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Abstract: 
 
 This project attempts to assess the various approaches to food security in Malawi 
through a qualitative interview approach. Interviews were conducted in-country over the 
month of August 2009 with organisations from a variety of sectors – international 
institutions, international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and domestic based 
NGOs. The interview approach focussed on the method by which organisations went about 
their work, attempting to draw out the positives and negatives of each approach, and to 
draw a picture of the sustainability of each over the longer term. 
 The report proceeds through initially critiquing the approach used, before moving 
onto the interview notes and analyses themselves. This culminates in a final analysis of the 
wider picture at the end. The final section is dedicated to essays and editorials composed by 
the team during and after the research process, which while not always directly relevant, 
seek to situate the research as part of a wider field of inquiry as to food security in 
developing countries. 
 

  



  
Page 3 

 
  

Contents: 
 

 Acknowledgements 

 Introduction 

 Project Assessment and Accounting 
 

 Interviews: Domestic Organisations 
 Lugazi Fish Farm 
 Farm Income Diversification Programme 
 RAB Processes 
 Lukwe Permaculture 

 

 Interviews: International NGOs 
 Action Aid 
 Mary’s Meals 
 Feeding Project 
 Microloans Foundation 
 East Africa Trust 

 

 Interviews: International Institutions 
 International Monetary Fund 
 World Food Programme 
 European Union Microprojects Programme 

 

 Conclusions: Aid and Sustainability 
 Personal Development and Project Dissemination 

 

 Personal Analyses: Editorials 
 The Perils of the Private Sector – Sam Dang 
 Maize, Ministries and Hunger: How the World Bank Starved Malawi – Kat 

Hobbs 
 Us and Them: NGOs, Aid and Engagement – Kat Hobbs 
 “All Fifteen Years of Him” – Richard Otterway 

 

 Personal Analyses: Essays 
 Gender Equality and Access to Food: A Human Right – Kat Hobbs 
 The impact on Welfare of Foreign Aid Transfers: A Malawian Context – Sam 

Dang 
 Broadening the Security Agenda: An Ethical Imperative – Alex Hoseason 
 Food Security and Cultural Dynamics – Richard Otterway 

 
  



  
Page 4 

 
  

Acknowledgments 

  
              Firstly, we must of course thank the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund committee, for 
supporting this project. Without their funding, this project would have been impossible. 
  
              We also greatly appreciate the time, effort and critique of the staff at The University 
of Warwick, who helped us in writing the original project proposal, supported us throughout 
the process, and whose helping hand was fundamental in moving our research beyond the 
impossibly hard chairs on the fifth floor of the university library. These include Liz Dowler 
(Sociology), who took the brave step in acting as referee for our proposal; as well as Wyn 
Grant, Chris Browning and Matt McDonald, of the Politics and International Studies faculty, 
all of whom gave their feedback and helped us refine our ideas into something that could be 
considered a coherent approach. Innumerable tutors, lecturers and mentors throughout the 
course of our respective degrees helped us develop the ideas along the way that resulted in 
our worldviews and ambitions; ultimately ensuring that this project is only a taste of what is 
to come in the future. 
  
              Whilst in Malawi, we found that the organisations we met were, for the most part, 
extremely courteous in giving us their time and views on the issue of food security in the 
country, particularly in the face of unsolicited knocks on their respective offices/projects. 
Our thanks go to: 
 
Lilongwe:  
World Food Programme: Duncan Ndhlovu, Norah Mwamadi 
GoM/European Union Microprojects Programme: Yikherdhu Kalua 
International Monetary Fund: A. Maitland Macfarlane 
British Council: Marc Jessel 
  
Salima:  
Farm Income Diversity Programme (FIDP): Hawkins Chirwa 
  
Mzuzu: 
MPP: Robert F. Tauka 
Lusangazi Fish Farm: Joyce Chirwa 
  
Livingstonia: 
Lukwe Permaculture: Ayck 
  
Chinteche: 
E.A.T: Tristan Cooper 
  
Zomba:  
National Statistics Office 
  
Mulanje: 
Mount Mulanje Conservation Trust: Moffet Kayembe 



  
Page 5 

 
  

Ebbie Mathanda 
  
 
Blantyre: 
Mary’s Meals: Andrea Kirkbride 
RAB Processors: Chandri Disaneike 
Gifts of the Givers: A. Gaffar Jakhura 
WFP led hospital feeding project 
  
Dedza: 
Anonymous Feeding Project 
  
Lilongwe: 
UK Government Department for International Development: Chris Phiri 
Action Aid: Edson Musopole 
  
              And finally, we must give an honourable mention to Stefan, an absolutely inspiring 
gap year student from UCL who we encountered no less than 3 times on our trip purely by 
coincidence, and who seemed to have the extraordinary skill of approaching every 
individual experience with the utmost naiveté and fascination. We hope you have a great 
time! 

 

 
Salima, Malawi, Alex Hoseason 

  



  
Page 6 

 
  

 
Introduction – New Issues, New Networks 

  
              The issue of food security is one of the highest importance in Malawi, to the extent 
that it's recently re-elected President, Dr. Bingu Wa Mutharika ran his latest campaign with 
the issue, and his previous successes regarding it, at the very heart of his platform. 
Furthermore, the designation of the food issue as one to be dealt with in terms of security – 
as one of the so-called 'new' security challenges – has gained momentum beyond academia, 
with articles appearing in daily newspapers, periodicals, and radio. In this way, food security 
is increasingly seen alongside and linked to other issues such as environmental degradation 
and gender justice, issues that break free of realpolitik conceptions of what security means 
in statist terms, and how to attain it. Rather than defining security in terms of power, the 
new security issues attempt to conform to a notion of security whose referent object is the 
individual, rather than the state, believing that the fetishisation of the state in international 
politics is unnecessary, and seeing it as a layer (albeit a potentially useful one) in a more 
complex international system. 
  
              So what does this mean for the developing world? The rapid development of the 
Western world, the rise of Asia, and the fruition of predictions such as the BRICs hypothesis 
have led to the devising of technologies and norms that are almost entirely unfamiliar to the 
effectively pre-industrial societies in Malawi and other LDCs. Attempts to allow these 
countries to catch up has given rise to the transferring of aid, both material and non-
material, to the countries in question through a complex network of organisations at all 
levels, from the supranational global institutions to the smallest one-man NGO projects. 
Every day, all over countries such as Malawi, food is distributed, training is given, loans are 
credited and hopefully, people are made more secure. International civil society is rallying 
to the developing states' side. 
  
              However, the development of aid culture and the global flows of knowledge and 
capital it generates leads to a new set of problems for the interested parties involved, both 
aid givers and beneficiaries. The mechanisms behind the formulation and distribution of aid 
are inextricably tied to the workings of globalisation - without which it could not operate - 
and raise issues of accountability, efficiency and motivation that must be addressed if aid 
culture is to be successful in its goals. These issues are varied and complex, including for 
example the relationship of international civil society to government, the givers' 
responsibility to the people themselves, and the sustainability of the projects undertaken. 
Indeed, there is an important issue in the very ethics of international aid itself – are the 
recipients ready, in terms of behaviour and mentality, to maintain new systems of living and 
ensure their success in the long term? What potential externalities does an aid system 
generate in a market dominated society? And is it just to impose a Western development 
model on a non-Western country? 
  
              This project seeks to answer some of these questions by drawing a metaphorical 
road map, tracing the relationship of the various layers, and their approaches toward food 
security in Malawi. The interviews conducted covered both supra- and sub-state actors, as 
well as many different approaches to the problem, from microfinance and subsidy schemes 
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to high-tech permaculture systems. In this way, we have attempted to analyse the varying 
approaches under three simple headings – the advantages (in human security terms), the 
disadvantages, and sustainability – of the various approaches present in Malawi, with a view 
of developing a working definition of the term food security as a goal to be achieved, and 
evaluation of methods with regard to this, as well as the place that these approaches should 
hold within a potential African development model. 
  
              The report is structured as follows. The initial section provides a general brief on the 
situation in Malawi, presenting relevant statistics and commentary on the systems in place 
to deal with the food security issue. The second section covers the interviews, by 'sector', 
divided into international institutions, international NGOs, and domestic organisations and 
projects. Each interview report includes a commentary and analysis with regards to the 
above headings, and the sectors are concluded with a critical report on the general role 
played with regards to food security. Following this, a concluding section draws these 
together, reaching a working definition of food security in the case of Malawi, and tying this 
into our conclusions as to the road ahead. 
  
              While this concludes the central part of our report, it is far from concluding our 
findings while in-country. Following the report itself is a collection of academic essays and 
less formal editorials written by each of the participants, dealing with issues that we found 
important and of interest on the trip. They have been written individually, apart from our 
group activities, and cover a variety of topics from the role of women in the food production 
system to a report on the cultural implications of aid in Malawi. These papers hope to deal 
with the wider issues surrounding aid and food security, and are informed by the 
participants' individual perspectives, world views, and areas of interest. As such, they hold 
considerable variation, often conflicting in both premises and conclusions reached, with the 
intention of provoking and informing a much-needed debate on the seemingly infinite ways 
in which to approach the issues at hand. 
  
              In summary, it is important to note what we hope our report will achieve. From the 
beginning we were aware that it was not going to change the world, or revolutionise a 
varied and embedded system. Indeed, throughout the research we have become 
increasingly aware (and often frustrated) at the complexity of the issue, often despairing at 
the apparent futility of it all. However, there are several key developments that would 
instantly improve the development and food security situation in Malawi. We hope that in 
writing this report, we are able to highlight these, and most importantly, raise the issues of 
importance in the mind of the reader. If, in future, they are able to approach discussions on 
the problems at hand with a greater idea of both current approaches and potential choices 
that lie ahead, then we will consider our contribution to the debate to have been successful. 
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Project Assessment 

  
Methodological Considerations 

  
              Preconceptions of the situation of the country, its infrastructure and the internal 
organisation of the aid system itself significantly affected the team's ability to conduct 
research within the country, both hindering our practice, and leading to both a necessary 
modification of our strategy and the focus of the project itself. Operating as we were within 
the NGO system, any variance from our previous ideas concerning it were clearly going to 
affect our efficiency on the ground. However, this problem, and our place operating within 
the NGO structure itself, led to several important conclusions that impacted upon the 
conclusions drawn afterward. This section addresses these, breaking them down to describe 
how we dealt with the problems. Descriptions and conclusions with relation to the 
investigation itself are dealt with in the conclusions at the end of the NGO section 
interviews, as well as in the various essays and editorials presented. 
  

a) Availability of WFP drop off observations: Our proposal indicated that we 
intended to visit, if not ride along with, the WFP delivery vehicles in order to assess 
their delivery methods. However, our inquiries into this at the WFP headquarters 
in Lilongwe resulted in the discovery that, due to the time of our visit being the 
post-harvest period, the WFP was operating only minimal direct drop-offs 
throughout the country. Furthermore, we were unable to fit these drop-offs into 
the project timetable, meaning that this section of the project was abandoned in 
order to free up time for more NGO visits. We mitigated this fact as best we could 
through attaining extensive WFP literature and reports, as well as briefly 
investigating the way in which the WFP delivered food to be dispersed by smaller 
scale NGOs throughout the country. 

  
b) Communication between NGOs: This key problem caused severe problems for 
our project as soon as we left Lilongwe. While in the capital, the larger institutions 
(World Bank, IMF, DFID etc.) are all located within a single district of the city, 
outside the distribution becomes much less concentrated. Furthermore, it appears 
that many projects fail to communicate adequately, in many cases even being 
unaware of each other's existence, resulting in contradictory, or parallel but 
inefficient strategies. This is particularly true of the small scale MONGOs (My Own 
NGO) which have increased markedly in recent years. Often run with the attitude 
of an individual project or enterprise, the cooperation that would boost impact and 
results exponentially is, in many cases, missing entirely. 
              While this fact, and particularly the lack of a central NGO database or list, 
led to important conclusions, the ability of the research team to 'snowball' sample 
was severely limited, with potential candidates for interview not being as readily 
available as assumed. To deal with this, many of the towns visited were first 
searched methodically for potential projects to visit, making appointments and 
collecting contact details. This, of course, led to the problem of cold-calling. While 
many NGOs were more than happy to talk with us, others were unable to comment 



  
Page 9 

 
  

without prior contact – often an impossibility due to the brief time spent in each 
town, and the bad communication infrastructure in the country, dealt with below. 
  

