exist at the household level because of unresolved production issues and 

household vulnerability:  “the expectation of GR advocates that local-scale market improvements 

and national-scale yield increases lead to sustainable progress towards individual and national 

self-sufficiency appears to be overly optimistic” (Javdani, 2012 p. 161).  For the author, FISP 

ignored many of the local level power relations that disproportionately affect the extremely poor. 

Further, she argues that the “problems of accessibility and effectiveness of the subsidy are 

symptomatic of the inequalities inherent in the current food system” and, that “these weaknesses 

are characteristic of NGR-style food security strategies (Javdani, 2012, p. 1). 

Bezner Kerr (2012) examines the new Green Revolution further by revisiting the original 

Green Revolution’s effects on food security, social relations, and nutrition, and discusses its 

contemporary implications using a case study in Malawi. The author reiterates that increased 

yields were often not sustainable; farmers became heavily indebted and, in many cases, social 

inequality persisted and was exacerbated due to mechanization and decreased labor opportunities 

for the poor. The author also points out that while caloric intake often increased, dietary diversity 

and nutrition suffered over time. Bezner Kerr extends these original Green Revolution criticisms 

to Malawi’s contemporary situation, arguing that even if a large number of poor farmers adopt 

hybrid and fertilizer as a ‘package’ input and it does increase maize yields at minimal cost to the 

household, the likely increase would be in maize consumption which many nutritionists already 

recognize as being too high. She also notes that intra-household dynamics often adversely affect 
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nutritional outcomes. The author concludes that unless social inequalities and environmental 

concerns are taken into account, these technologies will exacerbate existing problems. 

At the core of many alternative production strategies is a critique of external inputs and 

total reliance on chemical fertilizers.  Instead, alternative strategies advocate “bottom up” 

methods of production that prioritize a food security sensitive approach that targets those who 

are habitually the most food insecure (Jarosz, 2012). The alternatives include a multitude of 

agroecological practices, labelled by different terms and techniques such as low-input farming, 

agroforestry systems, multi- and inter cropping farming, sustainable intensification, conservation 

agriculture, and so on (Horlings and Marsden, 2011).  Horlings and Marsden (2011) describes 

these debates as rival paradigms with “each attempting to claim the ground of sustainable forms 

of ecological modernisation” (Horlings and Marsden, 2011, p. 442).  Exploring each of these 

strategies is beyond the scope of this paper. Despite this, it is clear that many of these rival 

strategies share production techniques and strategies commonly found in agroecological systems.  

Most importantly, what evidence is there that the diversity of sustainable and small-scale 

agroecological practices can offer an effective alternative to FISP and the dominant agri-

industrial food paradigm? These concepts of agroecology and its various techniques are 

discussed in greater detail in the following section. A detailed case study of agroecological 

techniques in Malawi concludes the section.  

2.6.1 What is Agroecology?  Characteristic Attributes  

Agroecology is the convergence of two scientific disciples: agronomy and ecology. It is 

both a science and a set of practices. As a science, agroecology seeks to apply ecological science 

to the study, design, and management sustainable agricultural ecosystems (De Schutter, 2010). 

Agroecology “seeks ways to enhance agricultural systems by mimicking natural processes, thus 
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creating beneficial biological interactions and synergies among the components of the 

agroecosystem” (De Schutter, 2010, p. 6). It also seeks the most favorable soil conditions for 

plant growth by managing organic matter and biotic activity in the soil. Such a process is 

knowledge intensive, but emphasizes using techniques developed on the basis of farmers’ 

knowledge and experimentation (De Schutter, 2010).  The core principles of agroecology intend 

to reverse the failures of modern commercial farming by recycling nutrients and energy on the 

farm, rather than introducing external inputs.  Agroecology also focuses on diversifying species 

and genetic resources in agroecosystems over time and space; integrating crops and livestock; 

and focusing on interactions and productivity across the agricultural system, rather than focusing 

on individual species (De Schutter, 2010).  Sustainability in an agroecosystem does not, 

however, mean ruling out any technologies or practices on ideological grounds (e.g. genetically 

modified or organic crops), provided that they improve biological and or economic productivity 

for farmers and do not harm the environment (Pretty, 2008). Agroecological methods ultimately 

focus on increasing productivity, stability, sustainability, and equitability. 

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), as well as an increasingly 

wide range of experts in the scientific community, are supporting agroecology as a way to 

improve the resilience and sustainability of food systems in developing nations (De Schutter, 

2010). Such techniques may involve the maintenance and introduction of biodiversity through 

the use of fish, agroforestry, insects, pollinators, intercropping and livestock (De Schutter, 2010). 

The integration of livestock such as pigs, chickens, and cows act as a source of protein but also 

as a source of soil fertilizer. Integrated pest management, which uses ecosystem resilience, seeks 

only to use pesticide as a last resort (Pretty et al, 2006, 1).  In Japan, ducks and fish were found 

to be as effective as pesticide for controlling insects in rice paddies, as well as reducing weeding 
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labor and producing droppings for fertilizer (De Schutter, 2010). Water harvesting is also 

emphasized in dryland areas, allowing for cultivation of degraded lands, and may include stone 

barriers alongside fields to prevent runoff during the rainy season. This can improve soil 

moisture, replenish water tables and reduce soil erosion. Such a technique has been used in areas 

of West Africa, where water retention capacity is recorded to have multiplied 5 to 10 times and 

biomass productivity by 10 to 15. Excess biomass can then be consumed by livestock (De 

Schutter, 2010).  

As noted above, there exists a variety of agroecological techniques used to raise 

productivity and increase sustainability based on the particular ecological conditions 

encountered. Unlike modern agricultural techniques which often seek to find ways of 

standardising agricultural production, the sustainability of agroecological systems is dependent 

on upon the specific context of space and place. This means the local ecological conditions are 

often relied upon to both maintain and enhance diversity. This focus on place, time, and context 

specific solutions to food production means that it is often difficult to generalise or genericise 

agroecological production methods (Horlings and Marsden, 2011).  

Nevertheless, one can identify many elements that are shared amongst agroecological 

systems and, more importantly, research shows that there are a multitude of real and successful 

sustainable agroecological systems worldwide. In a comparative study of the impact of 286 

recent sustainable agricultural development projects in 57 countries, covering roughly 37 million 

hectares (3 percent of cultivated land in developing countries), Pretty et al. (2006) found that 

productivity on 12.6 million farms increased on average by 79 percent.  Average food production 

per household rose by 1.7 tons per year for 4.42 million farmers growing cereal and roots crops.    
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In Africa, these systems range from small or large scale, irrigated or non-irrigated, crop 

or tuber based, how or plough based, or lowland or highland based, with some researchers 

asserting at least 20 diverse agroecological farming systems in the continent alone (Horlings and 

Marsden, 2011).  Much of the agroecological literature deals with smaller scale, specific cases 

that often depend on having the right people, at the right place, at the right time. 

2.7 Social Protection Measures 

2.7.1 Nature and History of SCTs 

 While social protection measures may seem out of place next to production 

oriented interventions such as FISP and agroecology, these measures that focus on reducing 

vulnerability and deprivation have become increasingly common over the last 15 years across 

SSA.   The recent prominence of social protection measures in SSA development policy has 

echoed their experience in Latin America, where during the 1990s social protection strategies 

were instrumental in fighting child labour and improving health outcomes (Douillet, 2013). In 

developed countries, social protection strategies have a long history of providing for those who 

cannot provide for themselves. This often includes groups such as the old, young, chronically ill 

or the disabled.  The underlying idea is that society should share the burden of their dependency 

and, as a result, that society is strengthened when supporting those that need help the most.  In 

Africa and Asia, social protection has mostly taken the form of tackling vulnerability to hunger; 

however, in recent years, social protection has come to embrace multiple forms of deprivations, 

including that stemming from HIV/AIDS, price volatility, and global recession (Slater et al., 

2014). Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler (2004) describe social protection as “all public and private 

initiatives that provide income or consumption transfers to the poor, protect the vulnerable 

against the poor, against livelihood risks and enhance the social status and rights of the 
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marginalized; with the overall objective of reducing the economic and social vulnerability of 

poor, vulnerable and marginalized groups” (p. 9).  A more concise definition by the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) defines social protection as such: 

“policies and actions which enhance the capacity of poor and vulnerable people to escape from 

poverty and better manage risks and shocks” (2009, p. 2) In theory, social protection measures 

generally operate fundamentally differently than an input subsidy in that they provide a welfare 

transfer to improve the consumption capability of their recipients, as opposed to input subsidies 

that act directly on the production capability of small-scale farmers. However, in practice these 

lines are often blurred as SCTs can work by increasing households’ funds, which, in turn can free 

resources for investment in agricultural production, amongst other uses. 

 Social protection measures can be both protective, preventative, and promotive, or a 

combination of these factors, with the intent of helping households cope with vulnerability, risk, 

but also bridge the gap between immediate survival and more long-term, asset building 

investments (HLPE, 2012).  Protective measures often take the form of in-kind transfers or fee-

waivers with the goal of alleviating chronic poverty through the provision of basic consumption 

necessities such as food or health care, while preventative measures can take the form of crop 

insurance, pensions, or risk pooling mechanism such as unemployment insurance. Such 

strategies according to Slater et al. (2014) can help households avoid ill-advised coping strategies 

during times of hardship, such as selling productive assets or withdrawing children from school. 

Other forms, including promotive social protection, may involve labour market interventions or 

investments in public assets designed to support economically vulnerable households to more 

securely invest in human capital and livelihoods, leading to better productivity and high income.  
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The term “social cash transfer” in the recent literature tends to refer to beneficiaries who 

have been selected on the basis of extreme poverty and vulnerability, as opposed to categorically 

different social transfers such as old age security (Devereux et al. 2005). According to DFID, 

SCTs can be defined as “direct, regular and predictable non-contributory payments that raise and 

smooth incomes with the objective reducing poverty and vulnerability” (Arnold, et al, 2011, p. 

2). The field of SCTs encompasses diversity of transfers, either conditional or unconditional, 

with different development goals, financing options, and design types.   

2.7.2 Strengths and Limitations of SCT 

In the past, SCTs have been viewed negatively by those who perceive them as handouts 

to the poor. However, according to Arnold, et al (2011) “the theoretical case for SCTs is based 

on the assumption that individuals can be trusted and empowered to make effective use of 

resources in order to improve their living standards” (p. 3). A key reason for chronic poverty is 

that low and variable incomes often prohibit the poor from building capital – both financial and 

human – and building resilience in the face of livelihood shocks. A small but sustained form of 

transfer can provide a household with a reliable form of income that can smooth consumption 

and allow investment into food, health, education, or obtain better access to credit.  

One of the strongest impacts of SCTs on welfare has been in the area of food security and 

nutrition, with SCTs found to be effective both in the emergency relief and development context 

(Arnold, 2011).  Assuming that food exists and is available at the regional level, SCTs can 

support people’s access to food by smoothing consumption and allowing vulnerable households 

to purchase a greater quantity and quality. In addition, SCTs may also impact food availability 

by increasing production (Holmes et al., 2007). SCTs may also free up cash for resources 

directly, or provide certainty of income which can permit households greater risk taking and 



30 

 

 

even access to credit, indirectly allowing for investment into agricultural inputs. Further, cash 

transfers may also increase demand for food and stimulate the supply side of local food 

production (Arnold, et al., 2011).  In a review of cash transfer programs, UK’s Department for 

Foreign Development (DFID) found that:  

“One of the strongest and most consistent findings regarding the impact of cash transfer 

programmes is their contribution to reducing hunger and food insecurity. Regardless of the form 

of transfer, households receiving transfers average significantly higher spending on and 

consumption of food. The impact of cash transfers on hunger has been most pronounced in 

lower-income countries (LICs) where poverty is generally more severe. In these settings, 

households receiving additional income are particularly likely to prioritize spending on 

improving the quantity and or/quality of food consumed” (Arnold, et al., 2011, p. 20). 

 The link between SCTs and food security has been established and demonstrated 

in the literature. However, limitations do exist. In markets where food producers are unable to 

respond to increased demand due to shocks, cash transfers have been shown to have a negative 

impact by causing extreme inflation of local food prices, rendering the transfers worthless. In 

Ethiopia during the Meket Livelihoods program, cash transfers induced local inflation of food 

prices and decreased local food availability, especially in remote regions with food deficits 

(Arnold et al., 2011). Furthermore, although in theory cash transfers may increase production 

through investment in inputs, there appears to be little evidence of increased aggregate growth in 

production at the national level in many SCT evaluations (Arnold et al., 2011). There are also 

very valid concerns about whether the level of agricultural growth that can be stimulated makes 

it more or less effective than input subsides, explored in further detail below.  
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Some studies have used a comparative policy approach and explored FISP as part of 

multiple strategies to fight vulnerability and deprivation in Malawi.  Maliro’s doctoral thesis 

(2011) specifically compares agricultural input subsidies and Social Cash Transfers (SCTs) as 

alternative policy levers for addressing vulnerability to hunger in Malawi. The author utilizes a 

sample of 90 households to examine how FISP and SCTs interact at the household and 

community level, finding that “neither input subsidies nor poverty-targeted cash transfers 

represent definitive solutions to the continued prevalence of vulnerability to hunger in Malawi” 

(p. 271). The author ultimately concludes that while FISP and SCT may not singlehandedly 

reduce hunger, they do have a role to play together as they address different rural beneficiaries 

with different needs.  “A portfolio of instruments in which different types of transfer are tailored 

to differing needs is more appropriate in the Malawi case” (p. 273). 

Other studies have sought to explore the impact of FISP on the income welfare of 

households in Malawi. In a 2010 Master’s thesis, Kamanga sought to determine whether FISP 

has an impact on rural poverty. The study utilized data from 34 households in the village of 

Chinsanje and used an Individual Household Modeling approach to data analysis. Kamanga 

found that “that the introduction of agricultural input subsidies in the village surveyed 

contributes to decreasing incidence of poverty but does change the incidence of ultra-poverty” 

(p. 64). Further, although Kamanga found that FISP reduced household poverty overall, the 

program was biased towards higher income housing. This led Kamanga to conclude that SCTs 

role is best focused on the vulnerable households not reached by FISP (2010).  

2.8 Policy Interventions and their Intended Beneficiary Groups 

Various policy interventions addressed in this paper generally have different objectives 

and intended beneficiary groups. This means that food security policy approaches are not a one-
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size-fits all as they are designed for different target groups and result in different anticipated 

benefits. Ricker-Gilbert and Lunduka (2014) have created a continuum that illustrates the 

different objectives and intended beneficiary group.  Based on the above literature review, this 

continuum was adapted by introducing a third intervention: agroecology. 

Figure 1. Continuum of Policy Interventions by Wealth Status of Intended Beneficiary 

 

Source: Adapted from Ricker-Gilbert & Lunduka (2014).   

 

The continuum presents three of the policy interventions according to their ideal 

beneficiary based on the wealth status.  It looks at their situation based on the ownership of land 

and labor access and whether they are able to use subsidized inputs effectively. The first on the 

spectrum are food aid and cash transfer that target the most vulnerable who lack access to labor 

or land. Those unable to harness land and labour productively can be assisted by SCTs which act 
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upon an individual or households’ consumption habits. This reflects SCTs’ orientation towards 

social protection and their focus on reducing vulnerability in severely impoverished households. 

Meanwhile, FISP is a conventional production enhancing program designed to increase the 

ability of farmers to produce food, and thus requires land and labor at the very least.  Households 

that have access to land and labor and can effectively use inputs are targeted by flexible input 

vouchers and FISP.  

Lastly, agroecological methods were added to this continuum as an alternative policy 

intervention towards achieving food security.  Agroecological methods, however, are an 

unconventional, non-fertilizer based intervention whose beneficiaries are similar to FISP’s on the 

wealth status spectrum. Like FISP, labour and land may be necessary to increase production, but 

agroecological systems are broader in scope where increased crop diversity, enhanced soil 

health, improved household nutrition, and reduced reliance on chemical fertilizers are an 

objective. This means that agroecological interventions may be useful in targeting specific 

communities where monocropping is practiced and malnutrition is prevalent, and where 

fertilizers remain financially out of reach. Nevertheless, FISP and alternative agroecological 

interventions remain similar in their focus on increasing production, while SCTs act upon 

consumption and are fundamentally a form of social protection for vulnerable households.  

2.9 Targeting  

As mentioned previously, a key conceptual component of any intervention is identifying 

the intended beneficiaries. This is especially important in targeted subsidy programs designed to 

prioritize the poor and vulnerable. There are various ethical and technical considerations 

discussed by authors that justify targeting specific sections of a population. Sadomba (2015) 

argues that given a program such as FISP that mobilizes a considerable amount of financial 
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resources, the program has a responsibility to reach the vulnerable and the poor. In Sadombas 

view, a program such as FISP must focus on targeting the weak and vulnerable for ethical 

reasons.   Baltzer and Hansen (2011) argue that subsidies should be used to stimulate pro-poor 

growth, and target farmers who are not already using agricultural inputs, in addition to the 

poorest and most vulnerable households. In effect the poorest framers could theoretically derive 

the most benefit due to their greater need, as opposed to more affluent households who may have 

access fertilizer anyway.  

 In a more technical perspective, Dorward maintains that wealthier households’ access to 

inputs can crowd out commercial fertilizer sales and reduce total fertilizer input through a 

process called displacement. Displacement, according to the author, “is a process whereby 

households’ access to subsidized inputs causes them to reduce their purchases of unsubsidized 

inputs so that the incremental input use as a result of the subsidy is less than the amount of 

subsidized inputs received” (Dorward, 2013, p. 3).  Pro-poor targeting can reduce displacement 

of unsubsidized fertilizer as poor households do not have access to unsubsidized inputs.  Input 

subsidies should, therefore, be targeted at poorer households for the greatest effect.   

There are perspectives, however, such as Holden and Lunduka (2010) who suggest that 

the poor may be too poor to effectively benefit from an input subsidy. Lacking in labor, land, 

assets, or knowledge of crop management can lead to less efficient use of fertilizers. Therefore, 

the farmers best designed to respond are not the most vulnerable or poorest farmers, but at least 

those with land and labor assets that can derive substantial productivity benefits (Holden and 

Lunduka, 2010).  

Ultimately it is important to keep in mind the goal of the intended program. If that goal is 

enhancing productivity and national self-sufficiency, than there may be important trade-offs 
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between productivity and displacement that affects each type of beneficiary, especially if less 

poor farms offer higher returns to productivity. If the goal is to benefit poorer households or 

promote wider economic growth, than maximising productivity may be less of a priority 

(Dorward and Chirwa, 2013).  

3 Design and Methodology  

This research paper approaches the Malawi FISP and alternative strategies to achieve 

food security from a policy analysis perspective.  To assess the effectiveness of different policy 

interventions available for improving food security in Malawi, including the government of 

Malawi’s FISP, a conceptual framework of five key criteria is employed.  The criteria used to 

evaluate the different policy interventions draws upon the three main pillars of food security, as 

well as two other criteria from a program management perspective. They are as follows: 

1. Availability: Ability to improve availability; 

2. Access: Ability to improve access to food; 

3. Utilization: Ability to improve utilization of food; 

4. Sustainability: Financial and ecological sustainability; and 

5. Targeting: Ability to reach optimal beneficiaries 

The final two criteria in the framework are chosen because they bring a program 

management angle that is necessary for practical policy analysis. Reviewing the financial costs 

of an intervention in light of the Government of Malawi’s budget is important towards 

understanding the potential fiscal space available for its implementation and longer term 

sustainability. And lastly, targeting as a criterion is key to assessing an intervention’s ability to 

reach its optimal beneficiaries.   An intervention’s effectiveness is not simply based on the ability 

to reach its intended beneficiaries, as those beneficiaries may not be fully suited to derive 
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maximum benefit. More importantly, efficiency can be ensured if the appropriate intervention is 

designed to best address the specific livelihood contexts of its beneficiaries.  

The above framework for analysis will be used to analyze the aforementioned competing 

approaches to food security in Malawi. This analysis will be used to formulate a policy 

recommendation for enhancing food security in Malawi.  

3.1  Limitations 

While this study strives to collect the most relevant and recent data, this research was 

unable to find financial data for all interventions corresponding to the exact same time periods. 

Budgetary data from the government of Malawi was often piece-meal or only for certain years, 

which limited comparison with SCT programs.   

Furthermore, this research recognizes the importance of resilience or stability to food 

security, but has chosen to engage with more of the immediate policy constraints in a developing 

country, such as financial sustainability.  However, the author acknowledges that further research 

on resilience or the stability of food systems in the Malawian context is important for 

understanding food security approaches in the long-term.   

4 The Political Economy of Agricultural Policy and Food Insecurity in Malawi  

This section describes the context in which FISP developed as an agricultural program. 

Fundamentally, there were two main forces that led to development of FISP. First, Malawi was 

experiencing long-lasting food insecurity conditions. Second, the character, effects, and 

criticisms of agricultural policies existing in Malawi pre-FISP necessitated a new approach to 

dealing with poor agricultural yields and, ultimately, chronic food insecurity and hunger across 

the country.    
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4.1 Food Insecurity in Malawi 

Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world. Estimates suggest that roughly 65 

percent of Malawians live in poor households, and 36 percent are classified as “ultra-poor” 

(Harrigan, 2008).  These are not just economic definitions: according to Harrigan (2008) the 

“ultra-poor” are “chronically food insecure,” or unable to access adequate food (maize) year 

round. In a country where approximately 92 percent of the population lived in rural areas and 

engaged in agriculture (Chilowa, 1998, p. 1), agricultural production is central to both the lives 

of the Malawian people and the economic growth of the country. Agriculture dominates the 

Malawian economy, accounting for over a third of gross domestic product (GDP) and generating 

90 percent of the country’s export earnings in late the 1990s (Chilowa, 1998, p. 553). The 

agricultural sector also provides wage labour and self-employment for the majority of the 

population. Over the past 10-15 years, Malawi has changed from being food self-sufficient in 

production of maize in non-disaster years, to being a regular net importer of maize and a 

dependent upon foreign assistance to achieve food security (IEG, 2007).  

Food security in Malawi is difficult to achieve for a variety of reasons. Small-holder 

production of the staple food crop – maize – has been inhibited by, amongst other things, poor 

soil fertility, high fertilizer prices, and low use of external inputs. Research has shown that poor 

soil fertility, characterized by nitrogen deficiency, is a major obstacle to increasing maize yields. 