  c) Communication infrastructure and contacts: Our proposal also assumed easily 
available and ready contact with the various organisations and people that we 
planned to visit throughout our stay in-country. However, there were several 
obstacles that impeded this. The first is the use of mobile phones within the 
country. Despite purchasing a Malawian SIM card for use during the project, the 
network itself is consistently unreliable, often cutting off calls, or failing to dial 
through at all. A planned interview with the UNDP during our final days in the 
capital fell through due to our inability to phone in advance to confirm. When the 
network allowed us to call, we ran into the further problem of the rate at which 
phone numbers and email addresses change in Malawi – Business cards and email 
addresses were often out of date, and upon attempting to defeat this problem by 
using a phone book dated 2008-09, even these numbers were no longer operating. 
This resulted in having to resort to cold-calling further, as well as physically 
searching for addresses in towns. Similarly, emails and answerphone messages 
were often left unanswered, and the leaving of contact details with organisations to 
allow them to make contact in the future (due to staff on leave), has not yet born 
fruit. We have continued to email organisations that we wish to contact in hope of a 
future exchange, in order to mitigate the problems we faced with this, but were 
unable to do much more due to the restraints on our time in Malawi. 
  

d) Transportation: Our initial proposal for the project itinerary took into account the 
necessity of flexibility in our timetable, as well as the potential problems that arise 
from the countries transportation infrastructure. The network of minibuses and 
matolas (pick-up trucks) that provides that bulk of the transportation around 
Malawi are notoriously unreliable and hard to predict with regard to time, and 
often even destination. The schedule achieved was the most efficient we could, 
based on many unlucky journeys that took far longer than expected, and in the face 
of this was modified to optimise the geographical spread we were able to achieve, 
taking in several destinations in each of Malawi's three regions. Upon realising that 
interviews with NGOs were often impossible over the weekends, we instead used 
these for travelling and visiting the individuals who we had met that were able to do 
so, including Tristan at the East Africa Trust, and a feeding project at Dedza. We 
therefore made the best use of the time that was available to us, and were able to 
deal as best we could with unexpected lengthy journeys and stopovers. 

  
e) Possibility of village visits: The initial document presupposed our ability to make 
contact with a central village power structure or authority figure. However, 
attempts at this failed in the face of a power structure that was significantly less 
centralised than first believed. The villages, while having a chief, often instead saw 
his role as a mediator rather than a powerful authority figure. Village visits were 
also significantly impeded by a language barrier, and the ability to reach the villages 
themselves. This aspect of the project was largely dropped in the face of this, in 
order to allow us to focus on the NGO organisational aspect of the project, which 
while having its own problems, was far more productive. Comments upon village 
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and cultural life then, are largely based on the responses of NGO interviewees, as 
well as secondary academic research. 

  
              The result of these problems was largely a limiting of the sample size, which we 
believe nonetheless to still be varied enough to present an overview of the aid situation in 
Malawi. However, some remarks are required on the project's change of focus from that 
which was proposed. The initial idea put forward was that of a general assessment of the 
way food aid operated within the country, as well as an investigation into the delivery 
methods of the food itself. As the project developed, it became clear that a satisfactory 
project from this point of view was beyond the capabilities and resources of this trip, and 
would require many months, if not years to complete. We instead shifted focus to the 
organisational approaches present in the country, with this report being a narrower, but 
more satisfactory 'road map' as to the advantages, disadvantages and sustainability of 
different methods employed by non-governmental bodies in Malawi. 
  
              There is one significant positive change to our proposal that aided immensely in the 
research process. As indicated throughout the report, our team size doubled in size from the 
proposed 2 to 4 people. This change aided in several ways. Firstly, it allowed us to split up 
and cover far more ground – most often in groups of two – with one person interviewing, 
and the other taking notes. Furthermore, Sam and Kat bought with them valuable insights 
into areas that would otherwise have not been significantly addressed otherwise. As an 
economist, Sam helped significantly in our understanding of the market operation and 
distortions within the country, particularly when it came to the long term implications of 
aid-dependent societies. Kat's knowledge and interest in women's issues led to a greater 
understanding of the gender disparities operating within Malawian society as a whole, and 
particularly in the food production process, where roles between men and women differ 
significantly. Their views have been incorporated and addressed as they joined in writing 
this report, and their essays and editorials included in the relevant sections. 
  

Conclusions on the research process 
  
              The above section clearly demonstrates that we encountered many problems 
around Malawi with regards to the infrastructure and systems operating within the country. 
Many of these were insurmountable in character, and we instead focussed on optimising 
the processes that were available to us. While greater preparation can always help with 
overcoming some barriers, such as greater research and prior appointments made from the 
UK, other problems, such as transport and the use of mobile phones, may have led to an 
inability to meet these engagements, and a letting down of those that had been so 
courteous as to give us their time. From the methodological point of view, then, we 
conclude that we performed as well as possible in the face of these obstacles, making the 
most that we could out of chance encounters and referrals. As a process, it was tough and 
often arduous, but we believe that the document that has resulted is a fair and deep 
assessment of organisational approaches to food security, making the best we could of 
limited resources. The great positive of course was the increasing of the team size, which of 
course greatly increased the ground we were able to cover, often literally, and gives this 
report a far greater depth of understanding than would have been possible had Sam and Kat 
not been there. 
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Accounting 

 

Local cost calculations 

 

1 British Pound = 212.469 Malawi Kwacha (05/01/2009) 

 

Travel: £141.20 

Examples (summer 2008 prices): 

Blantyre to Mulanje: 500MK (£2.35) 

Blantyre to Lilongwe: 1000MK (£4.70) 

 

Likely number of journeys: 50-60 over varying distances 

20000MK (£93.90) pp for trips: 40000MK (£187.80) total 

 

Accommodation: £256.62 

Between 1000MKpp (£4.70) to 1600MKpp (£7.52) per night  

So, on average: 1300MK (£6.11)  £128.31 per person:   

 

Living Costs (food, drink, etc.): £188.26 

20000MK(£94.13) pp: 40000MK (£188.26) total 

 

Other/Contingency: 25000MK (£120)   

With our flights booked previously, we found that our costs were remarkably similar to 

those we had projected. We apologise for the inability to provide receipts, however the 

situation of the country often does not lend itself to paperwork! A copy of the e-ticket for 

the flights (£1440) is included. While the group size was increased, the funds awarded were 

not used to compensate Kat or Sam in any way, and Kat returned the money spent due to 

her inclusion on the flight with us. 
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From: TRAVEL@SUPPORT.EXPEDIA.CO.UK 

To: OTTERWAY@HOTMAIL.CO.UK 

Subject: Itinerary 11988282427 18JUL 

Date: Wed, 6 May 2009 17:20:41 +0100 

 

Information for Trip Locator: YRA27V 

 

Dear Mr Otterway 

Thank you for making your reservation with Expedia.co.uk. 

Please check the flight details and names carefully, and advise Expedia.co.uk of any errors 

by 21.30 today, by calling 0871 226 0808 (Calls charged at 10 pence per minute BT rate. 

Charges may vary from other networks.)  

Your booking reference is 1A-YRA27V and all flight times are local. 

Airline reference: KLM ROYAL DUTCH AIRLINES = GAJG4D 

Airline reference: KENYA AIRWAYS = GAJG4D 

Your E-Ticket has been successfully set up for all passengers travelling in your party with the 

airline, therefore you should not expect any further correspondence concerning your 

booking; if you require a receipt, you can find the print itinerary receipt option by clicking on 

the 'My Trips' tab, followed by the relevant itinerary number. 

You are now able to check-in at the appropriate airline desk. Please note that you will have 

to show appropriate identification for security purposes. 

Please allow at least 60 minutes check-in time for domestic departures and 120 minutes for 

all other departures. For other than UK departure, please check locally with the outbound 

airline. We recommend that you contact your airline directly to reconfirm onward or return 

flights 72 hours prior to departure. Reconfirming your first flight is not necessary. 

 

AIR - Saturday 18 July 

KLM ROYAL DUTCH AIRLINES Flight 1000  
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Departs:London-Heathrow 

0630 Hrs, Saturday, 18 July 

Terminal 4 Equipment:BOEING 737-800 

Status:Confirmed 

 

Arrives:Amsterdam 

0855 Hrs  

 

AIR - Saturday 18 July 

KLM ROYAL DUTCH AIRLINES Flight 565  

Departs:Amsterdam 

1015 Hrs, Saturday, 18 July 

Terminal UnspecifiedEquipment:BOEING 747-400 

Status:Confirmed 

 

Arrives:Nairobi 

1905 Hrs  

 

AIR - Sunday 19 July 

KENYA AIRWAYS Flight 724  

Departs:Nairobi 

0830 Hrs, Sunday, 19 July 

Terminal UnspecifiedEquipment:BOEING 767-200/300 

Status:Confirmed 

 

Arrives:Lilongwe 
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1220 Hrs  

 

AIR - Tuesday 18 August 

KENYA AIRWAYS Flight 724  

Departs:Lilongwe 

1320 Hrs, Tuesday, 18 August 

Terminal UnspecifiedEquipment:BOEING 767-200/300 

Status:Confirmed 

Arrives:Nairobi 

1630 Hrs  

AIR - Tuesday 18 August 

KENYA AIRWAYS Flight 102  

Departs:Nairobi 

2345 Hrs, Tuesday, 18 August 

Terminal UnspecifiedEquipment:BOEING 777-200/200ER 

Status:Confirmed 

 

Arrives:London-Heathrow 

0645 Hrs Next day 

 

PassengersReference #Frequent Flyer # 

 

HOBBS/KATHERINE MISS 

HOSEASON/ALEXANDER MR 

OTTERWAY/RICHARD MR
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Malawi: A Brief Sketch 

 

 

 

Population: 14,268,711 

Population Growth: 2.388% (2009 est.) 

HIV Prevalence: 11.9% (2007 est.) 

Infant Mortality: 89.05 deaths/1,000 live 

births 

Literacy: 62.7% over 15 (76.1% male) 

Government Type: Parliamentary Democracy 

(Unicameral) 

GDP: $11.95 billion (2008 est.) (PPP) 

Economic Growth Rate: 9.7% real growth rate 

(2008 est.), 8.7% consumer price inflation 

(2008 est.) 

Major Exports: Tobacco 53%, tea, sugar, 

cotton, coffee, peanuts, wood products, 

apparel 

 

Annual Budget: Revenues $1.254 billion 

Expenditures $1.351 billion (2008 est.) 

 

Population Below Poverty Line: 53% (2004) 

 

Geographic Area: 118,484 sq km (Arable land 

20.68%) 

 

Environmental Issues: 

Deforestation; land degradation; water 

pollution from agricultural runoff, sewage, 

industrial wastes; siltation of spawning 

grounds endangers fish populations

(Source: CIA World Factbook) 
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Alex Hoseason, Mzuzu 

 
The Interviews: 

Domestic Organisations 
 
 
 

“The sovereignty of the community, the region, the nation, the 
state, makes sense only if it is derived from the one genuine 

sovereignty – that is, from the sovereignty of the human 
being.” 

 

- Vaclav Havel 
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Lugazi Fish Farm 

 
Interviewed: Joyce Chirwa, Chairwoman 
 
Interviewers: Alex, Sam 
 
Location: Project location, 5km outside Mzuzu 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 
 The project runs on a cooperative structure, and was initially started in 1999. The 
initial member count was 20, but currently sits at 29, and is predominantly composed of 
women – the majority of whom are HIV+, and 4 men. Early on in the project it was 
considered a way in which the women could support each other, and  never reached above 
subsistence level, with crops focussed on maize and cassava. 
 The group received funding through the EU Micro Projects Programme over 2006 
and 2007. This provided the community with 20 cows at a cost of 130,000 Mkw each, and 
enough fish for 20 fish ponds, each of which was 20 x 20 x 1.5 metres. Under the EUMPP, 
the participants have to fund the initial 25% themselves – this condition was considered to 
be fulfilled when each of the 20 original members had dug their pond by hand. The EU also 
provided cement for food troughs, and goats and pigs were raised by the members 
themselves. Training was also provided by the EUMPP in related areas such has project 
management, dairy farming, fish farming, and business management. 
 Crop diversification was also encouraged, ensuring that the members now generate 
enough food for subsistence, and are able to sell surplus crops, such as extra maize, soya 
beans, coffee and wheat, locally at market. Most of the profit is derived from sale of the 
EUMPP provided fish, which fetches the price of 500 Mkw/kg. The farming techniques 
employed ensure that this practice is sustainable in the long term. Excess maize is sold to 
the government maize buying agency ADMARK at a price of around 1500 Mkw/50kg. 
Harvesting is collective, and the profits are shared among members. 
 In the interests of sustainability, 3% of sales from each harvest are saved, including a 
fixed proportion of individual milk sales. Furthermore, there are several technical methods 
that are used, including the use of cow manure to feed the fish. Collective responsibility is 
encouraged through the weekly community meetings, which hold a 12 (originally) 20 
(current) necessary number to reach chorum. Incentives are maintained through a system of 
fines and compulsory donations, all of which are put into the central fund. Furthermore, 
there is potentially no limit on the number of members – each is required to dig their own 
pond as the original members did. Upon achieving this, the excess fish stocks will be used to 
stock it, and a calf bred by the community is donated. 
   