It is estimated that while 160,000 metric tons of nutrients were removed from the soil every year 

(by harvest, gaseous losses, or leaching), only 70,000 metric tons were replaced by organic and 

inorganic fertilizers (Charman, 2006, p. 31). The average cost of fertilizer in Malawi was roughly 

U.S. $321/tonne in 2007, a price that was unaffordable for most small-scale farmers (IEG, 2007, 

p. 15). The continued cultivation of maize on land without fertilizer leads to low yields and 
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limited agricultural income. To compound the situation, most farmers in Malawi could not buy 

inputs such as fertilizer on credit because of underdeveloped credit markets, high borrower and 

lender risks, and the consumption rather than sale of produce (Dorward and Kydd, 2004). 

Investment in financial and input service delivery has fallen since the late 1980s as the private 

sector did not effectively replace the parastatal system that once existed.  Dorward and Kydd 

(2004) assert that this has left rural economies in Malawi “caught in a low equilibrium trap 

created by systemic investment risks which render the necessary investments unattractive” (p. 

353).  Indeed, in the year 2000, less than 20 per cent of small-holder farmers had access to credit 

(Charman, 2006, p. 31). In addition, a lack of experience and knowledge concerning the 

effectiveness of subsidies also causes difficulties, as low input demand itself raises costs and 

inhibits the development of input supply systems in less accessible areas (Dorward and Chirwa, 

2011).  

Furthermore, one of the most glaring barriers to market access and development in 

Malawi is infrastructure and transportation.  Malawi, like many African countries, is home to a 

highly dispersed and uneven infrastructure from its colonial past, where it is estimated that less 

than one third of domestically produced food enters commercial marketing channels beyond the 

local area (IEG, 2007). For 60 percent of villages in Malawi, the walking distance to the nearest 

pickup point for motorized transport services was approximately two kilometers in 2007; for 20 

percent of the population it was estimated at over 10 kilometers (IEG, 2007, p. 17). Thus 

infrastructure problems create large disincentives for the private sector to deliver inputs and 

services such as fertilizers and seeds.  In addition, access to land is limited in Malawi, especially 

amongst the severely impoverished.  Obtaining secure tenure or even the ability to buy and rent 

land is often difficult (Place and Otsuka, 2001).  
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While agricultural yields remain a primary concern, lack of crop diversity is a serious 

problem. The majority of Malawian small-holders plant monocrops of maize, partly because of 

the hardy nature of the plant, but also because of the central role it plays in Malawian culture. 

The average Malawian’s diet is thus high in starch and low in fruits and vegetables.  On average, 

more than 50 percent of the food calories are supplied by maize, and maize is grown on 80 

percent of the cultivated land. As a result, malnutrition is extremely high; 42.4 percent of 

children under the age of 5 are considered malnourished (Gronemeyer et al., 2015, p. 5; 14)   

Domestic food production in Malawi collapsed nationally in 1992, 1994, and 2004, while 

serious local shortages occurred in 1995 and 1997.  Figure 2 illustrates these drops in maize 

production at the national level.  

Figure 2. Production of Maize in Malawi 1961-2013 

Source: FAOSTAT.  

4.2 A Brief History of Agricultural Policy in Malawi  

In terms of food security, Malawi’s post-independence state-led policies were generally a 

success. Throughout most of the 1960s and 1970s, Malawi was food sufficient, with enough 
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surplus production to export regionally (Harrigan, 2008). It was not until the onset of the 

Mozambican civil war, the rising debt from the oil crisis of 1979, and a 35 percent decline in 

terms of trade that Malawi was forced to adopt and implement a structural loan from the World 

Bank (Harrigan, 2003, 849). According to Chilowa (1998), Malawi became the first country in 

SSA to receive a structural adjustment loan in 1981. The key reforms to Malawi’s agricultural 

were consistent with structural adjustment elsewhere on the continent: fertilizer subsidies were 

eliminated; producer prices were liberalised; and competition was increased.  Many of the key 

sector reforms were designed to increase price incentives for Malawi’s producers. In the eyes of 

the World Bank, Malawi’s farmers had been suffocating under the state-led Agricultural 

Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC). Despite providing critical fertiliser 

subsidies and inputs to farmers, the World Bank saw ADMARC as limiting incentives for 

farmers to diversify into export oriented-production (Sahn and Arulpragasam, 1991).  A 1987 act 

of Malawi’s Parliament effectively eliminated ADMARC, despite protests from the Malawian 

government that food security could be compromised (Harrigan, 2008). For the World Bank, 

however, food security could be met by further integration into the global economy. With 

exchange from a more competitive cash crop sector, maize could be imported and purchased on 

the market.  Thus, price controls were also lifted and private traders were licensed to trade in 

produce and inputs. Shortly after, the years 1985-86 and 1987-88 saw food prices increase by 

over 50 percent (Harrigan, 2003, 850). The elimination of ADMARC markets and fertilizer 

subsidies effectively led to a national food crisis in 1987 in which 140,000 metric tons of maize 

had to be imported (Harrigan, 2008, 241).  The structural adjustment policies and elimination of 

ADMARC essentially transformed Malawi from a net exporter of food to a net importer of food, 
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inducing a national food shortage.  The government of Malawi, in response to the food crisis of 

1987, abandoned structural adjustment and reintroduced price controls and fertilizer subsidies.   

The food crisis of 1987 heralded the beginning of a tumultuous relationship between the 

Malawian government – held accountable for the domestic food security of the Malawian people 

– and the World Bank – driven by a neoliberal ideology that stressed free market principles, 

efficiency and global integration.  These tensions caused food policy interventions to pendulum 

back and forth between the Malawian state and World Bank. According to Harrigan (2008), state 

support for agriculture in the aftermath of the 1987 crisis was tolerated – even supported – in 

some capacity by the World Bank. The Bank began to soften on certain issues, such as the 

targeted subsidies to support small-holder farm production, with the goal of eliciting supply side 

responses (Harrigan, 2003). Apart from a major drought in 1992, the late 1980s and early 1990s 

consisted of small periods of agricultural growth, with some even talking about Malawi’s 

delayed “Green Revolution” (Harrigan, 2008).  The success was short lived; the World Bank 

pressed to have price controls and subsidies eliminated once again in the mid-1990s.  According 

to Harrigan (2003), the World Bank retreated from a position of “sophisticated market 

liberalization”, and reverted back to a position of neoclassical, orthodox economic agricultural 

policy not seen since in Malawi the early 1980s.  The World Bank’s 1997 country report 

explicitly indicates this: 

“Do not reintroduce credit or fertilizer subsidies: not only are they fiscally unsustainable 

but they encourage inefficient resource use and undermine other efforts to develop 

sustainable market-based institutions. It is better to provide grant or public works 

assistance than to mix welfare with credit or input provisions” (World Bank, 1997, p, xii).  
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This passage from the 1997 report clearly indicates the World Bank’s opposition to any 

form of subsidy. Thus, despite the previous food crisis in 1987, and an increasing 

acknowledgement that state support in some parts of the country were leading to a potential 

“Green Revolution” in terms of agricultural production (Dorward and Kydd, 2004; Harrigan, 

2008), market reforms continued.  This would foreshadow similar events at the end of the 1990s 

and the early 2000s, where decreasing food security after years of continued agricultural 

liberalization led the Malawian government to once again reinstate state support for small-scale 

farmers. Beginning in 1998, the Malawian government began implementing agricultural “Starter 

Packs”, designed to combat the declining soil fertility that was leading to chronic national food 

shortages. The “Starter Packs” consisted of hybrid maize seed, fertilizer, and legumes that were 

promoted at the farm level to improve soil fertility (Harrigan, 2008, 243).  This was, in effect, a 

form of fertilizer policy designed to boost maize production for small-holder farmers, and avoid 

the need for maize imports by contributing to the strategic grain reserve. Beginning in 1998, 

Starter Packs were successful in increasing maize yields for the first two seasons they were 

introduced (Harrigan, 2008).  Nevertheless, despite this initial success, ideological opposition to 

the subsidies once again increased.  Harrigan (2008) maintains that donors, mainly the World 

Bank and the IMF, criticized the program for crowding out the private sector and undermining 

private input delivery, and argued that the program was contributing to a “maize poverty trap”. 

The Starter Pack program lost financial support from donors and was effectively scaled down. 

This led many observers to believe that the scaling down of the Starter Pack scheme and the food 

crises from 2000-2003 was causally related (Sen, 2006). 
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4.3 Economic and Financial Considerations  

Figure 3 shows Malawi’s tumultuous growth record, with severe contractions in GDP 

growth by as much as 10 % in years 1992, 1994, 2001, and 2006.  

Figure 3. Malawi GDP growth (annual %), 1990-2011 

 
Source: World Databank, World Development Indicators. 

Interestingly, these contractions are often surrounding the same years Malawi 

experienced terrible droughts, decreased agricultural production, and famine. The reverse is 

similar; notable years of GDP growth, beginning in the years following 2006, correspond to the 

implementation of the government’s FISP (2005-2015). Figure 2 on page 39 shows the level of 

maize production which closely mirrors annual increases in GDP growth displayed in 

Figure 3. Thus, while GDP growth is not dominated by maize, it is likely that maize production 

plays a significant role in economic growth. Indeed, between the years 2007 and 2011, 

coinciding with FISP, the average GDP growth rate per year was a robust 7.5 %. 

In the past, Malawi has struggled to maintain macro-economic stability, control inflation 

and lower its government debt. Indeed, at the beginning of the millennium, annual inflation 

hovered around 30%, while external debt was an unsustainable 153% of GDP, requiring service 
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payments worth roughly 20% of exports (AFDB, 2013, p. X). However, over the past eight 

years, a combination of monetary tightening, fiscal consolidation and several successful maize 

harvests has lowered inflation to 7.6% as of 2011(AFDB, 2013, p. X). In addition, in 2006, 

Malawi reached Highly Indebted Poor Country status, significantly reducing its external debt 

which, in 2012, stood at 15.5% of GDP (Bank of Malawi, 2012, p. 7). While macro-instability 

was much worse in the past, general government gross debt is still quite high at 49% in 2012 

(IMF). 

Due to generally poor economic performance and fiscal imbalances, the Malawian 

Government has often relied on Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) to make up a 

significant portion of its budget.  The following table summarises government expenditure in 

Malawi over a five year period from 2005-2010.  

Table 1. Summary of Malawi Revenue  

Budget 

Category 

 2005/6 2006/7 2007/8 2008/9 2009/10 Average  

Total  116,986 147,632 176,583 210,270 257,661 181,880  

Domestic  67,316 84,295 105,700 134,291 168,773 112,075  

Grants  49,670 63,337 71,153 75,979 88,888 69,805  

Source: Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 587 

Table 1 shows that on average, external grants have typically supported around 40 

percent of government revenues from 2005-2010. Grants may come in different forms, including 

general budget support to the Malawian Government or dedicated grants assigned for specific 

purposes by donors, such as the health sector-wide grant (Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 586). As a 

result, international donors and the IFIs have had significant influence on Malawi’s development 

agenda.   
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5 Malawi’s FISP: History and Structure 

The introduction of FISP was preceded by a long tradition of subsidizing agricultural 

inputs. For decades, the Malawian government and the donor organizations supported various 

agricultural subsidy programs summarized in the Table 2 below.   