Analysis: 
 
 The Lugazi fish farm is a clear demonstration of the successful implementation of the 
EUMPPs facilitating role. Indeed, the project is so successful that members are now able to 
take out a loan from the central fund, which they can then use to buy a 4x4, essential for 
mobility and transport in Malawi. The members showed great pride in the increase in living 
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standards they had attained, including electricity and transport. In the past, the members 
had survived on a relatively limited crop, but expansion into livestock, facilitated by the 
EUMPP, had offered an opportunity to ‘take off’ that the members had seized on to a 
significant extent. They also recognised the nutritional value offered by the crop 
diversification, and had clearly taken the training offered to heart, telling us of plans for 
expansion and the way in which they incentivised production within the group, as well as 
helped each other. 
 Ultimately, it is little exaggeration to claim that the Lugazi fish farm was, under any 
definition of the word, food secure. It was able to produce enough to meet its needs, and 
generate enough profit that a reduction in crop for one year would be easily covered by the 
savings and contributions made over previous years. The only concern would be a long-term 
and widespread famine in the country, but the members of the group were enthusiastic 
about expounding upon their plans to build storage units around the site in order to keep 
food in reserve.  
 The growth rate of the farm seems, in absolute terms, relatively slow. The members 
mentioned a degree of ridicule from other local (often male) farmers for the way in which 
they handled agriculture, but it was clear that in many ways, the group were proving their 
ability through their actions. The strong social cohesion of the group was readily apparent, 
and they mentioned that they often helped each other during dry or difficult harvests. This 
appears to be an extremely strong model that has a lot of potential, and once again 
succeeds while going against the deeply held preconceptions in the country as to how 
farming is ‘done’. It is the export of this idea that is likely to hold the greatest problem in the 
spreading of the model, particularly while women remain in de facto control of the project. 
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RAB Processes 
 

Interviewed: Chandri Disaneike 
 
Interviewers: Sam, Richard 
 
Location: RAB processing plant, Blantyre 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 
 The business operates 68 depots throughout the country, including wholesale shops 
in all the main markets and manufacturing depots throughout. All raw materials are 
purchased in Malawi, and inputs are sold to farmers by RAB such as hoes, seeds, and 
fertiliser, particularly at times of scarcity. RAB traders are employed to buy directly from 
farmers rather than importing food, which is intended to help farmer growth and the shift 
from subsistence to commercial level farming. Maize is bought within a price band of 60-75 
Mkw/kg, depending on the amount and time of year, and attempts to encourage a higher 
price for small farmers. There are very few competitors in the production of the food, 
known as Likhuni Pala in Malawi. 
 As we were originally put in touch with RAB by Mary’s Meals, we then proceeded to 
investigate the relationship. The interviewee noted that RAB handles 500 tonnes of food per 
month, including the entirety of production for Mary’s Meals, as well as monitoring the 
delivery of the product directly to site. It maintains a continuous flow of delivery and 
ensures that the food does not spoil. Furthermore, RAB also handles 70% of the WFP 
requirement on the basis of a WFP awarded contract whereby RAB manufactures food for 
distribution for the WFP. However, the interviewee noted the high distribution costs 
associated with WFP delivery when compared with those of Mary’s Meals, a far smaller and 
less bureaucratic organisation. 

 

Analysis: 
 

The interview with RAB raised some significant concerns with regard to the ethics of 
associating food aid too closely with that of business. While this may be the most efficient 
way of producing food, the market power that RAB maintains could cause serious market 
distortions and abuse. In particular, the buying of maize directly from producers goes 
against the government policy, which is for their agency, ADMARK, to buy up all the maize 
to sell on. There is also a strong potential for the company to become itself a dominant price 
setting entity, with the farmers having little recourse against the sheer buying power of the 
purchaser.  

There appears to be little alternative for organisations such as Mary’s Meals to buy 
from businesses such as RAB, due to the economies of scale they can operate with. 
However, some concern is raised with regards to the prices set by RAB not being as high as 
portrayed, particularly in periods of scarcity. This is addressed further in Sam’s reports on 
the perils of the private sector below. The all encompassing nature and dominance of the 
business that RAB operates does indeed portray the potential benefits of more efficient 
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private sector distribution, but in no way guarantees that distribution over the long term. 
Overall then, the benefits were clear, but the potential risk of placing business over the 
interests and necessity of food aid in Malawi should be a concern for those that purchase 
from the company. 
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Farm Income Diversity Programme – 
Government of Malawi 

 
Interviewed: Hawkins Chirwa 
 
Interviewees: Sam, Kat 
 
Location: Town office, Salima 
 

 
Interview Notes: 

 

The programme aims to improve living standards through increasing incomes, and 

working with natural source conservation ideas such as agro-forestry. They work on income 

and capacity building in the short term, and management of natural resources and 

encouragement of agribusiness enterprises in the longer term. Encouraging a group 

approach to core-producing and a district-wide collaboration, the programme in Salima has 

been focusing on improving the common crops appropriate to local conditions. This includes 

apples, mangoes, bananas and poultry and pig farming among others. Winter crops include 

maize and vegetables. Other districts have focused on bee keeping, with FIDP honey on sale 

in the offices, dairy and fish farming. Improving crop diversity and farming practice has been 

a key area of attention, with the emphasis on conservation farming and reducing post-

harvest loss. Group-owned granaries and processing facilities for fruit-juice help farming 

efficiency and the production of value-added crops. 

 The programme is structured in phases, the first three-year phase of which is due to 

end summer 09, and the next phase lasting a further four years. The FIDP is branch of the 

Ministry of Agriculture, however their funding comes from the EU. The programme has 

experienced mixed success, with egg production in Salima making a loss while pig farming 

has been hugely successful. The pig farmers are now selling to a processing company in 

Lilongwe, adding value to their production. Conservation farming has also been another 

success story, with a lot of favourable feedback and a change in practices towards 

sustainable growth being evident. Improving soil condition and so upping yields has been 

successful. The main obstacles the programme has faced have been in changing mindsets 

and attitudes towards aid and farming practice, with particular issues over repeated 

requests for funding. There has also been an issue with management staff losing 

commitment once on the higher EU salary, and lacking the energy to push through 

meaningful change. Many NGOs operating in the area also pay remuneration, either in cash 

or food, for attending training sessions. As FIDP offers no such incentives, local people can 

be less willing to collaborate and attend training for its own sake. An issue with local NGOs 

operating in “competition” rather than collaborating for the best results was also identified, 

with local people opting to work with those perceived to offer the most immediate material 
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return, to the detriment of longer-term and conservation projects such as those operate by 

FIDP. 

 

Analysis: 

 

The FIDP, while focusing on conservation farming and effective land-use, presents an 

excellent model of sustainable farming practices which could ultimately lead to food 

security. Their approach in focusing on what is best for local conditions and encouraging 

crop diversity is a key part of improving farming practices while at the same time improving 

nutrition and diets. By providing processing facilities and granaries, they are also helping to 

ensure that waste is minimised and improving both the quantity of food produced and the 

economic potential of harvests. However, they have run into the problems which seem to 

haunt much of farming practice in Malawi; an 'aid-culture' which leaves people disinterested 

in innovation and long-term investment of land and labour, and the lack of co-operation 

between NGOs operating very similar projects. This discordance in easily-harmonised 

projects was a repetitive problem reported by many of the people we interviewed, and its 

counter-intuitive nature disadvantages everyone involved but Malawian farmers/producers 

most of all.  
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Lukwe Permaculture 
 

Interviewed: Auyk 
 
Interviewers: Alex, Kat, Sam, Richard 
 
Location: Lukwe Permaculture Project 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 

The project consists of a small scale farming project near the town of Livingstonia, in 
the northern reaches of Malawi. One of the founders of the farm, Auyk, showed us around 
the farm and demonstrated many of the techniques used in order to make the farm almost 
entirely self-sustaining. This utilised complex and scientific methods, such as complex water 
irrigation and canal systems to channel water into and out of the mountainside itself, 
resulting in a variety of natural springs which are then used to water the vegetables grown 
on the farm. Furthermore, horticultural techniques, particularly those of ‘companion plants’ 
ensured the greatest possible use of the nutrients consumed and provided by each plant. 
Rather than one feeding on another in a parasitic fashion, this resulted in a feedback loop, 
whereby the waste products of one plant would feed another next to it, and vice versa. 

The project clearly demonstrated the possibilities for farming that are present in 
Malawi, growing crops that would, on first impression, be extremely unlikely. Rhubarb, 
strawberries and European varieties of cabbage are all grown on the farm, which works at a 
level of efficiency great enough to raise the water-table of the mountain itself over the 
several years the project has been going. Potentially harsh sunlight on the mountainside is 
counteracted through use of trees that provide ample shade for the more delicate crops, 
and natural fertiliser is provided through the creation of compost and mulch on-site. The 
several people that live on the farm are also provided with hot water through solar power, 
and the only major ‘import’ of the farm is land-intensive maize and eggs, which are not yet 
viable to produce. 

 
Analysis: 
 

The project proved extremely impressive, and made good use of a concept that we 
had hoped to see more of – the use of byproducts and natural synergies in order to increase 
the internal sustainability of the farm. Indeed, apart from the maize and eggs, it appeared to 
be almost entirely self sustaining, and more than enough to support the people that lived 
there. It was a clear demonstration of the possibilities that lie in the soil of Malawi itself, and 
a move away from the cultural conception of land being used entirely for maize or cassava. 

However, given the advanced science and horticultural techniques that are used in 
the cultivation of the farm, there is some apprehension as to whether the success can be 
replicated elsewhere. The interviewee made some reference to attempting to export the 
idea through schools and visits to farms in the area, but given the isolated placement of the 
project (5km up an inhospitable mountain road), there is the potential for this to fall into 
the trap of many small scale NGO and agricultural projects, having little impact on the wider 
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community and becoming something of a hobby project. Should this problem be overcome, 
and the ideas espoused by the community adopted by others, it would prove a valuable 
contribution to the idea of ‘sustainable development’ with an almost nil carbon footprint 
that a large amount of agricultural production could be based upon. 
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Alex Hoseason, Mzuzu 

 

 

The Interviews: 

International NGOs 

 

 

“You are the future of philanthropy.” 

- Katherine Fulton 
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Mary’s Meals 

 
Interviewed: Andrea Kirkbride, CEO 

 

Interviewers: Richard, Sam 

 

Location: Mary’s Meals offices, Limbe 

 

 

Interview Notes: 

 

 The project is structured with particular focus on a school feeding programme, 

initially implemented in 2000 at a small orphanage in Chilimona. This has since expanded 

from a small scale project to feeding 32000 children in 208 schools country wide, but 

particularly focussed in the Blantyre area, in conjunction with Scottish International Relief, a 

small Catholic charity based in Scotland. It is now working with the government for the first 

time on the basis of the government’s promise to feed schools throughout the country, a 

figure which seems ultimately unlikely, but now nonetheless feeds 2000 schools. Mary’s 

Meals has an expenditure of around £2 million per annum, supported by the Scottish 

government and individual donations, and seeks to avoid bureaucracy as much as possible, 

focussing on pragmatic and direct action at the source of need. 

 The primary focus – the school feeding programme – is aimed at raising attendance 

in schools, a key issue identified by many of the individuals interviewed throughout the 

project. Mary’s Meals identified a way to provide food at a lower price than the 

government, at a cost of around £8.50 per annum. While the organisation operates within 

it’s funding capacity, it has been adversely affected by the economic crisis, with the drop in 

the Malawian exchange rate (18% against the pound) impacting on real prices. The 

processed food, known as Likuni Pala, is processed via RAB Processes, interviewed 

elsewhere in the report. It is also delivered by RAB, who guarantee an efficient and regular 

monthly delivery of food. On site, the food is prepared largely by the parents of the children, 

with a total number of 12000 volunteers and 35 full time Malawian staff. 

 The organisation also supports an orphan programme for children under 6, which 

operates under the 31 arch dioceses in South Malawi, and provides meals twice a day as 

well as shelter. This operates on an entirely voluntary basis, and Mary’s Meals are involved 

in providing training for the implementation and spreading of this programme. 

 The interviewee also offered the opinion that NGOs were often able to effectively 

‘run riot’ in Malawi, an idea addressed in the editorial section of the report. Low regulation 

of their activities, she claimed, had set up a framework whereby NGOs were in fact 

competing with each other for funding and beneficiaries, and that this was not the answer. 

The government appears to be attempting to unify and streamline NGO activities along the 
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lines of universal programmes such as that of school feeding, and as an organisation Mary’s 

Meals is has a good relationship with government, attempting to fall in line with this. Future 

plans consisted of using extra EU funding to provide feeding for 86 schools, but the 

interviewee described the processes involved with application and implementation as 

‘laborious.’ They were, however, involved in an attempt to assist other NGOs in setting up 

based on the Mary’s Meals model and in line with government wishes. 