Table 2. Agricultural Subsidy Programs in Malawi 

Agricultural Subsidy Program Years of Operation 

Drought Recovery Inputs Project 1992-93 

Supplementary Inputs Project 1994-95 

Starter Pack Program 1998-2000 

Targeted Input Program 2000-2003 

Fertilizer Input Subsidy Program 2005-present 

Source: Modified from Harrigan, 2008. 

The results of the pre-FISP programs were highly contentious. Both the Malawian 

government and donor organizations could not agree on their efficacy and future in addressing 

food security issues, especially in relation to the ability of the programs to support the 

development of private sector and their long-term financial sustainability (Booth et al. 2006).  

The lack of agreement within the donor community over the input programs coincided 

with a period of neo-patrimonialism in the Malawian government. In 2005, the political power 

collesced around the newly elected president Bingu wa Mutharika, who, although less so than his 

predecessors, subscribed to the authoritarian style of traditional Malawian politics (Booth et al., 

2006; Aberman et al., 2012).  Mutharika’s candidacy was initially supported by the United 

Democratic Front, but once elected, he lost the party’s support and very quickly faced the risk of 

being impeached (Booth et al., 2006). At the same time Malawi also experienced a very poor 

maize harvest in the 2004/05 season which required very expensive food imports (Ellis and 

Maliro, 2013). In 2005, without consultation and agreement of the parliament and the World 

Bank, Mutharika introduced FISP, fulfilling one of the most prominent promises of his election 

campaign (Ellis and Maliro, 2013).  
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5.1 Objectives of FISP 

FISP was a large-scale targeted and rationed agricultural inputs’ subsidy scheme with 

nation-wide coverage. It gave Malawian farmers the ability to purchase fertilizer and higher-

yielding, modern maize seed varieties at a discount. FISP’s main objective was to increase yields 

and contribute to national food self-sufficiency, enhance household food security, and reduce 

poverty in Malawi (Chirwa and Dorward, 2013).  FISP was introduced by the Malawian Ministry 

of Agriculture who administered the program and distributed vouchers to districts and traditional 

authorities who, in turn, allocated them to villages. Village heads, in collaboration with Village 

Development Committees, identified beneficiary households within their jurisdictions, based on 

loosely stated criteria (see below). However, there does appear to have been great variation in the 

criteria applied at the local level, the number of beneficiaries, and the number of coupons that 

were received by each household (Doward et al., 2008). The program was designed to reach 

between 1.4 -1.7 million small-holder farmers (Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 583). 

5.2 Cost of FISP  

5.2.1 Macro-Level 

In terms of assessing what kind of fiscal impact FISP may have on the Government of 

Malawi’s Budget, it is useful to establish the cost of FISP during these years in relation to overall 

spending. The following table compares FISP with government finances and GDP. 

Table 3. Comparison of FISP with Government Finances and GDP 

Fiscal Year Fertiliser Subsidy 

MK m. 

% of total revenue % total GDP 

2005/06 6,937 5.9 1.8 

2006/07 9,067 6.1 2.0 

2007/08 15,018 8.5 2.8 

2008/09 37,823 18 6.0 

2009/10 

Average 

21,861 

18,141 

8.5 

10 

2.9 

3.3 

Source: Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 589 
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Table 3 illustrates that FISP consumed a large portion of the government’s budget, 

averaging 10 percent of total revenue over the 2005-2010 period.  Ellis and Maliro (2013) 

attribute the fluctuations, which range from 5.9 to 18 percent of total revenue, to changes in the 

cost of fertilizer in the international market. 

5.2.2 Micro-Level 

Initially, beneficiaries were eligible to receive, at a discounted price, two 50kg bags of 

fertilizer and a maize seed voucher which they could redeem for either hybrid or composite 

maize seed (Chinsinga, 2007; Dorward and Chirwa, 2011). In the first year of implementation, 

the rate of subsidy was about 64 percent with the beneficiaries covering the remainder. The level 

of discount changed in nominal terms over the first five-year period of implementation, and by 

2009/2010 farmers were paying only 9 percent of the full cost (Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 583). 

The history of fertilizer distribution from 2005 to 2010 is presented in Table 4 below.  

Table 4. Basic data on FISP 2005/6-2009/10 

Crop 

Season 

Nominal 

Coverage 

(ha) 

Subsidized 

Fertilizer 

Sales 

(tons) 

Coupon 

Redemption 

Price 

(MK/50kg) 

Coupon 

Market 

Value 

(MK/50kg) 

Approx. 

Subsidy 

Rate 

(%) 

Total 

Cost 

(MK bn) 

Total 

Cost 

(US$ 

m.) 

2005/06 1,370,060 131,388 985 2,735 64 7,200 61.0 

2006/07 1,772,280 174,688 950 3,430 72 12,729 90.9 

2007/08 1,700,000 216,553 900 4,199 79 16,346 116.8 

2008/09 1,700,000 202,278 800 8,751 91 39,848 284.6 

2009/10 1,600,000 159,585 500 6,391 91 25,000 178.6 

Sources: Modified from Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 584; Dorward & Chirwa, 2011; Mather et al., 

2015. 

The Malawi government modified the program as it progressed, including changes in 

volumes and types of subsidized inputs, and even private sector involvement in the program 

(Chirwa and Dorward, 2013). Agricultural support for additional inputs was also provided, both 

early on and in the later years of implementation.  Some of the changes included broadening the 

support beyond maize production to tobacco (2005/06), tea and coffee (2008/09) fertilizers, 
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legume, and cotton seeds (2007/08), and maize storage chemicals (2008/09) as subsidized inputs 

(Chirwa and Dorward, 2013).  

5.3 Targeting Criteria 

Since FISP’s inception in 2005, the program’s design and implementation has been 

tweaked every year to provide different: 

 Area and beneficiary targeting criteria,  

 District/village coupon allocations,  

 Methods of beneficiary identification and coupon allocation, and 

 Coupon distribution and redemption systems (Chirwa and Dorward, 2013). 

Initially (2006/07), the beneficiary selection criteria targeted full-time small-holder 

farmers unable to afford the purchase of fertilizer bags but otherwise likely to use and benefit 

from inorganic inputs. After 2007, a recipient had to be either:  

 Resource poor local resident with land, 

 A guardian looking after the physically disabled, or 

 Vulnerable households (elderly-, child-, or female-headed, people living with 

HIV/AIDS) (Chirwa and Dorward, 2013, p. 229).   

5.4 Assessment of FISP 

5.4.1 Benefits of FISP 

5.4.1.1 Production 

One of the obvious goals of FISP was to improve maize productivity to increase food 

security in Malawi. The theory of change of FISP implies that if production increases, Malawian 

farmers will be able to produce more maize that will be accessible for consumption, hence 

decreasing food insecurity in the region.  
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Chirwa and Dorward (2013) argue that, in general, total maize production values are not 

necessarily suitable for presenting the impact of the subsidy as there are many other factors that 

influence maize production, for example weather, pests, and late fertilizer deliveries may explain 

the drop in production from 2006/07 to 2007/08. Other, unaccounted factors could also influence 

maize production such as variability in size of the area in which maize was produced, the type of 

seed used, as well as methodology used generating these numbers (e.g. not all maize is marketed 

or harvested in a single period). For this reason, a study by Mather et al. (2015) estimated the 

total incremental maize output attributable to FISP by multiplying the estimated average product 

of maize per unit of fertilizer use based on Ricker-Gilbert and Jayne (2012) by incremental 

national fertilizer use on maize. Table 5 below presents the incremental maize production 

attributable to FISP as calculated by Mather et al. (2015), and the total maize production 

recorded by FAOSTAT (2015).  

Table 5. Incremental Maize Production Attributable to FISP 

Crop 

Season 

Total incremental 

maize output (FISP)
1
 

Total maize 

production
2
 

Percentage of FISP maize output (total 

incremental maize output as a portion of 

total maize production) 

2005/06 239,478 2,611,486 9% 

2006/07 326,260 3,226,418 10% 

2007/08 394,707 2,777,438 14% 

2008/09 368,688 3,767,408 10% 

2009/10 291,629 3,419,409 9% 

Notes: 1) Mather et al. (2015) calculated output by multiplying the estimated average product of 

maize per unit of fertilizer use based on Ricker-Gilbert and Jayne, 2012 by incremental national 

fertilizer use on maize; 2) Ellis and Maliro, 2013.  

 

Figure 4 presents Table 5 in a visual way to illustrate the general trend for increasing 

maize production with the contribution of FISP being closely reflected – except in 2007/08 

where weather and other impacts could have influenced total maize production.    
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Figure 4. Total Maize Production vs. Total Incremental Maize Output 2005-2010 

  

It also important to determine whether the growth in production post-FISP was largely 

due to the expansion of planted area or increases in yield/output.  

Figure 5 shows the area harvested and yields in Malawi since the 1960s. 
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Figure 5. Area Harvested and Yields of Maize in Malawi 1961-2013 

Source: FAOSTAT.  

While the area harvested in Malawi has certainly grown since 1960, 

Figure 5 shows that between 2005-2007 yields increased by roughly 15000 Hg/Ha, while 

the area harvested declined by around 10,000 Ha during the same period.  This suggests that 

increases in production were due to increased yields, as opposed to an increase in planted area.   

FISP has been praised for raising maize production in Malawi as statistics show an 

increase in national maize production since the programs initial implementation (Minot and 

Benson, 2009; Denning et al. 2009, Dorward et al. 2010, Dorward and Chirwa 2011; Mather et 

al., 2015). Additionally, since FISP’ inception the government of Malawi has reported a grain 

surplus nearly every year, transforming Malawi into a net exporter of grain in some years 

(Javdani, 2012). Figure 6 shows this balance of maize imports and exports since the 1960s.   
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Figure 6. Balance of Import and Export Quantity of Maize in Malawi 1961-2013 

Source: FAOSTAT. 

From 1986 until around 2005-2006, Malawi has consistently imported far more maize 

than it had exported, which reflects the country’s multiple food crises during this time.    

However, with the inception of FISP in 2005-06, one can then see a reversal shortly after from 

Malawi as an overall net importer of maize, to reaching sufficient national production and 

ultimately several years as a net exporter of maize.  

At a household level, Chirwa and Dorward (2013) state that the impact of input subsidies 

has been generally positive according to a number of household impact indicators (adequacy in 

food consumption, subjective assessment of poverty status, etc.) and contributed to increased 

food security and poverty relief in Malawi. Furthermore, the authors found that Malawi’s 

fertilizer subsidy program effectively addressed the “low maize poverty trap” that had led to 

vicious cycles of food insecurity and poverty in the previous decades, ultimately constraining 

growth. However, if farmers continue to cultivate only low value, staple foods such as maize, 

they might not be able to make effective use of purchased inputs or become profitable, even with 
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subsidies.  Farmers need to diversify into higher value crops or engage in value-added activities 

such as processing or marketing to escape poverty traps. Many policy-makers did fear that FISP 

would encourage monocropping and a focus on maize production to the exclusion of other crops; 

however, Holden and Lunduka (2010b) found that after the introduction of FISP, Malawian 

agriculture experienced a gradual transformation of the cropping system. Although maize is the 

main staple crop, the agricultural policy and, to some extent, population pressures, gradually 

created incentives for planting other crops such as pigeon pea as intercrops, and an increased use 

of exotic trees and agroforestry trees leading to some diversification of agriculture.  