 

Analysis: 

 

 As a project that was involved in direct action and feeding projects, Mary’s Meals on 

first impression raised some concerns with regard to the cultivation of aid dependency. 

However, focussing as it does on direct school feeding and targeted aid, it appears to rise 

above many of these concerns. The aid is potentially isolated from processes that may lead 

to reliance and easy availability of free food. Furthermore, it is important to note the 

willingness of the organisation to fall in line with government policy. Important ethical 

issues were raised throughout the project whereby unilateral action on the part of NGOs 

could in fact run counter to the long-term policy goals of the government, particularly in the 

case of small projects that tended to operate on a single idea of what was good for the 

country in the short run. 

The aims of the project also fall in line with many of the policies set out by the WFP, 

including the focus on therapeutic and strategic feeding in an attempt to limit the effects on 

wider economic processes that may foster aid dependency. The use of volunteers compared to 

a relatively tiny number of full time staff is useful in keeping costs low, and the efficiency of delivery 

through business (RAB) helps to ensure that the food is not siphoned off throughout the process of 

delivery.  The main concern that is raised is that appropriate monitoring is being made by Mary’s 

Meals to ensure that the large numbers of volunteers are not abusing their role. However, the 

interviewee indicated that she was very happy with the progress of the project, and clearly 

demonstrated a belief that the model could be successfully replicated elsewhere. Overall, it appears 

that the project is a useful model for therapeutic and crisis feeding, but is limited to this role on the 

basis of potential abuse due to the wider cultural impact and potential free-riding that wider 

implementation could lead to.
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Action Aid 

Interviewed: Edson Musople 
 
Interviewer: Kat, Sam 
 
Location: Action Aid offices, Lilongwe 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 
 The structure of the organisation was described as ‘transitional’ by the interviewee, 
with a recent move away from the original focus on service delivery to that of policy 
advisory based on a ‘rights based approach’ to food in Malawi. This has resulted from the 
increasing ineffectiveness of direct intervention by the organisation, and the development 
of the idea that this facilitating role is more suitable for external organisations. 
 Early on in the project, the service delivery strategy was adopted because of the 
focus on drought as a major cause of food insecurity. Action Aid is against direct food aid, 
instead helping farmers gain access to inputs such as seeds and fertiliser, while allowing the 
farmers to maintain control over their own approach to farming as an activity. This is based 
on the removal of commercial market pressures upon producers, and a move toward 
products promoted by agro-business, encouraging crop diversification from grain toward 
root and tuba crops. 
 The initial project was in 1992, during the Southern African drought, during which 
Action Aid focussed on drought affected farmers in coordination with NGOs other than the 
WFP to distribute seeds. This came to 14000 tonnes, at a cost of £4 million and over 26 
districts. They also worked with private companies such as RAB Processes. However, while 
1993 was a bumper harvest for Malawi, the high cost and scope of the project prevented its 
viability as a long term ideal. 
 To increase capacity, the organisation went through a series of structural changes, 
beginning to work through the ministry of agriculture and community based projects. 
However, problems were encountered due to the unsuitability of seeds, imported through 
Tanzania via Sudan, that were not adaptable to Malawian rain and agricultural patterns. To 
overcome this, a new seed ‘starter’ pack was developed, in order to facilitate the drought 
affected farmers to ‘start again’. These capacity building programmes targeted farmer 
groups in an attempt to foster community spirit, while at the same time decreasing 
distribution costs. Seed multiplication projects have been implemented across around 8500 
participants (75% of which are women) to encourage sustainability and facilitate Action 
Aid’s eventual exit. 
 The role that has recently been adopted by the organisation, that of policy advisory, 
focuses on the advising of farmer associations and communities to increase productivity. 
They have implemented training schemes in the responsible use of fertilisers and manure, 
allowing people to move away from dependency on the fertiliser subsidy and distribution of 
imported hybrid seeds. This training also covers demonstration and exposure to irrigation 
and canalisation of arable land. The ‘state of disaster’ claimed by the Malawian government 
during the 2001/2 crisis has also given civil society organisations, and particularly Action Aid, 
a prominent voice in government forums, allowing them to push harder for their specific 
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policy recommendations. This has seen the gradual adoption of a ‘right to food’ policy by 
the government over a long period of time, which is now reaching the implementation 
stage. 
 Action Aid is also looking into moving toward legal support for farmers, intending to 
pressurise small local courts to uphold the food security bill passed through parliament. 
Individual teams throughout the country have highlighted the corruption of ADMARK and 
lack of grass roots support for the bill, and this legal framework attempts to provide direct 
government support for those at the site of injustice. Advocacy roles covered by the 
organisation include that of the shift from non-organic to organic fertiliser, and the 
spreading of a rights based approach, rather than pouring food aid and cash into the 
country. 
 
Analysis: 
 
 The interview with Action Aid late on in the project provided an interesting example 
of the adaptability of NGOs. While a concern was raised over the changing nature of 
intervention as time goes on, and the often-found stubbornness to adapt in these 
situations, Action Aid appears to have accepted its responsibility as a facilitator of 
development rather than aid. Indeed, rather than immediately exiting, the shift toward a 
legal and accountability based operation provides a great opportunity for those who are 
unable to afford recourse in the courts of Malawi, particularly in light of the relative power 
of organisations such as ADMARK compared to the high population of subsistence farmers. 
 Action Aid was also one of the few organisations to directly address the role of the 
fertiliser subsidy in the Malawian food production process. The interviewee directly 
addressed the long term detrimental effects which non-organic fertiliser can have on soil, 
and suggested the adoption of organic fertiliser as a possible option as opposed to 
withdrawing the subsidy – which was largely responsible for the recent food boom – 
completely.  
 The organisation has also clearly adopted those roles that are most prudent at any 
given time – particularly the seizing of an opportunity to become considered an ‘insider’ in 
the typical insider/outsider dichotomy of pressure groups with respect to government. This 
grants extra influence, and ultimately ensures that (despite disputes) a single policy is 
generated, rather than the multiple conflicting policies adopted by many of the smaller 
NGOs interviewed during the project. 
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Feeding Project Dedza 
(Anonymised) 

 
Interviewed: Project Managers, Project Assistant 
 
Interviewers: Alex, Richard, Kat, Sam 
 
Location: Dedza Cafe 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 

The project has been operating since 2002, reaching its peak during the 2004 famines 
when it fed some 5000 people four times a week. With no prior development experience, 
they have been “learning by doing”.  They originally were supported by a Bible college in 
Gloucester, as the branch of the church they belong to and operate with have no base in the 
UK. The project is currently working with The Disciples of Jesus. They are not registered as 
an NGO but as a faith-based organisation.  
 The project, alone among those interviewed, explicitly shunned the NGO community, 
citing corruption and previous bad experiences working with some internationals such as 
PLAN international, who they saw as “spending money like water” and expressing very 
negative attitudes. They were critical of the NGO community who they saw as wasteful and 
segregated, living in exclusive districts and earning large salaries, and as complicit in the 
culture of bribery which is widespread in Malawi. The project preferred to operate in the 
villages and rural districts of Malawi, areas in which the large NGOs are largely absent. 
Running on a low budget and without a trained staff, they run the project as a family, often 
storing grain in their garage and buying up grain from local farmers rather than going 
through ADMARK or RAB processing. They expressed surprise about the prices cited by 
Mary's Meals among others for grain at 60-75Mkw/kg, buying direct from local farmers in 
the harvest season for as little as 20Mkw/kg. They stockpile grain during the harvest in 
anticipation of the hungry season, travelling and distributing it personally. They expressed 
huge anxieties about the levels of theft and corruption that many feeding projects 
experience, alleging that unless personally supervised many participants in the projects will 
use them for personal gain. They prefer to work through the church in order to by-pass local 
power structures like village heads who often expect a portion of the food or cash as a fee, 
but have still had problems with food and resources being diverted for private gain. Rather 
than distributing food supplies, the project uses local women as volunteers and feeds people 
directly from the church about three times a week, targeting children, the elderly, and 
vulnerable people in the community. All these feeding centres are personally supervised by 
Project staff and use unpaid volunteers instead of salaried staff to minimize overheads. 
 A previous attempt to move into farming in addition to aid involved around eleven 
villages, and people were given an acre each to farm along with fertilizers and seeds. The 
project yielded very little return and ultimately failed due to very high levels of corruption, 
which seemed to cripple much of the project’s activities. A lack of trust had prevented them 
setting up projects that would hope to become self-sufficient, and had damaged relations 
with local communities and led to a reduction in services offered by the project. They 
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expressed concerns over the way the government distributed the fertilizer subsidy, which 
often descended through power structures with a little bit taken by every level, and had also 
generated a huge black market in coupons and fertilizer. The project has also met with 
resistance to its AIDs orphan work, which has been aimed at placing orphans (defined in 
Malawi as a child which has lost one or both parents) within other families in the villages. 
Orphan care was described as “big business” in Malawi, with an almost-Dickensian scenario 
outlined. Corruption and resistance to development was cited as the reason for much of the 
projects difficulties, with an intense distrust of both the NGO community and local people 
meaning the project was unable to expand care provisions. 
 
Analysis: 
 
Although the project did express concerns which were backed up by many other 
interviewees, the attitudes expressed towards Malawians was extremely disconcerting in its 
extremity. The profound distrust of local communities and expectation of corruption 
hampered their community participation, and the project had failed to engage with people 
which led ot bad feeling on both sides. The project tended to characterise Malawians, and 
indeed much of the NGO community, as uninterested in development and inherently 
dishonest. There seemed to be a number of issues around imposed ideas, such as particular 
models of family and community, which the project was attempting to map onto local 
communities and which they were resistant to. By shunning the NGO community the project 
also isolated itself from potential sources of support, and appeared to be operating under a 
'siege mentality' which prevented it from a meaningful engagement with local and 
development communities. While a lot of the concerns expressed over aid-dependency and 
the fostering of a handout mentality were valid, the project was failing to combat this by not 
involving Malawians without strict supervision. An attitude of disdain rather than attempts 
at understanding appeared to be hampering engagement, and an automatically defensive 
and negative position towards those they were attempting to help also seemed to be 
hampering progress, and leading to much disillusionment. 
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Micro-Loans Foundation 
 

Interviewed: Anon. 
 
Interviewees: Alex, Kat 
 
Location: Mzuzu Office 
 

 

Interview Notes: 
 

The project has been running for approximately 6 years, and has been expanding 
during that time. A UK-funded operation with a base in London, it offers small-scale finance 
and business capital to women who do not have the necessary collateral to access 
commercial loans. In additional to start-up capital and funding, it also offers training in 
handicrafts, egg production, etc, and courses in business management, accounting, and 
finance. The foundation is also involved in the funding of several micro-ventures such as 
irrigation projects. It targets women, especially rural women who are isolated from other 
service-providers and out of the reach of many development organisations. To do this, they 
operate a huge number of 'satellite' offices, splitting the country into roughly 35km 'blocks' 
to ensure maximum accessibility. In their last internal audit (June 2009) the offices in the 
North of the country alone dealt with approximately 3,900 women, organised into 
approximately 259 lending 'groups'. 
 The foundation approaches village heads and arranges a meeting with the women of 
the village. It offers loans to women in groups usually between 12 and 15, charging interest 
only on the group sum. This is to minimise the chance of repayment issues, and also to 
encourage a collective and collaborative approach to business and farming. They also offer a 
savings scheme to discourage dependency on funding. The initial start-up capital comes 
from UK funding, but interest payments are increasingly being used to cover overheads, 
with the funding notionally withdrawing completely once sustainability is reached. Unlike 
several of the NGOs we visited, the foundation has a well-thought-out exit strategy both in 
terms of individuals borrowing and becoming self-sufficient, and the foundation itself 
growing to be self-sustaining and independent of UK money. 
  
 
Analysis: 
 
Micro-finance has been one of the most popular innovations in development practice, 
although there have yet to be many large-scale studies on its effectiveness. The impact 
assessments of the Micro-Loan Foundation found a very high level of improvement reported 
by service users, the biggest positives being increased financial independence for women. 
There was a high incidence of repeat-borrowers, although most of these cited the sense of 
community as their largest incentive, rather than a continuous need for capital. The 
treatment of women as entrepreneurs and business partners encouraged a sense of pride 
and autonomy, rather than fostering a model of aid and dependence. The emphasis on 
training, management and savings were also key to the success of the foundation.  
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 The excellently formulated exit strategy was an impressive part of the foundation’s 
work, and all-too-rare among the NGO community. The foundations determination to reach 
rural areas which were often difficult to access also meant that they were able to reach 
those who were isolated from other development programmes, although it was not free 
from difficulty for the foundation. The sheer number of offices and the often perilous 
transport issues which could arise in trying to reach remote areas meant that overheads 
were higher, and meant that extreme weather conditions were very disruptive to the 
foundations work. They were also vulnerable to external shocks and market conditions. In 
using traditional power structures such as village heads to reach the women, they minimise 
social discomfort around the growing independence of women but risk the 'selection' of 
those women involved. The group lending structure can also disadvantage the most 
vulnerable who are seen by the group as likely to default payment and left out. 
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East Africa Trust 
 

Interviewed: Tristan Cooper 
 
Interviewers: Alex, Kat, Sam, Richard 
 
Location: Project location, Chinteche 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 
 The project is a small scale (2 man) project, run by Tristan and his Malawian assistant 
George. The intention is to build a self-sustaining farm on the shoreline of Lake Malawi, and 
is based largely on the methods developed by Tristan during a course on engineering and 
the use of alternative materials. As such, much of the project is constructed from Bamboo 
and indigenous wood, developed and adapted from local methods of construction and food 
storage. 
 The project is in the early stages, and the farm is still being constructed and 
developed. Much of this is currently financed through Tristan himself, with the intention of 
later exporting the ideas to the surrounding village and beyond. Key developments had 
been the design and manufacture of a stove made of rammed earth, constructed through 
use of a mould in the home itself. Tristan demonstrated the use of this, and the gains in 
efficiency and heating that were possible over the badly-constructed stoves that are used by 
many Malawians. It uses less fuel, stays hot for longer, and is furthermore less prone to 
‘smoking out’ the building through use of a simple but innovative venting system. This is in 
the early stages of being sponsored by Aga, the Swedish oven company, after a speculative 
application for funding submitted by Tristan. 
 Similarly, the various other farm areas use innovative methods. These include 
holding the chickens above a pond to a) protect them from termites and b) use the chicken 
droppings to feed the fish, and a termite farm is actively kept in order to feed the chickens. 
Tristan is currently considering using a wind powered pump system to irrigate his crops, a 
useful insight given the sites close proximity to the lake. 
 
Analysis: 
 
 The project, despite being in the early stages, appears to be potentially successful. 
However, there are some issues surrounding the intended benefits of the project to the 
wider community. Tristan focussed heavily on the difficulty of trusting the local populace, 
who he had very little faith in. His original idea was to find a ‘champion’ who could set up 
the manufacture of the stoves as a business, and install them cheaply for others in the area. 
This necessity stems from Tristan’s claim that the community often were unwilling to buy 
something from an m’zungu (white man) instead expecting that he was there to give away 
something for free. So far, he has been unable to find someone to take on this role. The 
project’s potential success therefore may be undermined by his inability to persevere as he 
originally conceived the project, and his evident frustration at the slow uptake of his 
undeniable good and constructive ideas. 
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Alex Hoseason, Salima 

 

 
The Interviews: 

International Institutions 
 
 
 

“The IMF realized that the world was watching, and they 
couldn't deny millions of people the promised debt 

cancellation.” 
 

- Max Lawson 
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UN World Food Programme (WFP) 
 

Interviewed: Duncan Ndhlovu, Norah Mwamadi, Programme Managers 
 
Interviewers: Richard, Sam 
 
Location: WFP offices, Kang’ombe Building, Lilongwe 
 

 
Interview Observations: 
 
 The initial part of the interview dealt largely with the organisational structure of the 
World Food Programme, and served to dispel our initial assumptions as to the role and 
implementation of its projects. Contrary to our initial belief that we would be able to 
accompany drop-offs, we were informed that the WFP largely played a facilitating role in 
the delivery of aid. Furthermore, the time of year (immediately post-harvest) ensured that 
the level of direct aid delivered at that time was significantly lower than in the drier months 
of December-January. 
 As it stood, the WFP worked through government partners, such as other NGOs. 
They provide support such as training and materials for the delivery of food, and operate as 
a distributor to these organisations. A portion of their staff are employed as field based 
monitors, who work alongside NGO officials and ensure the aid is delivered on-schedule and 
to the correct place. 
  

The WFP supports several different programmes as part of its umbrella approach: 
 

 School Feeding – This is a government supported programme, which delivers to 679 
schools in 13 districts, and with a total of 942,000 children as the recipients. This is 
aimed at limiting child labour, particularly during the rainy season due to the high 
drop-out rate at this time. The interviewees were unsure as to whether the food is 
bought locally or imported. The food is delivered every 2 months. 

 Supplementary Feeding – This programme works with the ministry of health to 
target pregnant mothers, 50% of which are HIV positive. Feeding is provided in 
health centres and government hospitals around the country. 

 Purchase for Progress – This 8 month old programme attempts to promote local 
farmers through collectivisation and organisation according to districts. This allows 
the WFP to buy in bulk at a cheaper price, while maintaining volume. However, some 
concerns are raised with regard to the competition offered by other such purchasers 
(See RAB Processing above) 

 Food for Assets – This emergency relief programme delivers food every month, but 
has encountered a funding shortfall due to recent favourable weather conditions in 
Malawi. The last activity from the project was in April 2009, and it has attempted to 
move away from the drought prone areas, encouraging sustainability and acting as a 
cushion for future disasters. 

 Refugee Feeding – The WFP delivers food to Malawi’s refugee camps (a population 
that hit 16000 during 2009) every month. 
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In terms of sustainability, the interviewees demonstrated the Cash for Assets 
programme, and the way in which the WFP is attempting to move from food aid to food 
assistance. This programme encourages independence and sustainability, with 
communities using assets for whichever purpose they wish. They also provide training 
and job skills in order to promote independent growth. 

 
Analysis: 
 
 As noted above, the nature and role of the organisation is significantly different from 
what was initially believed. However, there are a few useful points to be made. Firstly, the 
shift to an assistance role represents an important change in strategy from an organisation 
that was initially preoccupied with the direct delivery of food for distribution on-site. It 
instead stands as a facilitation role, allowing Malawians to formulate their own coping 
strategies in times of trouble, while providing a ‘safety net’ through the emergency feeding 
provisions. An incremental scaling-down of direct aid, accompanied by an appropriate 
scaling-up of projects that deal with training and facilitation, would appear to be the best 
strategy. However, these are long term approaches, and given the apparent funding 
problems, it is possible that this is untenable. 
 The strategy of the organisation itself seems good, but also has to be combined with 
an understanding of the food aid situation in Malawi. While the WFP appears to have 
succeeded in combining a large amount of NGOs under its umbrella and programmes, there 
are countless others that fulfil their own agendas without regard as to the WFPs activities. 
This could represent a serious flaw – ensuring that ‘aid dependency culture’ shifts within the 
country to areas that are less well covered by the WFP. 
  



  Page 
38 

 
  

International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
 

Interviewed: A. Maitland MacFarlane 
 
Interviewers: Alex and Kat 
 
Location: IMF offices, Lilongwe 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 
 While the IMF is unable to comment directly on food security, they provided some 
useful insights as to how the Malawian economy functioned with respect to maize in 
particular. The exogenous shocks programme in place means that the IMF does not fund 
specific projects or provide for budgets, but rather shores up reserve banks with currency, 
under a concessional loan rate of 0.5% interest complimented by a grace period. The 
country had its external debt cancelled under the International Debt Scheme (IDS), in which 
IMF shareholders were involved. Debt interest plunged post 2005 after the implementation 
of the schemes, with new loans being far more concessional. 
 The IMF currently works with the government in order to advise on government-set 
conditions and targets. A key aim is to repay domestic debt, which does not fall under the 
IDS and previously sat at around 30%. The current level is around 12%, and a key emphasis 
is put on the building on government foreign reserves. The cancellation of external debt and 
the interest associated with it culminated in fiscal savings of 6%, which was then redirected 
toward the repayment of domestic debt. 
 With the final stage of the IDS in 2006, the IMF now collaborates with the 
government to formulate a budget that meets government goals. This is in a strictly advisory 
capacity, but the interviewee claimed that the interests of the IMF and the government 
were often compatible. DFID and other donors have supported and bought in extra 
financing, with the current budget deficit being around 12bn Mkw, and foreign lending at 
19bn Mkw. The intention is to build foreign reserves to last 3 months importing of essential 
goods in the case of crisis – reserves currently stand at 1 month, a considerable problem 
should the period of ‘food boom’ end. This is a particular problem given the high sensitivity 
of the Malawian food system to external shocks, particularly weather. 
 The IMF has supported the government fertiliser subsidy, noting the high priority 
that the government placed on it – 4% of GDP last year. They have done their best to 
incorporate this within responsible budget policy advice given by the IMF. However, there 
was some concern over the role of the government maize purchasing agency ADMARK, 
which worked within a strict price band. The IMF were concerned that the agency was a 
drain on governmental resources, and was not self sustaining, as well as potentially severely 
distorting the agricultural markets. This criticism was also levelled by the economists at the 
World Bank, fearing the overproduction inherent in guaranteed pricing mechanisms. This 
has previously been the case with cotton and tobacco exports, which became uncompetitive 
when the world price fell. They recommended that future government intervention in 
agricultural markets need to be less politically driven, and that it was not in the long term 
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interest of the Malawian economy, though it may be some short term comfort for 
governments to adopt such strategies. 
 
Analysis: 
 
 As mentioned, the IMF interview gave us an interesting background on the wider 
economic picture as it relates to agricultural production in Malawi. While the interviewee 
was keen to mention the way in which IMF and governmental interests had converged, 
particularly over budgets, there were problems in the way this was handled. Firstly, 
ADMARK appeared to have become largely one buyer amongst many (see particularly RAB 
Processes), and therefore did not have as much market power as was perhaps intended, or 
perceived by the government or IMF. Secondly, with foreign support being 40%, the 
Malawian government is extremely dependent on the maintenance of donor support if it is 
to maintain its budget programme – the government therefore is to some extent disciplined 
through the necessity to gain funding from the international community. 
 It appears therefore, that while the IMF has little to say on food security directly, 
there are complicated systems at work – not least the balance between the maintenance of 
‘fair’ prices and livelihoods when combined with the competitive global export markets for 
goods such as tobacco. The IMF was unable, however, to comment on previous strategies 
for the country including the 'structural adjustment' programmes which played such a 
damaging role during the 2001/2 famines, when the fund advised against fertilizer subsidies, 
minimum pricing for farmers and 'starter packs' of seeds for farmers. While the organisation 
often denoted governmental strategies such as the fertiliser subsidy as political and 
intentionally vote-winning moves, there is nonetheless something to be said for these 
strategies on the basis of the high levels of poverty and malnutrition found throughout the 
country. 
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European Union Microprojects Programme (EUMPP) 
 

Interviewed: Robert F. Tauka (Position?) 
 
Interviewers: Sam, Kat 
 
Location: EUMPP Mzuzu Regional Office 
 

 
Interview Notes: 
 
 The project focuses on funding production projects through the European Union. 
These projects are not necessarily limited to food, but are often used for such, as well as 
food related production methods such as irrigation. They are primarily focussed at the micro 
level, meaning individual and small scale projects often based around individual farms. 
 The funding process is 1 year long, involving application forms, assessments and 
reviews by district/government officials and the EUMPP head office. The criteria set out that 
the group applying must contribute 25% of the initial funding, aimed at encouraging 
ownership and responsibility for the project. It must also be in accordance with the 
government development policy at district and central government levels. The actual 
allocation of funds is dealt with on a case by case basis and is demand driven, with no direct 
district quota for number of successful applicants. 
 Assistance is also rendered in the form of training given by EUMPP employees. This 
can cover several areas, from project specific skills such as dairy farming or irrigation 
maintenance, to business skills such as book-keeping and accounting. This is intended to 
provide a framework within which members can ensure that the project becomes a 
profitable business, rather than a limited method of subsistence. Each group also has a fund 
that individual members can pay into according to group rules – a point elaborated upon 
further in the case study of the fish farm above. 
 The EUMPP seeks to encourage sustainability through funding income generating 
projects, and those that focus on diversification in crops and livestock (such as milk and 
fish), in an attempt to help people move beyond a diet dominated by maize and cassava. 
The long process of funding, combined with training, ensures that a project must be 
sustainable after a year, with funding being withdrawn if it is not. EUMPP officials visit once 
a fortnight following the implementation period to check up on progress and problems, and 
to provide assistance where necessary. 
 

Analysis: 
 
 The EUMPP demonstrated a strong case for encouraging participation in aid projects 
from the domestic population itself. This is particularly strong in the case study 
demonstrated above – the Lusangazi Fish Farm – which was funded through the EUMPP. 
The provision of 25% of funding on the part of the groups ensures a high degree of 
stakeholder feeling amongst participants, and the training offered potentially leads to a 
division of labour that encourages group cohesion and identity over a longer period of time 
– particularly after the business has become profitable. 
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 Furthermore, the facilitation focussed nature of the EUMPP ensures that it is 
sustainable to a large degree, as long as the projects funded are themselves 
environmentally friendly. However, it appears that conservation-based farming methods are 
themselves included in the training given, as demonstrated on the fish farm. The funding 
itself is hardly a major problem for the EU, with the grants a low individual cost. This 
demonstrated, in our minds, a particularly strong framework with which to address issues of 
food security rooted in existing practice. It relies, however, on subscription by individuals 
and groups themselves, and so uptake of the facilities provided is potentially based in the 
mindset of potential recipients and the commitment they undertake over the year-long 
period. 
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Lugazi Fish Farm, Mzuzu 

 
Conclusions: 

Aid and Sustainability 

 
“He did not arrive at this conclusion by the decent process of quiet, logical deduction, nor yet by the 

blinding flash of glorious intuition, but by the shoddy, untidy process halfway between the two by 
which one usually gets to know things.” 