Overall, some authors found that the provision of fertilizer inputs had increased land and 

labor productivity and improved food security through a combination of “increased real wages 

and reduced food prices” (Dorward and Chirwa 2011, p. 17), which allowed farmers to increase 

and diversify their on-farm practices.  More specifically, Ricker-Gilbert and Jayne (2011), using 

household data for 2006/07 and 2008/09, found that every additional kilogram of subsidised 

fertilizer boosted crop income by US$1.16. 

5.4.2 Criticisms of FISP 

Although praised by some, there exists critics who view Malawi’s success with FISP as 

overstated and, economically speaking, inefficient (Jayne and Rashid, 2013; Jayne et.al, 2013; 

Holden and Lunduka, 2010a; Holden and Lunduka, 2013; Ricker-Glbert et. al, 2013; Rick-

Gilbert and Jayne, 2011).  Despite the government reviewing the program every year during its 

implementation to address targeting issues related to reaching the poor and vulnerable, FISP’s 

ability to reach its intended beneficiaries still remained problematic.  Part of the problem was 

that FISP utilised a decentralized community based targeting system designed to tap into local 

knowledge systems.  Vouchers were allocated to districts by the central government, from where 
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Figure 7. FISP Recipients by Wealth and Poverty Status, 2011 (%). 

input subsidy program committees, made up of village leaders, were expected to identify the 

poor vulnerable according to the previously noted criteria (Lunduka et al., 2014). The perceived 

wisdom was that decentralized government services and programs offer cost saving advantages 

over centrally run programs.  However, in practice, numerous unofficial criteria were often used 

in allocation, such as households’ relationship to village leaders, length of residence and social 

standing of the household in the village (Ricker-Gilbert et al. 2011). Holden and Lunduka (2012) 

found that in a sample of 450 households in six districts in 2006-2007, wealthier households 

were more likely to receive coupons. Additionally, in a survey of 2,406 households, Ricker-

Gilbert et al. (2011) found that female headed and asset poor households were less likely to 

receive input vouchers. Such findings are also reflected in data from the World Bank that 

analysed FISP recipients by their wealth poverty status for the year 2011. 

 

Source: World Bank, 2013, p. 46. 

Figure 6 shows the poorest quintiles of the Malawian population received the lowest 

percentage of fertilizer subsidies dispensed across the country, with quintile three receiving the 

largest percentage. If the goal of FISP is to be pro-poor, than it has obviously not succeeded in 

targeting the poorest and most vulnerable beneficiaries.      
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Nevertheless, even if FISP was successful in targeting the poor and most vulnerable, 

evidence suggest that targeting the poor with input subsidies such as FISP has a positive impact 

only on farms that may have resources such as labour, land, or managerial skills (Holden and 

Lunduka, 2010a; Chibwana et al., 2010; Javdani, 2012). Interestingly, Holden and Lunduka 

(2010b), in their economic analysis of 450 households in Malawi, found that land poor 

households had maize yields 360/380 kg/ha higher than the relatively more labor rich 

households. On the other hand, labour-poor households were found to have maize yields 360 

kg/ha lower than that of relatively more labor rich households.  This suggests that in terms of 

production efficiency, vulnerable, labor-poor households are significantly worse off than their 

counterparts.  Thus, Jayne and Rashid (2013) posits this is also why official rural headcount 

poverty rates remained essentially unchanged (52 percent in 2004 and 53 percent in 2010), and 

that this could be explained by the concentration of the increased food production response being 

held in wealthier households. 

Ultimately, FISP’s targeting criteria proved to be inconsistent. While FISP officially 

targeted productive, but resource poor farmers with land, it simultaneously targeted unproductive 

households with 1) a guardian looking after the physically disabled; or 2) vulnerable households 

(elderly-, child-, or female-headed, people living with HIV/AIDS).  Both the latter two 

beneficiaries are severely labor constrained and unlikely to derive significant benefit from FISP. 

Lunduka et al. (2014) rightly argues that “this inconsistency complicates both the evaluation of 

how well FISP targets the intended beneficiaries, and how effectively the FISP meets its 

objectives of increasing maize production, promoting household food security, and reducing 

poverty” (p. 2).  
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Furthermore, many scholars hesitate to unconditionally trust reported statistics. Douillet 

(2013) mentions that although many studies attempted to assess the impacts of FISP in Malawi, 

they have been difficult to establish and confirm. She states that results are incomplete and 

sometimes contradictory due to the lack of reliable data. Additionally, political context and 

donor-based environment might contribute to data misrepresentation (Jerven, 2014). Jayne et al. 

(2013) claim that accounting for “crowding out” effect and diversion of inputs could lead to an 

unfavourable cost-benefit ratio and results in inaccuracy of many statistical analyses.  

5.4.2.1 FISP and Corruption 

 While much criticism of Malawi’s subsidy program has focused on its 

economically inefficient nature, some researchers have been quite vocal about a subsidy program 

that they view as politically motivated and undeniably corrupt (Chinsinga and Poulton, 2014; 

Tambulasi, 2009; Banful, 2011; Holden and Lunduka, 2012). In their 2014 study, Chinsinga and 

Poulton investigated the political incentives behind the Malawian input subsidy program, arguing 

that maize production is invariably linked to politics, as food security lies at the heart of the 

social contract between the government of Malawi and its citizens. According to Chinsinga and 

Poulton (2014), subsidy vouchers were often distributed to political intermediaries such as 

Members of Parliament, Ministers, and other senior party functionaries and directly or indirectly 

to local village chiefs. In this context, Malawi’s president Bingu wa Mutharika’s dedication 

behind the implementation of FISP was a way of both obtaining political legitimacy and 

consolidating votes for both his first election in 2004 and his second election in 2009.  The 

authors argue that the manipulation of subsidies was commonplace; subsidies were used to 

stimulate economic growth where senior political figures believed that good performance was 

critical for political survival.  Several examples include mismanagement leading to failed 
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procurement, diversion of inputs, higher than recommended sales price, and much higher 

fertilizer distribution in areas that are not as populated and have lower land ownership compared 

to regions such as Rumphi and Dedza that are located in the maize belt of the country (Nyasa 

Times, 2013). For Chinsinga and Poulton (2014), the program was prone to elite capture and 

used as a political tool in Mutharika’s quest to maintain power, demonstrating the importance of 

political incentives in determining subsidy outcomes. 

Similarly, Holden and Lunduka (2012) find that, despite many favourable impact of the 

input subsidy program in Malawi, “rent-seeking causes substantial leakage of coupons and 

fertilizers and misallocation of coupons away from the most needy” (p. 21).  Indeed, in their 

study the researchers revealed the existence of secondary markets for coupons and cheap 

fertiliser during the 2007-2009 period. These leaks, according to Holden and Lunduka (2012) do 

not come from households that received coupons and sold them, but from “leakages higher up in 

the system” (p. 21). Their main finding is that the community targeting system used during the 

2007-2009 year does not work well.  

 Tambulasi (2009) echoes similar sentiments, going so far as to claim a direct link 

between the public sector-managed subsidy program and organized crime. Tambulasi argues that 

organised criminal groups “hijacked the whole process”, smuggling fertiliser to other countries 

or taking it for their personal use (2009, p 1). Tambulasi describes three types of syndicates that 

conduct fertiliser theft, including those who steal the actual fertiliser, groups that steal vouchers, 

and others that use fake vouchers to sell or purchase fertilizer at reduced prices (2009).  

6 Agroecological Systems in Malawi  

Agroecological systems of production in Malawi are not widespread, and those that exist 

are often not studied and evaluated rigorously. A notable example, however, is the Soils, Food, 
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and Healthy Communities (SFHC) project that began in the year 2000, arising in response to the 

high rates of child under nutrition, high costs of fertilizer, and severe food insecurity near the 

town of Ekwendeni in the mid-altitude region (1200 m) of northern Malawi, on the western side 

of the Rift Valley.  Previous research in the area had found that food insecure families had 

limited knowledge of agroecological alternatives, and that resource-poor farmers who had 

malnourished children admitted to the hospital indicated that soil infertility was a major source 

of food insecurity (Bezner Kerr, 2005).  In addition, there were also considerable gender 

inequalities that exacerbated food insecurity, including domestic violence and minimal decision 

making by women in crop production.  SFHC’s approach to food security thus included 

agroecological methods of production, food preparation expos or “Recipe Days” with 

community groups to improve utilization of food and enhance nutritional uptake, and community 

discussions designed to mitigate gender inequalities (Bezner Kerr, et al. 2014). 

SFHC also emphasized participatory research in its program delivery. The project had 

several key community-based components that allowed it to excel, including the organization of 

a “Farmer Research Team” (FRT) to conduct research and learn about legume diversification 

options that could improve soil fertility under small-holder farmer conditions.  Thirty villagers 

were selected from the area and traveled to central Malawi to learn about legume diversification 

through both agroforestry forestry options and a doubled-up legume system of intercropping long 

duration and short duration legumes together, rotated with maize. The FRT played a crucial role 

in leadership of the project, including maintaining a community seed bank, and conducting 

training, monitoring, and evaluation. Demonstration plots act as learning centers for a wider 

community and the technologies were disseminated through field days and nutrition education 
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days. What initially started as 30 FRT members rose to 100 FRT members by the end of 2011 

(Bezner Kerr et al., 2013).  

Farmer and researcher joint evaluation of the legume technologies was carried out using 

the ‘mother-baby’ system pioneered in Malawi (Bezner Kerr et al., 2007).  The demonstration or 

“Mother” plots held trials with all five legume options and were led by the FRT, while individual 

farmers had the choice of choosing two options to “baby test” their farming conditions in a small 

10m by 10m plot with legume seeds and basic training from the project. Some of the legumes 

promoted for integration into traditional maize rotation and intercropping systems included 

improved varieties of groundnut, soybean, pigeon pea, velvet bean, and fish bean. The project 

farmers received training on the agronomy of legume production, post-harvest utilization of 

various grains, and residue management with legumes to improve soil fertility and family 

nutrition. The project saw its numbers swell from 183 small-holder farmers in the first year 

(2000) to over 10,000 in 2011, with all farmers receiving a small amount of seeds and training 

and having the opportunity to test different legume diversification options on their farms (Bezner 

Kerr et al., 2013).  

The authors conducted a randomized control trial (RCT) that employed agricultural, 

nutritional, and social measures taken of randomly sampled participating households and 

compared them to non-participating households over nine years. 200 in-depth interviews, 10 

annual surveys of randomly sampled project and control households, and over 3000 

anthropomorphic (child height and weight) measurements were conducted, alongside structured 

observation of farmer practice and farm surveys.  Farmers were surveyed at the end of the 

second season to document their assessment of technologies after they had gained experience, 

while grain yield was monitored, and nitrogen-use efficiency and protein yield calculated. 
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Results of the SFHC were positive; the evidence demonstrated that legume 

diversification reduced farming costs, increased soil cover, improved fertilizer efficiency and 

diversified diets, thereby providing multiple ecosystem and nutritional benefits to households 

and communities (Snapp et al., 2010; Bezner Kerr et al., 2013; Bezner Kerr et al., 2007; Bezner 

Kerr et al., 2014). Researchers found that farmers increased the initial area devoted to legume 

diversification, with many farmers maintaining legume diversification over many years. 

Participating households grew on average 2 more crops than non-participating households, 

typically including legumes but also crops such as sweet potatoes and cassava. Over a 5 year 

period from 2002-2007, the average area of expansion of legume systems was 862 square meters 

(Bezner Kerr et al. 2007). According to Bezner-Kerr (2013), legume options also significantly 

enhanced soil quality in the range of 30 to 90 kg of nitrogen per ha per year, depending upon 

growing conditions, while the contribution of organic matter and plant nutrients increased maize 

yields grown in the same fields the following years, leading to increases in food security. 

“Surveys using standardized Household Food Insecurity Access Scale and Household Dietary 

Diversity scales also demonstrated increased food security and dietary diversity for participating 

households, which had modest but significant differences with control households” (Bezner Kerr 

et al., 2013, p. 9). 

In 2010, the SFHC project was evaluated along with two other projects, the Maize 

Productivity Task Force (MPTF) program and the Songani Participatory Research project.  In 

light of the universal fertilizer subsidy under FISP, Snapp et al. (2010) set out to test if economic 

and ecological sustainability could be improved using agroecological methods by manipulating 

experimentation with crop diversity in a countrywide trial and at adaptive, local scales through a 
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decade of participatory research.  The ultimate goal was to examine intensification alternatives to 

enhance ecosystem services from green revolution technologies.  

Snapp et al. (2010) found significant improvements in nutrient production using temporal 

diversifications (rotations) with a modest application of fertilizer (35 kg N ha¹).  The application 

of fertilizer to monoculture maize was found to roughly double the yield from an unfertilized 

level; however, a fertilized peanut-maize rotation, despite producing 25 percent less grain around 

the country in the MPTF trials, produced equivalent amounts of grain at the SFHC site and 

enhanced protein yield by 12 and 23 percent, respectively, due to the presence of protein-rich 

legume grains compared to monoculture maize. Similar results were evidenced when the authors 

tested the effect of enhanced perenniality with a semi-perennial (SP) rotation of shrubby 

pigeonpea (with an understory intercrop of peanut or soybean) in SFHC and Songani, or viney 

mucuna in MPTF
2
.  The SP legumes rotation produced similar amounts of grain to monoculture 

maize; however, once again, the legume grain produced in the SP rotation was enriched in 

protein compared with the maize grain. The nutritional benefits were outstanding as protein 

yields increased by 70 percent (MPTF) and 43-55 percent (Songani and SFHC) in SP rotation 

compared to monoculture maize (Snapp et al., 2010). In Malawi, where there is an overwhelming 

reliance on high-starch staples and a deficit of nutrient rich foods, this finding indicates a 

promising path forward.  

The New Green Revolution movement in African agriculture often focuses on the 

markedly low levels of fertilizer used and the lack of consistent profitability. A major finding 

from Snapp et. al (2010), however, was that fertilizer efficiency could be substantially enhanced 

                                                 

2 
The authors consider Semi-Perennials (SPs) to be crops that are vigorous producers of N-enriched vegetation and 

live longer than the ∼4 month typical of annuals. 
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through diversification of maize through an SP rotation of legumes. The study found that 

compared to monoculture maize, SP rotation of legumes improved fertilizer efficiency by 53 

percent (MPTF), 81 percent (Songani), and 120 percent (SFHC). In Songani, an SP intercrop 

system also increased fertilizer efficiency by 116 percent.  This increase in efficiency is 

substantial given that fertilizer was only applied in one year of two in legume-diversified 

systems, compared with every year in typical monoculture maize crops (Snapp et al., 2010).  The 

real gain is significant, from 24 to 31 kg grain kg N¹ in monoculture maize to 38–67 kg grain kg 

N¹ in SP rotation.  Moreover, according to the study, this efficiency gain occurred across more 

than 1000 farms, with diverse soil types and variable climates.  Although the exact cause is not 

indicated, the authors highly suspect the efficiency is related to N inputs from symbiotic fixation 

and soil biophysical improvements (Snapp et al., 2010). Further, SP rotation systems were found 

to reduce yield variability from 22 to 13 percent compared to monoculture maize, providing 

evidence that the yield stability was enhanced.  

Across the sites, both profitability and farmer preference matched. The study documented 

profitability and used a Value Cost Ratio (VCR) for each system, and compared this to the 

baseline system of monoculture, fertilized maize.  Findings indicated that the VCR was favorable 

(>3) for all systems (intercropping and rotation) at a maize grain/fertilizer price ratio of 2:1, 

which was the prevalent ratio when the research was conducted.  Profitability of the system is 

crucial for long term sustainability of an intensification pathway. When controlling for higher 

fertilizer prices where fertilizer doubled the price of grain, as has happened historically, then the 

fertilized, diversified systems tested here remained economically superior for farmers.  

According to the study, under these conditions, results were promising; the SP rotation 

system was an outstanding performer countrywide, with VCRs of 7.3–9.4 at historical prices and 
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4.8–5.1 at higher fertilizer prices. Unsurprisingly, in a survey of farmers on their preferred 

system of production, about half of participating farmers rated the SP rotation system as first 

(41–56 percent), one-third chose the peanut-maize rotation (28–34 percent), 10–19 percent chose 

the intercrop, and 6–8 percent chose monoculture, fertilized maize (Snapp et al. 2010). 

As the above has demonstrated, crop diversification can be effective at a countrywide 

scale and shrubby, grain legumes can enhance soil conditions, increase food security and 

nutrition, and improve the efficiency and affordability of fertilizer for small-scale farmers. The 

experimentation reported on in the participatory research projects of SFHC and Songani, as well 

as the nationwide MPTF experiments, provide evidence at scale of the benefits of a biodiverse, 

agroecological system. As the authors suggest, ecosystems services that build soil resources are 

crucial to ensured or improved response to scarce inputs, and to the stability of the crop in the 

face of inevitable shocks. Most importantly, and in the context of this analysis, increased 

efficiency and food security outcomes means that the government’s expenditure on fertilizer 

subsidies could be steadily reduced over time, freeing scare resources for investment in critical 

public goods such as infrastructure, education, and health care.   

Other studies have also sought to evaluate the effectiveness of agroecological 

interventions. Similar to Bezner-Kerr (2013), Abigail Conrad’s 2014 PhD thesis examines the 

ability of permaculture to increase food security in a rural Malawian village.  Permaculture, a 

design system for the application of agroecology, was developed in the 1970s based on 

agroecology and indigenous farming techniques (Conrad, 2014). Like agroecology, permaculture 

focuses multi species-cropping, system yields, sustainability, and low-input practices. Conrad’s 

study examined two sample groups – one consisting of farmers who used permaculture and 
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another of those who did not living in the same villages. A total of 44 households consisting of 

nuclear groups were involved in the study.  

Conrad classified households as food secure, mildly food insecure, moderately food 

insecure, or severely food insecure based on households self-reporting of their consumption 

habits.  The author found that “three times the portion of conventional farmers were severely 

food insecure compared to permaculture farmers. In addition, on average, permaculture farmers 

reported slightly fewer occurrences of worrying about running out of food, running out of food, 

their children being hungry, and not cooking enough for their household” (Conrad, 2014,p. 255). 

Further the author suggested that “permaculture incrementally helped improve households’ 

access to food and build farmers adaptive capacity to cope with short- and long-term food 

shortages based on limited access to quality food, sufficient quantity of food, and diversity of 

food” (Conrad, 2014,p. 255).  Nevertheless, practicing households still experienced food security 

and permaculture did not solve all of their food insecurity problem. “Rather than substantially 

changing household food security status, the food access improvements from using permaculture 

enabled households to access food, and vegetables in particular, more consistently during the 

year without having to buy them (Conrad, 2014, pg. 256). 

7 Social Cash Transfers in Malawi 

7.1 Characteristic Attributes and Theoretical Positions 

This section evaluates the literature on social protection with a particular focus on Social 

Cash Transfers (SCTs).  An important question to ask is: why compare Malawi’s FISP with a 

social welfare policy? While they seem like very different interventions that do not intersect 

practically or theoretically, in Malawi, as in a number of African countries, they share similar 

goals of fighting poverty and food insecurity. In theory, their targets are different, with input 
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subsidies targeting higher income farmers (i.e. those already using or inclined to use purchased 

inputs), and SCTs meant for the most vulnerable, often landless and labour-less households. 

However, SCTs and input subsidies partially reach the same families and communities who, 

although considered highly vulnerable, owned some land and therefore received fertilizer. 

Moreover, in Malawi, both programs often compete for scarce public resources from the 

government or donors and may also be exploited by politicians for electoral advantage. Further, 

cash transfer scenarios provide an interesting benchmark against which FISP may be assessed, 

both in economic effects (production) and welfare effects (household incomes and poverty). The 

following section discusses Malawi’s experience with SCTs in detail and the known strength and 

limitations of SCTs are summarized.  

7.2 SCTs in Malawi – Experience and Evidence 

In Malawi, social protection has taken multiple forms over the past decade. Social 

protection programs in Malawi have included both large Public Works Programs, whereby cash 

or food is provided in exchange for labour on public infrastructure, or, large trial programs in the 

form of the SCTs. The most prominent model of social protection by far in Malawi is cash 

transfer programs. Typically, SCTs are targeted to the most vulnerable, or in Malawi’s case, the 

so-called “ultra-poor”.   

In 2006, a joint initiative of UNICEF and the Global Fund established a pilot SCT 

scheme in Mchinji district, Malawi. The Malawi SCTS from the outset was unconditional and 

poverty targeted, with the program aiming to reach the food insecure and labour constrained 

households (i.e. those unable to secure adequate nutrition or those without able-bodied labor, 

often widows). In 2006, this group was estimated to constitute roughly 10 percent of all rural 

households in Malawi (Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 585).  Due to its initial success, the Malawi 
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Social Cash Transfer Scheme (SCTS) was scaled up and by 2010, had expanded to reach over 

83,000 beneficiaries in 7 districts (Miller et al., 2011, p. 231).  

Currently, the Government of Malawi continues to increase SCTs. Table 6 presents 

estimated number of households covered and total program costs per fiscal years 2010/11 to 

2015/16.  

Table 6. Estimated Number of Households Covered by Social Cash Transfers and Total 

Program Costs per Fiscal Years 2010/11 to 2015/16
3
 

Fiscal 

Year 

Households 

Covered 

Annual costs 

in USD 

Annual cost in 

MK 

Total Budget 

in billions 

MK 

Percentage of 

Total Budget 

2010/11 82,231 13,278,281 1,965,185,588 273B 0.7% 

2011/12 151,057 27,205,131 4,026,359,388 256B 1.6% 

2012/13 229,420 43,783,139 6,479,904,572 472B 1.4% 

2013/14 270,557 56,761,568 8,400,712,064 520B 1.6% 

2014/15 304,534 65,122,439 9,638,120,972 750B 1.3% 

2015/16 304,534 68,520,168 10,140,984,864 876B 1.2% 

Source:  The Ministry of Gender, Children, Disability and Social Welfare, Government of 

Malawi (2015). 