 
- Margery Allingham 
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Project Conclusions 
 

The Nature of Food Security: 
 
 Food security is, clearly, in no way an isolated phenomenon. It operates and 
interacts within a wider network of economic and social processes that are, combined, the 
basis for the wellbeing of individuals and communities within a country. With that in mind, 
this section will set down a brief working definition of food security, and attempt to explain 
the Malawian context: 
 
“Food security is the condition, by degrees, in which individuals and groups can access food 
and provide for their nutritional needs, and the extent to which this provision is immune to 

internal and external shocks.” 
 
 Needless to say, this definition is extremely broad. However, given the range of 
threats to food supplies that can affect the Malawian population. Here we provide a basic 
framework, focussing on the ability of people to access food sufficient to fulfil their daily 
recommended nutritional needs. The definition is then broadened to protection against 
internal and external shocks, such as rapid price hikes or drought seasons. 
 
 In developed countries, this definition is fulfilled to a large extent. In times of normal 
economic or political performance, the countries in the OECD are able to provide for their 
own food needs through either domestic production or imports. In the case of shocks, there 
are sufficient stores of food and a high degree of interdependence with other states (as is 
the case in the EU), that a drought year or price fluctuation will not have a devastating 
affect. Furthermore, currencies are strong enough to maintain or switch imports to other 
countries, as may be necessary in war. While growing interdependence may reduce food 
security (and security in the broader sense of the word), it is understood that the loss of 
security in these cases is worth the trade off – that of increased gains in some other arena 
such as foreign exchange reserves and terms of trade, or increased flexibility in times of 
crisis. 
 
 Given the priority of nutrition, it is to be expected that states would focus on food 
security to a great extent. We reject the modernist approach, which all too often leads to 
the import of advanced technology in an attempt to bypass the problems of ‘real’ 
development understood in terms of the fulfilment of human needs. Indeed, it was a 
common observation made during our more colloquial conversations with interviewees and 
the expatriate community alike that many of the Malawians who are unable to feed 
themselves are the proud owners of mobile phones. Technological development and the 
good it provides is often a derivative of, rather than the object of development itself, and 
often focuses on the development of industry. This is not to preclude the use of technology 
in order to fulfil development and nutritional needs, but rather that the import and 
spreading of such would be more useful if better employed in developmental sectors such 
as food security. 
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The Situation of Malawi: 
 

So how does Malawi fit into this definition? The country is clearly unable to currently 
provide for the country’s nutritional needs. However, the interviews in various sectors have 
revealed that it is not impossible for Malawi to become food secure, particularly with the 
use of modern farming techniques and organisational methods. Here we note several key 
issues that were encountered: 
 

1. NGOs and their interaction: A key issue encountered throughout the project is the 
remarkably loose nature of organisational interaction in the country, particularly 
with regard to the smaller projects interviewed. In particular, the East Africa Trust 
and the Dedza feeding project were isolated from the rest of the NGO community, 
raising questions as to the intentions of the projects themselves. Were they there for 
purely altruistic reasons? Or is there a deeper goal of personal fulfilment evident in 
the way projects are run? 

The larger NGOs tended to be much more ‘in the loop’ than their smaller 
cousins, replicating the classic insider/outsider divide present in pressure group and 
NGO politics the world over. However, their collusion with government and 
international institutions opened them up to accusations concerning wastefulness 
and excessive bureaucracy. It is clear that greater interaction between the NGOs, 
large and small, would be of great benefit on both sides, increasing the wealth of 
capabilities and strategies available to each.  

 
2. Government capabilities: The lack of NGO interaction also spilt over into their 

relationship with government. Early on we spoke to a development consultant, who 
claimed that NGO workers were often paid more than those in equivalent positions 
as part of international NGOs. We have no way to verify this, but if this is true, then 
her claims of a ‘brain drain’ away from government are entirely feasible. This creates 
an interesting problem whereby NGOs could easily take on governance roles that are 
integral to food security in the country, removing control of this from the 
government itself.  

An often-encountered assertion of moral superiority on the part of many 
smaller NGOs would attempt to justify this in individual cases – these claims often 
focussed on the corrupt nature of the government – but a shift in the balance of 
power to international NGOs itself raises significant questions as to accountability 
and scrutiny of these organisations. While corruption is a problem in Malawi, it 
appears that the development process as a whole would benefit from greater 
streamlining and regulation – the country does not have an accurate figure of NGOs 
operating within Malawi – allowing a coherent and far more comprehensive 
development strategy to be formulated. 

 
3. Environmental issues: Malawi is heavily prone to environmental shock factors, 

particularly drought and dry-season food shortages. A growth in storage capabilities 
and responsible storing of food stocks could limit the impact of these to a great 
extent. The Lugazi fish farm was a prime example of this, and a solid model of a 
community that is internally food secure. 
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Environmental degradation is a situation that is increasingly coming to the 
attention of the international community, and due to the lack of defences, is a 
particular problem in developing countries such as Malawi. Use of new farming 
techniques are able to mitigate this to an extent, but raise pressing issues concerning 
the methods used. In particular, the government fertiliser subsidy, while incredibly 
successful in the short run, is causing long term damage to the soil upon which it is 
used, and making it impossible for nutrients to be restored over the short term. This 
in effect internalises the potential shocks to the agricultural sector, and thus should 
be viewed in terms of a responsibility to protect the environment in order to provide 
food over the long term. 

 
4. Cultural constraints: Mentioned throughout the report is the way in which food is 

treated culturally in Malawi, as well as the wider cultural restraints that impact upon 
the uptake of new technologies and methods. The British Council informed us of the 
way in which n’sima is synonymous with food, and that vegetables and nutrition 
other than this are seen as ‘extra’. The lack of nutrition available in n’sima – it is 
almost completely carbohydrate – ensure that lack of complimentary foods lead to 
severe malnutrition, if not actual calorie deficiencies.  

The embedded nature of culture in Malawi ensures that there are huge 
obstacles to overcome in terms of the adoption of new methods. Despite 
demonstrations and promotions of crop diversity and new methods (such as the 
oven by the East Africa Trust, or permaculture techniques), the uptake is very slow, 
leading to great frustration in the NGOs that are attempting to pass these methods 
on to the local populace. This can be seen as a demonstration of human adaptability 
– many of the frustrations communicated by interview subjects during the course of 
the project focussed on the way Malawian people will ‘sit around and starve until 
they get a handout’. This handout culture is a barrier that will need to be overcome if 
the Malawian people as a whole are to claim food security for themselves. 

 
The Way Forward: Aid and Sustainability: 
 
 So which way forward? It is undeniable that the trip was a frustrating experience for 
everyone involved, not least because of the situation that we discovered in Malawi. The 
problems documented above are the key issues that we identified while there. Of course, 
many of these, and particularly the cultural constraints, are long term issues that are 
impossible to change from the outside. As such, the interest in food security as a long term 
interest demands wider reforms in Malawi itself – political inclusion, a sense of citizenship 
and belonging, and an ability to plan farming for the future, as well as for today. 
 In purely resource terms however, Malawi appears to be able to provide for its own 
food needs over the long term, particularly if the resource that is Lake Malawi is used 
correctly (a key aspect that we were unable to examine during our time in-country). This 
would provide valuable irrigation and fish stocks that used correctly could be used to 
enhance and diversify diets to a large extent. 
 We have mentioned throughout the report the importance of aid to the country, but 
countered this with the high potential for aid dependency. In describing food aid, then, we 
would place a dichotomy between crisis aid (an ethical and emergency-led imperative) and 
aid that occurs during times or areas of relative normality. While direct food deliveries are 
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necessary in places such as schools (see in particular the work of Mary’s Meals), this 
strategy is untenable over the long term. Many of the projects we admired the most instead 
took on the role of facilitator in the development process, providing the aid only on the 
provision that communities and individuals met them half way in their own efforts. The way 
in which these projects captured feelings of ownership and community spirit were essential 
elements of their undeniable success over the long term. Indeed, the strength of the Lugazi 
fish farm in the face of rife HIV infection and loss of relatives was incredible admirable. It 
appears that in the long term, the belief of J.S. Mill that democracy is only worth it if the 
populace claim it themselves is adaptable to development – Short term relief and handouts 
do not provide sufficient feelings of ownership to encourage sustainable development in the 
long run, and so cultural shifts are imperative if Malawi is ever to consider itself ‘food 
secure’. 
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Personal Development 
 

A question we were often asked upon returning to the UK came in the form of ‘Did 
you have a good time? Or: Did you have fun? The answer for the most part must be 
ambivalent. We enjoyed ourselves some of the time – watching a sun rise over three 
countries simultaneously, swimming in the lake, and watching cows drift lazily over the 
beach while sipping a beer, not to mention our myriad cooking experiments, would all be 
described as such. However, much of the time they were the necessary breaks from what 
was an arduous and tiring trip, both physically and emotionally. 

Each of us, though well travelled, found our premises and beliefs concerning 
international development challenged heavily while on the project. Kat found her basis in 
radical politics challenged; Sam spent a lot of time and effort in finding a way economic 
theory can deal with such negative outcomes; Richard had to deal with two often conflicting 
memories of Malawi and its culture; and Alex had to compromise between a love of logical 
argument and political theory, and the truth on the ground. The subjects of the essays and 
editorials in the next section reflect this to a large extent. 

Since we returned from Malawi, we have done our best to disseminate the project 
as widely as possible. One of the editorials below has found its way into the pages of 
Dissident Warwick, and another is slated for publishing in the Warwick Boar. Alex has 
continued on an MA in International Security, allowing him to follow up many of the 
questions he struggled with in Malawi and other countries, and has given presentations for 
the Careers Service and UNICEF on the work that the group did in Malawi, and the Lord 
Rootes Fund itself. Kat is also working on an MA at Warwick, and plans to address some of 
the issues in her dissertation on Feminist and Queer Theory in a literary context. Both Kat 
and Alex plan to contribute to the forum in One World Week, as well as contributing a 
(shortened!) version of this report to the Reinventions Journal on campus. Richard has 
carried his experiences away from Warwick, giving classes at the school his mother teaches 
in, and taking his understanding of variations in culture ‘up North’, as the self-professed 
‘Toby Ziegler’ of Northumberland Council. Sam hopes to continue his work in development 
economics with the Government Economics Service and DFID. 

It is ultimately the years that we have all spent in the classroom over the course of 
our degree that has taught us to separate the real and academic worlds. However, we are 
happy to say that it is not necessarily gaining the award itself that has helped us break this 
dichotomy – it was the fact that we applied in the first place. The project took many forms 
over the months we spent discussing it – originally conceived as a photography project in 
Russia, the discussions and late nights that followed turned it into something far more 
academic, but no less rigorous than it had been previously. We are certain that it is the way 
in which we chased up our references and academic support, as well as reading widely of 
our own accord that led to us gaining the award. If there’s one piece of advice we could give 
to people that would apply after us, it’s to ensure you pick a topic and approach that you 
care about. This goes double for international development projects – they’re too tiring for 
anyone who doesn’t!
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Alex Hoseason, Salima 

 
Essays and Editorials 

 

“The essayist is a self-liberated man, sustained by the childish belief that everything he thinks about, 

everything that happens to him, is of general interest. He is a fellow who thoroughly enjoys his work, 

just as people who take bird walks enjoy theirs. Each excursion of the essayist, each new "attempt," 

differs from the last and takes him into new country.” 

- E. B. White 
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A note on the essays that follow: 

 

 As described in the introduction, this section contains essays that have been 

submitted by each member of the team, largely in response to the research conducted 

while in Malawi. Although they may not be directly relevant to the question of organisations 

and their approaches to food security, they provide an interesting, and sometimes 

conflicted context to the work above. Each however, may be seen as particularly relevant to 

different sections of the main report.  

Alex’s essay on the nature of security is targeted at the idea of food security itself, 

and what it means to speak of food security – intended as a way of explaining (and 

problematising) the use of the term ‘food security’ that lies at the heart of this project. 