 

To explore the impacts of the initial SCT pilots, Miller et al. (2011) conducted a 

longitudinal, randomized, community control study of the pilot SCTS in Mchinji from March 

2007 to March 2008, analyzing the effects of an average of US$ 4 per month
4
 on food security 

among recipient households, compared to control households.  The sample size consisted of 819 

households, with the vast majority of respondents indicating they did not consume enough food 

per day, and more than half taking fewer than two meals a day (Miller et al., 2011, p. 233). The 

researchers found dramatic differences in reported expenditure between the control group and the 

intervention group, and between baseline and endline surveys. “Total food expenditures 

                                                 

3
 The cost of SCT programming for the initial years of implementation (2006-2010) is not publicly accessible. 

4
 The amount of money was proportionate to size of household and the number of dependents. 
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increased by 8% in comparison households and 86 % in intervention households between 2007 

and 2008” (Miller et al., 2011, p.  234). Moreover, consumption patterns changed drastically, 

with the intervention group consuming 56 percent more pulses, 26 percent more dairy, and 61 

percent more fish or meat. Intervention households, unlike the control group, were also able to 

increase agricultural productivity and in turn, consume homegrown cowpea, beans, groundnuts, 

and potatoes, amongst other vegetables. This is due to the fact that some intervention households 

were able to use their extra (SCT-derived) income to purchase fertilizer, which led to greater 

harvests that increased their food stores or a portion could be sold for added income. Dietary 

diversity also increased in the intervention group, who drew from 7 food groups as opposed to 5 

(Miller et al., 2011, p. 5). Thus, the authors find compelling evidence that demonstrates a 

sizeable, positive impact of cash transfers on food security and food diversity in rural Malawi.  

Other evaluations of the Malawi SCTS have attempted to look beyond the social 

protection component of the program and analyse the impact of the program on productive 

activities. Covarrubias et al. (2012) consider three productive areas that the SCTS may impact, 

including investment in agricultural assets, particularly agricultural livestock; changes in labor 

allocation as seen through changes in income-generating activities; and alterations in risk coping 

strategies such as child labor. Like Miller et al (2011), Covarrubias et al (2012) focused on 

extremely impoverished and vulnerable households, often considered unable to participate in 

productive activities, or more broadly to contribute to rural economic development. Average 

monthly household per capita expenditure was reported to be approximately $US1.37, with 

around one-half of households consuming one or fewer meals in the previous day. Household 

heads were notably old at an average of 61 years of age, while approximately 57 percent of the 

children sampled had lost one or both of their parents.  The study’s design was a randomized 
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control trial involving 750 households over the period of a year, with full baseline and endline 

surveys conducted. The authors found that the receipt of SCTs generated significant investments 

in agriculture. Ownership of agricultural assets increased 16 percent for hoes, 32 percent for axes 

and 30 percent for sickles, while goat and chicken ownership increased by 52 and 59 percent, 

respectively (Covarrubias et al., 2012, p. 61). Changes in labour allocation were also observed, 

with participation in low skilled, “Ganyu”
5
 casual labour activities dropping 61 percent for 

recipients.  Unfortunately, the study only assessed participation in agricultural activities through 

the sale of produce, and thus failed to capture any increase in productivity for personal 

consumption. Rather, the authors looked to increased labour activity by children to identify an 

increase in agricultural activities. The authors found that the SCT did not lead to increased 

leisure time for children, but instead, increased participation in household chores and decreased 

participation in child labour outside the house. In addition, although minimal, the SCT did lead 

to more child participation in family farm/non-business activities at around 0.16 hrs a week.  

“Alternatively, or jointly, the significant reduction in child participation in paid and 

unpaid domestic work in other households indicates that with the reduction in liquidity 

constraints provided by the transfer, some children are being pulled from working outside 

the household and into similar tasks within their own households, as well as into 

household agricultural work” (Covarrubias et al., 2012, p.64). 

For the authors, reduced participation in wage labour work outside the house correlated to 

an increase in household and agricultural work. Moreover, the increased investment in farm tools 

corroborates the notion of increased agricultural activities. The study suggests that support to 

                                                 

5
 Ganyu labour is considered a negative coping strategy by impoverished households.  
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ultra-poor households in Malawi is not simply protection welfare, but can provide some impact 

on household economic development via agricultural investment.  

8  Comparative Policy Analysis of Competing Food Security Strategies 

In this comparison of competing strategies for food security it is important to revisit how 

and why the outcomes are expected to be different. As identified in section two, the policy 

interventions should focus on different outcomes for different beneficiaries depending on their 

ability to access and use inorganic fertilizers. Social Cash Transfers focus on reaching the most 

vulnerable, landless and laborless households, while FISP and agroecological interventions 

require land and labor as production improving strategies. The latter ultimately focus on 

households better off on the wealth-status continuum who have the capacity to derive direct 

production benefits from the subsidy. 

8.1 Ability to Improve Availability (Crop Yields/Production) 

Despite its flaws, FISP has improved the ability of many small-scale farmers in Malawi 

to enhance their production of agriculture through the provision of a fertilizer subsidy.  These 

beneficiaries have often been those farmers with access to land and labor.  Overall, domestic 

food production in Malawi has increased considerably and the country even became a net 

exporter of maize in some years. There were also real, economy-wide gains that benefited the 

average Malawian, like reduced food prices (Chirwa and Dorward, 2013). Though production 

was certainly aided by favourable weather, the growth of national grain production in Malawi 

since 2005 is considerable (Ellis and Maliro, 2013, p. 584; Dorward & Chirwa, 2011; Mather et 

al., 2015). 

The agroecological interventions evaluated in Snapp et al. (2010) demonstrated that there 

is enough evidence at a case study level to question the legitimacy of the agri-industrial and New 
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Green Revolution paradigm as the preferable answer to improving crop yields in Malawi. The 

case studies included in this research paper showcase the ability of agroecological techniques to 

improve both crop yields soil health. Rotation of SP legumes in the three trials on average 

produced equal amounts of grain while using half the amount of fertilizer, indicating serious 

efficiency gains. Combined with small doses of fertilizer, the agroecological techniques 

illustrated in these case studies achieved production levels equal to or greater than normal 

monoculture maize, with a host of additional benefits, described in more detail below. These 

improvements were demonstrated across the country in varying ecological zones with a high 

level of success (Snapp et al., 2010; Bezner Kerr et al. 2014,) Farmers most likely to benefit are 

those with access to land and labor and are unable to afford commercial inputs commercially. 

Agroecological interventions can specifically benefit those households who plant monoculture 

maize, lack diversity in food, and suffer from malnutrition. Nevertheless constraints for adoption 

exist. Some farmers may be unwilling to take the risk of growing new crops and investing in new 

techniques without first witnessing the success of an intervention. Moreover, maize culture is 

highly entrenched in Malawi. Experimental community plots may be necessary for disseminating 

knowledge on the advantages of agroecological techniques.  

The last intervention discussed, SCTs, has demonstrated significant improvements in 

nutrition and dietary diversity as well as small increases in the provision of agricultural tools, 

livestock assets, and other inputs (Miller et al., 2011; Covarrubias et al., 2012).  Many poorer 

families increased their consumption of healthier foods as well as experienced a decrease in risk 

coping activities such as Ganyu labour; however, there was no indication that significant 

increases were seen in crop yields overall, as most studies did not directly measure this impact. 

Consumption measurements saw increases as families received a steady income, but the effect on 
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production capabilities of families and improved long-term food security was not witnessed in 

the research this paper has undertaken.  Despite this, SCTs were very effective in targeting the 

most vulnerable or ultra-poor households, specifically those unable to secure adequate nutrition 

or those without able-bodied labor, often widows, which constitute roughly 10 percent of the 

Malawi population (Miller et al., 2011; Covarrubias et al., 2012).  

8.2 Access to Food 

While direct access to maize was increased for many small-scale farmers across Malawi, 

reports of millions of people in need of food assistance have persisted.   In October 2012, 1.97 

million were not able to access enough food to meet their basic food needs, and 1.4 million 

people were projected to be food insecure in the 2013/14 consumption period (ReliefWeb, 2015).  

Although food production has increased nationally, there still remains large pockets of 

vulnerable individuals who are unable to purchase maize.  If they cannot grow their own maize 

or afford it in markets, they are likely in a state of food insecurity due to poor access.  

As discussed previously, the intended goal of FISP was to reach the most vulnerable, yet 

it often failed to reach the most vulnerable (Holden, & Lunduka, R. W, 2013).   Ultimately, FISP 

was a production oriented program that improved production on a national level, but did not 

create equitable access at the household level, as the more wealthy farmers with more resources 

and more powerful connections benefitted more (Javdani, 2012). 

Research by Snapp et al (2010); Bezner-Kerr (2014); and Conrad (2014) using 

agroecological techniques demonstrated increased quantity and variety of legumes available to 

families suggesting increased direct access to a more diverse array of foods. Compared to 

convention farmers, those practicing agroecological techniques had a greater access to nutritious 

foods.  The above experiments did not look at potential increases in assets or capital as a result of 
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food production.  However, if the application of fertilizer is reduced by half, it is probable that 

resources are likely freed for other, important household expenditures.    

The evidence for SCTs to improve access to food is clear, provided food is available in 

markets. SCTs primarily provide an ability to increase purchasing power, and as a result, a wider 

selection of food could be consumed (Miller et al., 2011; Covarrubias et al., 2012). Households 

significantly enhanced the nutritional uptake as food was immediately prioritized by households 

who received an injection of cash. Households that experienced chronic food insecurity were 

able to receive the financial resources necessary to improve their food intake and improved 

households’ economic access to food (Miller et al., 2011; Covarrubias et al., 2012). 

8.3 Utilization of Food 

 Many critics point to the idea that FISP may actually hinder the diversification of 

agriculture by reinforcing the production of monoculture maize and not providing education or 

incentives for alternative crops.  Compared to agroecology, FISP’s impact on household 

diversification is low.  However, there is some evidence showing that as a result of FISP, 

Malawian agriculture experienced a gradual transformation of the cropping system, with greater 

food varieties grown and some increased agroforestry practice (Holden and Lunduka, 2010b). 

 In comparison to FISP, agroecological methods significantly increased the 

diversification of households’ diets by introducing new crops and enhanced nutritional intake 

(Snapp et al.,2010; Bezner-Kerr, 2014; Conrad, 2014)  Furthermore, malnutrition decreased in 

villages where community recipe days and gender workshops were held (Bezner-Kerr, 2014) and 

where permaculture techniques were practiced (Conrad, 2014). In the SFHC and Songani 

experiment, this is likely due to the intercropping of various foods, but also the sharing of duties 

that allowed women more free time spend focusing more on feeding children healthy and 
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nutritious meals, rather than general chores. A key factor in the increased utilization was the 

community focus on nutritional education (Bezner-Kerr, 2014). 

In the case of SCTs, utilization of food was enhance due to the increased access to a 

diversity of foods. After receiving a small stipend, the ability to consume a variety of foods 

increased nutritional intake in the households that received SCTs. 

8.4 Sustainability 

8.4.1 Financial Sustainability 

With about 85–90 percent of the program cost being spent on imported fertilizer, FISP’s 

share of total government expenditures often fluctuates dramatically with the rise and fall of 

fertilizer prices on world markets. For example, FISP’s costs increased from by roughly 50 

percent, from 8.2 percent in 2007-2008 to 16.2 percent of the total national budget in 2008-2009 

(Chirwa and Dorward, 2013, p. 122). On average, since 2005-2006, FISP has mobilized 69 

percent of the Ministry of Agriculture budget (World Bank, 2013, p. 38). Given FISP’s 

dominance of the agricultural budget, minimal resources are left for other sectors such as 

extension services, rural infrastructure, or agricultural research and development that are 

important to food production (World Bank, 2013). According to Arndt et al. (2015), although 

main budget spending remained consistent during implementation of FISP, agricultural spending 

as a share of economic services grew dramatically.  This required a major reallocation, and 

resulted in large cuts in real or relative terms across transport and communication services, 

physical planning and development, commerce and industry, labour relations, scientific and 

technological services, and tourism affairs and services. Jayne and Rashid (2013) suggest that 

investments in other public goods such as research and development (especially in crop science), 
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and infrastructure may provide higher overall returns to agricultural growth and poverty 

reduction than FISP. 

It is difficult to compare actual budget costs to the SFHC, MPTF, or Songani 

agroecological projects.  The overall cost of these projects is not publically known, as it was 

funded in part by universities, the Government of Malawi, and private institutions. As two of the 

projects were led in a participatory manner and on much smaller community scales, it would be 

difficult to estimate the costs in comparison to FISP.  Nevertheless, one of the primary findings 

of Snapp et al. (2014) is gains in efficiency during fertilizer application in agroecological 

systems.  As farmers only applied fertilizer every other year and yields remained equal, the costs 

of fertilizer is essentially 50 percent less than in typical monoculture maize plots.  

Agroecological farming techniques that introduce a new method of farming would require 

considerable investment in extension services and knowledge training substantially increasing 

the cost of the intervention; however, the initial investment would conceivably be recouped over 

time after the initial farmer training as the new techniques would be practiced and perfected, and 

fertilizer costs  remain reduced over time.  With FISP, monoculture maize requires equal or 

increasing amounts of fertilizer over time.  In comparison, enhanced biodiversity increases both 

efficiency of maize production and financial sustainability over time.  

Data from the World Bank indicates that in 2012-2013, total expenditures on Social 

Protection (including SCTs) amounted to 2.6 percent of the total government budget ,while FISP 

accounted 11.5 percent of total budget expenditures (2013, p. 111). The cost of delivery for 

social protection programs range from 8 percent to 19 percent of the total program, while FISPs 

overhead is 17.6 percent of its total budget in 2012 (World Bank, 2013, p. 113).  These figures 

indicate that there may be room to increase social protection spending.  
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8.4.2 Ecological Sustainability 

FISP emphasizes increasing crop yield and agricultural production, rather than aiming at 

being ecologically sustainable. The program facilitates access to fertilizer and seeds, but does not 

focus on training in methods that could increase crop diversity or enhance sustainability in the 

future. There is some evidence that crop diversity was enhanced (Holden and Lunduka, 2010b) 

but overwhelmingly FISP was used to support the dominant preference for monoculture maize 

production.   In many ways, FISP may be seen as entrenching maize monoculture even more 

firmly than before, as farmers attempt to maximize production of their primary grain, given 

limited knowledge of alternative crops. Ecologically speaking, FISP relies heavily on chemical 

fertilizer for every annual crop, and any reduction in fertilizer typically equals a reduction in crop 

yield. Monoculture maize crops tend to exhaust soil health over time, and each successive crop 

must have similar or greater amounts of fertilizer to be as productive as it was previously. This 

system of production fails to create a biodiverse soil ecology that is the basis of a self-sustaining 

system, and creates unsustainable dependence on external inputs in future monoculture crops.  

In contrast, the concept of agroecology is built upon harnessing natural processes to 

create a system that is mutually reinforcing. Unlike modern agricultural techniques which often 

seek to find ways of standardising agricultural production, agroecological systems are dependent 

upon the specific context of space and place. The local ecological conditions are often relied 

upon to both maintain and enhance diversity and to create a system that retains soil nutrients.  

The SFHC project demonstrated that nitrogen can be reintroduced into the soil through the 

rotation of SP legumes. Rotating local legumes allows the soil to increase its nutrient properties. 

In addition, the incorporation of plant remains into the soil after harvest introduces nutrients back 
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into the soil. While the three agroecological experiments still applied chemical fertilizer, these 

agroecological techniques allowed fertilizer application to be reduced to every other year. The 

end result produced not only healthy soils in the short and long term, but sustainable systems of 

agrological production over time. Instead of relying precariously on one type of grain and 

exposing oneself to catastrophic failure in the face of disease or pests, successfully integrating 

multiple species of legumes can reduce reliance on monoculture thus reducing risk, as well as 

improving overall yield stability.  

SCTs have no direct impact on ecological sustainability as they operate largely on factors 

of household consumption. Few studies that have directly looked at production do not look at 

ecological sustainability or acknowledge specific systems of agricultural production. 

8.5 Targeting 

FISP produced benefits on a national scale, but failed to reach the most vulnerable 

farmers, questioning the program’s ability as a force for poverty reduction or increased food 

security among the poor.  This is partly because FISP’s official criteria was inconsistent by 

targeting both productive poor farmers and unproductive, vulnerable households. FISP should 

focus on a single goal, whether that goal is pro-poor growth or an increase in national 

production. If the goal is national production then FISP should not target the most poor and 

vulnerable; it should target solely the productive poor. If the goal is poverty reduction than FISP 

should focus on the vulnerable. However, research has suggested that during FISP, the most 

vulnerable farmers did not have the resources to harness the full benefit of the subsidy (Holden 

and Lunduka, 2010b). Therefore, it is unlikely that FISP should even be considered a pro-poor 

program, and should not be targeted in this manner.   Furthermore, critics point to its easily 
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corrupted distribution scheme and vulnerability to local political patronage (Chinsinga and 

Poulton, 2014; Tambulasi, 2009; Banful, 2011; Holden and Lunduka, 2012).   

Agroecological interventions often tend to be quite localized in specific places given their 

small-scale nature. However, they are targeted to specific communities that suffer from 

malnutrition due to a lack of food diversity.  What is unique about the MPTF, SFHC, and 

Songani sites, however, is that their positive results occurred in over 1,000 villages across 

Malawi, in varying ecological zones and in a multitude of communities (Snapp et al. 2010). 

Given their broad application in Malawi, agroecological knowledge services could be developed 

on a large scale to accompany the fertilizer program in the form of additional targeting criteria.   

This criteria could identify productive yet resource poor farmers in communities that lack food 

diversity and suffer from severe malnutrition.  Farmer research teams could be developed in 

decentralized training centres across the country by taking into account the location of the above 

beneficiaries.  FISP would then be both an inputs delivery program but also a knowledge transfer 

program for productive yet poor households.   

In terms of targeting SCTs may be the most effective in reaching their identified 

beneficiaries. Research suggests that SCTs have been successful in identifying the most 

vulnerable households and providing tangible consumption benefits to the poor (Miller et al., 

2011).  Given the ease of targeting, social protection programs should play a greater role in 

supporting vulnerable households, particular those that are labor constrained and ill-suited to 

derive benefits from FISP. 

9 Recommendations and Conclusion 

This research sought to answer the question of whether FISP represents an effective 

policy intervention for improving long-term food security in Malawi and, secondly, what can 
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alternative strategies offer as solutions?  This paper has demonstrated that in many respects FISP 

has been successful in increasing overall maize production in Malawi at the national level. Yet, 

issues with targeting, corruption, and long-term ecological and financial sustainability have 

remained consistent.  As of 2015, Malawi was still actively carrying out the program, albeit with 

much greater costs than at its inception. There is no doubt that Malawian small-scale farmers 

desperately need input support and, in fact, the Malawian FISP seems to result in improved 

production. Certainly, other countries in the SSA region have followed Malawi’s initial success 

and began their own fertilizer subsidy programs.  Nonetheless, over time, the cost of FISP has 

increased and national maize production has declined from the level of production seen in the 

early years of the program. Given the program’s large financial costs, it is likely crowding out 

investment into other critical areas such as infrastructure or agriculture research and 

development. The Malawi FISP of today seems less a transformational tool for agricultural 

development, food security, or poverty reduction and more of general form of inefficient social 

assistance. Furthermore, there is little evidence to suggest that FISP can successfully deliver 

inputs to the poor and vulnerable, or even that this is an effective approach to pro poor growth 

and food seccurity.  If the government wishes to continue with a targeted input system, than it is 

recommended that the criteria focus solely on the productive poor and not on vulnerable 

households. The criteria should be refocused towards farmers who can make use of the inputs. It 

is important that FISP be thought of more as a productivity enhancing program than as an 

intervention for reducing poverty or vulnerability.   

Academics question not only the program’s economic cost-benefit value, but the 

underlying New Green Revolution and production-oriented narrative upon which the program 

was built. Alternative strategies have criticized the program for its lack of ecological 
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sustainability, heavy reliance on chemical inputs, and its indifference towards the social and 

gender dynamics of local communities – the same criticisms levied many years ago against the 

original Green Revolution. Many critics have advocated for alternative systems of production 

that focus on generating a more diversified and sustainable form of food production.   

Agroecology’s focus on local solutions and harnessing natural biodiversity embodies 

many of the above ideals expressed by critics of the NGR.  Regardless of its association with 

political and social movements, and irrespective of its supposed limitations, evidence has shown 

that in Malawi, agroecological systems of production can enhance biodiversity, nutrition, and 

sustainably increase production in an efficient manner. The Malawian government could 

implement educational programs alongside fertilizer disbursement that introduce agroecological 

techniques to Malawian farmers, with the goal of increasing the efficiency of fertilizer, 

improving soil health through natural methods, and enhancing dietary diversity. In reality, one 

could suggest that farmers in SFHC, MPTF, and Songani trials actually use a combination of 

both NGR production - through chemical fertilizer and FISP delivery channels – and 

agroecological farming techniques. A combination of fertilizer subsidy and an agroecological 

knowledge extension system could allow the Malawian state to enhance food security for small-

scale farmers in a financially and ecologically sustainable manner.  

To reach the most vulnerable households, the Malawian government could consider 

scaling up the Social Cash Transfers schemes that are already in place. These interventions are 

proven to enhance nutritional outcomes and asset building by smoothing income for those 

without land, access to labour or resources, and reducing vulnerability to shocks and disease in 

the process. Tightening FISP’s targeting to focus on the productive poor can open up fiscal space 
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for the SCTs.  At the same time FISP is scaled down, SCTs can be scaled up to reach those who 

were not targeted by FISP or who could not harness the programs intended benefit.  

The objective of this research was to determine whether FISP represented an effective 

policy intervention for improving food security in Malawi, in relation to alternative interventions 

for achieving food security. All interventions reviewed in this paper have their strengths and 

weaknesses, and target different sectors of the Malawian population.   Ultimately, none of the 

interventions are fully capable addressing Malawi’s food insecurity on their own; however, the 

right balance between approaches can lead to increased efficiency and optimized effectiveness. 

There is not one solution to choose; the structure of FISP could combine with agroecology to 

sustainably improve yields for the majority of small-scale farmers, while SCTs can be utilized to 

reach the most vulnerable households, leading to a more effective, efficient, and holistic 

approach to achieving food security in Malawi. 
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