Sam’s contribution is particularly relevant to the wider economic context of the issues 

discussed, particularly focussed on trade, and is interesting with regard to some of the 

interview subjects, not least the IMF and RAB Processes. Kat’s work is important in 

understanding the idea that many contemporary development projects are based on – that 

women are a ‘safer’ and more productive basis for targeting aid funds in developing 

countries, and is relevant with regards to the many women dominated projects (the Lugazi 

Fish farm) that we came into contact with. Richard focuses on the importance of maize in 

the Malawian diet, the cultural variables that are at play, and the psychological attachment 

to n’sima as a foodstuff in Malawi. Similarly, the editorials offer a less formal (and often 

more critical) approach to the topics discussed. Many of these will, or have been submitted 

to various student publications, including Dissident Warwick and the Warwick Boar. 

 This may initially seem like an odd approach. However, as each of us had varying 

concerns with regard to food security, the essays and editorials that follow each 

demonstrate a commitment to our own fields far beyond the end of the research process 

itself. As such, they have been unedited by other members of the group, and importantly 

illustrate the plurality of opinions regarding the issue, and the variation in paradigms that 

can be used to approach problems within it.  
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The Perils of the Private Sector 

Why the Malawian government should keep one eye on the private sector in 

maintaining food security 

A sense of frustration came over me as Richard and I left the office of the factory manager to one of 

the major distributors of food for feeding programmes in Malawi including the UN World Food 

Programme. From the information gained by the interview we had just conducted, I couldn’t help 

but feel frustrated and pessimistic over Malawi’s future prospects in maintaining food security, an 

issue which has plagued not only the country but also the continent in the recent past. I would 

blame my annoyance on the blistering heat in Blantyre that day but there was a genuine feeling of 

resentment towards private sector organisations and their actions and intentions towards 

agricultural welfare in Malawi.  The private sector plays a vital role in helping Malawi achieve long 

term food security by allowing market forces to incentivise the production of food products thereby 

encouraging diversification into other more profitable cash crops with all the relevant multipliers 

and benefits attached to that. As an economist I support market liberalisation and would attribute 

this to the successful development in many areas (food production being one of them) of previously 

“under-developed” countries (China and India being the most notable examples). However coming 

away from the interview I felt that despite the role that private sector organisations play in this 

issue, the extent to which their role is providing progress towards strengthening the long term food 

security situation of Malawi is limited or alarmingly worsening the situation. The problem is down to 

market power. Large distribution companies have arisen or moved into Malawi, importing food 

supplies from abroad or buying cheaply from local farmers, utilising their market power to its full 

effect. In a private sector which is weak and underdeveloped such as in Malawi, local farmers are at 

the mercy of monopolistic or cartelised opportunists using their power to buy up local maize at very 

low prices. This serves only to carry on the cycle of weakening food security and entrenching the 

attitude and dependency on foreign aid and support in the short run. 

The food security issue is two-fold, falling into the categories of short term relief and long term 

development and sustainability. A liberalised agricultural market, through the loosening of the 

controls on production and trade should remove the distortions in input and output markets and 

hence amplify the effects of producer incentives, encouraging agricultural development and 

sustainability. For example liberalisation would provide an incentive for producers to diversify their 

production into other crops thereby reducing household dependence on drought-prone maize. 

According to the World Bank and US Aid, smallholders will respond to price incentives by specializing 

in high-value crops, which provides higher incomes in rural areas, stimulates trade and the 

subsequent multiplier effects (an increased demand for commodities, labour etc).  The World Bank 

clearly advocates this approach and in tandem with the government has undertaken a number of 

structural adjustment mechanisms including exchange rate realignments and removing import 

restrictions to move Malawi towards export orientation, a model demonstrated with “success” by 

the Asian “Tiger” economies over recent decades. For this to work, a functioning incentive structure 

(via increased agriculture prices and open competition) must be allowed to develop if Malawi wants 

to stimulate small scale agricultural production, improve productivity in the agricultural sector and 

thus maintain long term food security.  Total liberalisation of the agricultural market however is not 
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the answer. Private sector involvement of relatively large scale food production and distribution 

organisations brings much needed investment for Malawi’s under-developed infrastructure and 

provides a quick and easy buyer for small- scale farmers. But the quick and easy option does not 

provide the incentives for small farmers to increase productivity via improving production methods 

or to diversify into more profitable crops. Feeding the large-scale organisations only entrenches the 

dependency culture which holds back Malawi from long term progress. A totally liberalised 

agricultural market allows the large scale organisations to run riot with little protection for local 

farmers whose livelihoods and indeed survival are at the whims of the big players. 

In 2006 under the supervision of the World Bank and in conjunction with various charities and non-

governmental organisations (NGO), the Malawian government sort to tackle the food security issue 

by creating an umbrella policy entitled The Right to Food which ensured that all the parties involved 

in assisting Malawi maintain food security, from government departments to NGO’s, would work 

together under a unified set of goals made explicit in the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy.  

I would suggest that large-scale private sector organisations also be included under this policy. 

Regulation of such organisations and their operations and interactions with small scale farmers 

would provide better protection for local farmers just like tighter regulation of the banking system in 

Britain is seeking to protect customers from future “credit crises”. From the interviews we carried 

out corruption in the public sector is also a major obstacle in food security. A clean up of the 

corruption that hinders the potential that would be ADMARC (the parastatal marketing agency 

providing access to markets) as a means of providing a reliable and convenient marketplace by 

which farmers can buy and sell produce and resources fairly would also remove the dependency on 

large organizations. Enforcing minimum prices at which distribution companies buy up local maize or 

reforms to the legal system so that contracts between distributor and supplier are binding and 

provide better protection for the small farmer, are possible regulatory reforms that could be 

implemented. Ultimately what is needed is a commitment from all sides that food security for the 

population is paramount and that the private sector needs to be kept in check and is working in 

tandem with the public sector and foreign aid agencies to ensure progress is being made in Malawi.  

 

- Sam Dang 
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MAIZE, MINISTIRES AND HUNGER: 
HOW THE WORLD BANK STARVED 
MALAWI 

 

“The City man cometh to no pain 

When rural grounds receive no rain” 

 

Dambudzo Marechera, 'Throne of Bayonets'
1
 

 

 It is February 2002. Across southern Africa, droughts and floods have ripped apart the maize 

fields, destroying farmland and crops. In Malawi, locked in the South-East between Mozambique and 

Tanzania, more than seven million people are starving2; two thirds of the people are without food, 

eating pumpkin leaves, maize husks and the bark of banana trees to survive. The government grain 

stocks are empty, and the Famine Early Warning Systems have failed to predict the 400,000 tonne 

deficit. The international community is dragging its feet, spatting with the government over 

corruption allegations and policy advice; aid was suspended in November 2001, with the US 

diverting $6 million and the EU not only suspending aid but demanding a refund of 15 million euros. 

The government warehouses are empty, and the question which is held over the heads of the 

hungry is: where did the grain go? 

 The argument between the internationals and the government is a roll-call of power in the 

developing world. The EU, the US Agency for International Development (USAID), the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank are but a few involved in the creation of this disaster. The 

World Food Programme and other NGOs are issuing a call to arms while the diplomatic finger-

pointing continues; meanwhile parents are selling their children to feed the rest of the family3. To 

find the roots of the crisis, you have to rewind- back to the beginning of Malawi's 'development' 

programme, when the World Bank and IMF began their roadmap to create prosperity. The grand 

plans rested on one key move, the darling of neo-liberal economists; the euphemistic  'Structural 

Adjustment' programmes. 

 When colonialism ended in Malawi in 1964, the country was enormously underdeveloped. 

Given the unstable climate (droughts are frequent, although one third of the country is covered by a 

freshwater lake, so irrigation is far from impossible) and endemic poverty- even now the UN 

Development Programme lists them 164th of 177 countries on the Human Development Index4- 

                                                           
1 'Throne of Bayonets', Mindblast, Dambudzo Marechera, Harare Modern Writers, 1984 

2 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/1985765.stm 

3 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/1844748.stm 

4 http://hdrstats.undp.org/countries/country_fact_sheets/cty_fs_MWI.html 
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Malawi seemed desperately in need. The IMF and World Bank offered the Malawian government (at 

the time, an out-and-out dictatorship under "His Excellency the Life President Ngwazi Dr. Hastings 

Kamuzu Banda") enormous loans. And as the country progressed in fits and starts, the need for 

money remained; the cyclic nature of debt in the developing world is well recorded. Malawi was 

soon aid dependant- and the banks could attach whatever conditions they wanted to the loans, 

effectively using them to set government policy.   

 Money hadn't always come with conditions attached. During the Cold War, America and the 

USSR poured money into Africa, to win allegiance in their respective fights against the scourge of 

communism and the scourge of capitalism. Malawi, bordering on Mozambique which in 1977 took 

up Marxist-Leninist doctrine5, was flooded with unconditional aid, propping up the vicious Banda 

regime. The aim was to ensure they avoided becoming a link in the feared 'Domino effect': American 

money would flow as long as the free market and not the socialists ruled in Malawi. By 1992, the 

people were rioting and Banda's regime was looking increasingly shaky; accused of murdering 

cabinet colleagues among other unsavoury acts, Western aid was suspended until good governance 

conditions could be implemented. Malawi became a multi-party democracy in 1994, but the real 

power still lay elsewhere; by 1995, 97% of Malawi's government expenditure was supplied by US 

aid6. And it came with rules. 

 The IMF and World Bank 'advised' the government to privatise everything it could lay hands 

on, keeping faith in the saving grace of the markets. Privatisation, removal of trade tariffs, no 

minimum pricing for farmers; in order to develop, Malawi was to be opened up to foreign markets 

and private investors. The aid money which ran the country depended on it. The crowning glory was 

the 'commercialisation' of ADMARC, the government department which bought up grain and kept it 

in reserve, and the scrapping of the fertilizer subsidies and 'starter packs' of seeds which the 

government had been distributing to the poorest of the poor. In 1998, a loan was agreed to 'help' 

the government privatise not only ADMARC, but the telecommunications networks and the energy 

sector7. But ADMARC, ignoring the advice, continued to buy grain, keeping the maize price stable for 

farmers. Clearly they needed to be reminded of their priorities. So in 2000, the World Bank doled out 

another $28.9 million to the Malawian government to push through the “Privatisation and Utility 

Reform Project”8. This involved the closure of 400 of the 530 country-wide ADMARC markets which 

had given people not only the agricultural inputs they needed to grow food, but the access to 

markets that rural sellers needed in order to then sell their maize. It also resulted in the loss of 

thousands of jobs; the gaping hole in the economy it left was supposed to be filled by private 

investors and companies. The seeds of the famine had been sown. Private investors failed to appear, 

put off by the lack of infrastructure- roads, communication, power, all were lacking; the very sectors 

the Bank had instructed the government to pull out of. As agriculture collapsed, the hunger 

increased.  

 Meanwhile, the IMF had been keeping a strict eye on the macroeconomics of the country. 

When the first loan was arranged in 1998, the government agreed to eliminate price support 

operations for maize by ADMARC and prepare it to operate on a strictly commercial basis. In case of 

                                                           
5 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/country_profiles/2120437.stm 

6 http://www.americanforeignrelations.com/E-N/Foreign-Aid-The-post-cold-war-world.html 

7 http://www.worldbankcampaigneurope.org/IMG/pdf/Testimony_Collins_Magalasi.pdf 

8 http://www.worldbankcampaigneurope.org/IMG/pdf/Testimony_Collins_Magalasi.pdf 
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a harvest failure, it instead created a National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) to handle the strategic 

grain reserve in place of ADMARC. But the NFRA began to behave just as ADMARC had done, 

stabilising prices for poor farmers by buying up grain. The IMF was stern; in their own words, “NFRA 

was likely to become a burden on the budget, as with ADMARC before it”9. There was also, they 

pointed out, the small matter of a $300 million loan the IMF had advised the government to take out 

from a South African bank that needed to be paid back. By the end of 1999, NFRA had 167,00 metric 

tons of grain stored. The Banks demanded its sale, waving the loan papers; the government obeyed. 

The grain reserve was sold to neighbouring states such as Kenya, or released onto the domestic 

market, causing the price to begin to fluctuate dangerously.  

 And then disaster struck: the rains failed. The government, having been told to sell off the 

grain reserve, had nothing to offer; international donors, including the World Bank and the IMF, 

expressed shock and horror at the unfolding crisis. Where, they asked, was the grain reserve? They 

turned on the government that they had funded and advised, accusing it of corruption and 

irresponsibility. Aid would be withheld until the grain could be accounted for. Between October 

2001 and March 2002 the price of maize shot up by 400%. At the same time, in spring 2002 and 

even when the resulting famine led to the death of approximately one thousand people, the IMF 

suspended $47 million in assistance on the grounds of 'inadequate implementation of its reform 

programs'.  As the famine set in and worsened into 2002, Malawi was still spending 20% of its 

national budget on debt repayment to Western creditors: more than was spent on health, education 

and agriculture combined10. Crippled by famine and debt, the country was sliding into destitution.  

 And then Malawi dared to do something which has been virtually unheard of in sub-Saharan 

Africa, dependant as that region is on the goodwill of powerful development companies. In 2005 the 

government decided to defy the World Bank and the free market advice that had brought them to 

the brink of ruin. They re-introduced fertilizer subsidies and starter packs, and began supporting the 

farmers that comprise 70% of the population. In the words of Celia Dugger in the New York Times, 

“Over the past 20 years, the World Bank and some rich nations Malawi depends on for aid have 

pressed this small, landlocked country to adhere to free market policies and cut back or eliminate 

fertilizer subsidies, even as the United States and Europe extensively subsidized their own farmers. 

But after the 2005 harvest, the worst in a decade, Bingu wa Mutharika, Malawi’s newly elected 

president, decided to follow what the West practiced, not what it preached.”11 

 Malawi still has a long way to go before it will be food secure; the unstable climate of the 

region, combined with a lack of diversity in farming practice, leave it vulnerable to sudden shocks. 

However, in the two years following the re-introduction of the subsidy, Malawi went from a beggar 

nation reliant on foreign aid to a net producer: by 2007 it was selling more food to the World Food 

Programme than any other southern African country, and exporting thousands of tons of grain to 

neighbours such as Zimbabwe.12 Refusing to bow before the power of the free market, Malawi has 

begun a long, slow road to independance.  

                                                           
9 http://www.imf.org/external/np/exr/facts/malawi.htm 

10 http://www.justfocus.org.nz/tag/privatisation/ 

11 http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/02/world/africa/02malawi.html?_r=1&th&emc=th 

12 http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/02/world/africa/02malawi.html?_r=1&th&emc=th 
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 But across the rest of Africa, the patterns are repeating themselves; Nigeria, for example, is 

once again on the brink of food riots. Except this time the problem is not a lack of food; the country 

has plenty. The culprit is the 19% value added tax which the IMF pressured Niger’s President 

Mamadou Tandja to implement, with foodstuffs included. The tax was added even though food 

costs rose more then 75 per cent in the previous five years13. The Niger government, under 

instruction from the IMF and European Union, at first refused to distribute free food to those most 

in need; such actions would  “depress the market prices” that benefited wholesalers and 

speculators14. Meanwhile thousands are starving while sitting in front of stocked shops; they simply 

cannot afford the food. The World Bank and the other international institutions and governments 

whose protectionist policies at home effectively bar Africa from competing in world markets 

continue their hypocrisy in insisting on African trade liberalisation, opening the continent to the 

powerful multinational corporations who benefit from the cheap labour and rich natural resources. 

The ideology of free market economics recognises no value in the life, liberty and dignity of 

thousands; only the dancing numbers that mark profit and loss hold power. As the climate hots up 

and the weather across the globe grows more and more unpredictable, droughts and famine will 

only become more common. If we do not act now to place people before ideology, and life before 

profit, then countless more will stand where thousands of Nigerians are standing today, on the 

wrong side of fatly stocked shop windows with empty pockets and empty stomachs. No matter the 

theoretical elegance of free markets; they can create only inequality, and one outcome. In the 

eloquent call to arms of the Zimbabwean poet Dambudzo Marechera: 

 

“Huger in the belly 

Rose to the Brain. 

Its bright eyes clenched 

In anger to smite with white-hot steel 

The reinforced glass between my want 

And your plenty.”15 

 

- Kat Hobbs (Originally Published in Dissident Warwick magazine) 

 

  

                                                           
13http://www.theecologist.org/blogs_and_comments/commentators/other_comments/268756/market_famines.h

tml 

14http://www.theecologist.org/blogs_and_comments/commentators/other_comments/268756/market_famines.h

tml 

15From 'The Coin of Moonshine', Mindblast, Dambudzo Marechera, Harare Modern Writers, 1984 
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Us and Them: NGOs, Aid and 
Engagement 

“They don't see a human being, they see a dollar bill.” 

These damning words are aimed across the table with a rueful smile. The head of a small 

church-based NGO in the south of Malawi is sitting across the table with his family, lamenting the aid 

culture among the local people.  

“People grow up and what they know is that when they see white people, they see money.”  

This from one of the organisations few Malawian members, who sits nodding and smiling 

with his boss. On the clean, stone-flagged terrace of a back-packers lodge, we are sitting blinking in 

the bright sunlight, sweet iced coffee in tall glasses failing to take the edge off his words. They are 

here to give us an anonymous interview, recording the struggles they have faced in establishing and 

running their British-backed and funded food charity. Operating through local churches, they have 

been trying to provide food and education about health and nutrition, often running close to the 

edges of possibility. Shunning the rest of the NGO community who “spend money like water”, they 

have been learning on the job with no development experience. For a while, most of the grain they 

distribute was stored in their double garage. This amateur approach to aid has left them 

disillusioned; bowing his head piously, he tells us “We are just trying to do what God has called us to 

do. We see a lot of churches, but no Christians.” As he moves on to the endemic corruption, the 

resistance among communities to development and the indolent attitude towards enterprise which 

he believes characterises the country, it is all starting to sound terrifyingly familiar. We have heard 

exactly the same story already, from another small NGO, the East Africa Trust. It is a tale told by 

everyone from the FIDP officials to small farmers. No one wants to work. Everyone wants something 

for nothing. No one is willing to put in the effort to make changes. No one is interested in the 

projects and products the NGOs are offering. That's why the fields are empty, the people are 

starving, the water is dirty. We're offering help; why won't they take it? 

 The problem seems to lie in development models. Some NGOs, even large ones such as 

Oxfam, have been criticised for using homogenous development ‘templates’ which ignore local 

conditions. Others, such as FIDP, have tailored plans to communities and conditions and still met 

with resistance; an entrenched culture of dependency appears to be preventing meaningful change. 

Among the development community, ‘participation’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘community stake-holders’ 

are the new buzz words. All of which is admirable, and shifts the emphasis from aid transfers to 

community empowerment. But what does it mean to be ‘empowered’ by an organisation? Or to 

‘participate’ as a community? It is to be invited in to your own future, invited to share someone 

else’s dream of how that will look. Even to talk of ‘transferring power’ to communities accepts that 

the power to change must come from outside. Instead of assuming that if strategies aren’t working 

then it is the community at fault, perhaps it is time to re-examine why these strategies, which seem 

to offer huge benefits, are not being taken up. Rather than blaming the people for their ignorance or 

laziness, perhaps the models themselves are to blame? 
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 In countries like Malawi, where infrastructure and education are under-developed, NGOs 

often have to ‘import’ both expertise and practical necessities. With their (at least relatively) large 

budgets and salaried officials in four-by-fours, they present a front of prosperity to those they are 

trying to help. The East Africa Trust employed a Malawian over-seer as a ‘front man’ for the project, 

as a white project manager led people to assume a comfortably funded project and led to straight-

forward demands for money rather than interest in capacity building. The presence of a large 

community of international donors and do-gooders, living in relative prosperity and running projects 

from air-conditioned offices, all contributes to the only semi-mythical status of development officials 

as well-off and willing providers. The chorus of complaints that people are more interested in 

receiving charity that building livelihoods also ignores the basic logic of these requests; after all, is 

not ‘highest return for lowest investment’ the foundational idea of western capitalism, underpinning 

its prosperity? The ‘short-term mindset’ which is also a target of complaint also becomes more 

understandable in a country with a life expectancy Unicef places at only 48. If you are hungry today, 

then agricultural improvements which will show no yield for several years seem less attractive. This 

should not imply, however, that people are unaware or uninterested in their own development. But 

what it should tell us is that importing answers and ideas is not the most effective way to achieve 

development, any more than importing grain from the US to feed people is the most effective way 

to achieve food security. Perhaps the answer to seemingly intractable problems, especially when it 

comes to changing mindsets and behaviours, is not to impose it from outside. 

 The most successful project we saw in Malawi was by far the Lusangazi Fish Farm. It was a 

perfect example of a community coming together to solve its own problems, and of outside funding 

being placed in capable and ambitious hands. Instead of looking outside for ideas, the women 

banded together and found their own answers. There were no ‘roadmaps for development’ or 

complicated ‘strategies’; the community looked inward for innovation and ideas. They supported 

each other, began working together, and by the time the EU arrived with funding and training 

programmes they were already experiencing success. They were immensely proud of their work and 

directed the project themselves, using weekly meetings and a voting system to make decisions. And 

they were flourishing. The farms were well stocked, the women were gaining status and financial 

prosperity, and they could even afford 4x4s to access markets more easily. The developers had 

facilitated, rather than directed the project. 

 This ‘positive deviance’ model has huge potential and huge implications for the way that aid 

is currently dealt with. Although in crisis situations relief efforts are obviously needed, it is not 

enough for development agencies to ‘ship in’ answers. NGOs and donors should rather be looking 

for those within communities who are thriving in adverse conditions, and facilitate those people in 

spreading their practices. Empowerment is not something which can be ‘offered’ to people from 

outside; rather it is a grass-roots achievement which comes through success and self-directed 

change. There is another benefit of ‘positive deviance’ and community-directed approaches: in 

countries swamped with outside development agencies, and with often questionable democratic 

processes, it offers a real chance for people to take meaningful control over their own lives. With 

NGOs primarily accountable to their backers who are often located over-seas, and governments 

often mired in corruption or facing allegations of vote-rigging (as one former-MP we spoke to off-

record implied), part of the disinterest in future strategies is located in a lack of control and voice. As 

Malawi found after rejecting the IMF’s policy advice and ‘structural adjustment’ programmes which 

led to a wave of privatisations and contributed to the devastation of the 2001/2 famines, donors are 
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not omniscient and aid is not always advantageous. Instead of seeing community practice as a 

‘problem’ to be ‘solved’, developers should look towards taking a less dictatorial role and allowing 

communities to help themselves. 

 As a final image of communities coming together, you could turn to worse than that of a 

half-built church festooned with bright paper streamers and an odd assortment of ‘happy birthday’ 

balloons. It is Paper Sunday in a church in the Mulanje district, and men in ill-fitted suits are fiddling 

with a sound-system which appears, at first glance, to be plugged into the packed-earth floor. The 

sun comes in between the roof beams, and children are milling around eating shyly from small 

cellophane packed of peanuts and popped corn. Everyone is dressed up, and the rows of plastic 

seating and rough woven mats on the floor are crowded with bodies and voices and pride. Behind 

the altar, a crumbled brick wall and a fallen roof beam open the church to the trees, and provide 

another entrance for the crowds. After a storm which destroyed part of the only partially built 

church, urgent repairs are needed to get the building project back on track; the Church is holding a 

festival service for the community and surrounding areas, fundraising to pay for the new bricks and 

beams. There will be choirs, and dancing, and afterwards slim-necked bottles of sweet drinks will be 

given out. As each visiting group dances to the front and the choirs clap, they drop coins and notes 

into a basket. They want a new church; they will make one. 
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“All Fifteen Years of Him” 
 

 It is early afternoon beneath the mountain. I’ve been looking for a day and half, but finally I 

have found him. Allan Mwinjiro, all fifteen years of him, sits across the table from me sipping a 

Fanta. We are in a little shack restaurant in Likhubula, drawing glances from those that don’t know 

us. The restaurant owner brings our rice and chicken. Kat, Alex and Sam sit sprawled, haphazard 

even for three students. I don’t blame them; it’s a tiring and dusty continent. Kat drinks from her 

own bottle. The colour looks worryingly luminous. 

 “Africans, we are very lazy,” Allan says, looking across the table. “When a white person says 

something, you know they are going to do it. When we say something, we never do it.” 

 The statement takes me by surprise, but not the others. I have known Allan for nearly four 

years now. He was a small eleven year-old lad when I first met him, the son of a deputy headteacher, 

excellent at English. He used to come over to my house every day as the sun went down: he wanted 

to teach us about his country. Allan never mocked his own countrymen in favour of another. 

Certainly he never mocked their own race. Maybe it was his age, back then. Two years in secondary 

school and he is starting to sound like nearly every other person we have spoken to in this country. 

Alex and Sam exchange glances. They have a point. 

 Aid fosters dependency. Fifty years of charity on a global scale removes self-worth, self-

belief, self-esteem, self-confidence. I spoke to a farmer off the slopes of Phalombe, around the other 

side of the mountain. “It doesn’t matter if I work, or if I don’t,” he said. “The UN brings the trucks. 

They give us five hundred kilo bags of maize flour. I don’t need to try.”  

Of course, this man is not necessarily indicative of the country at large. Yet consider the 

impossible logic. If those who provide the aid keep doing so, there will never be the necessary 

motivation for aid to become unnecessary. If all aid was removed so that Malawi had to be 

motivated to be better governed, more productive, more attractive to investors, there is little doubt 

that people would die.  Poverty is perpetuated by aid, but the only way to stop it would be to 

sacrifice a generation.  

 I wouldn’t do it this way. If they had a better idea, who would? It is an endless cycle: expats 

who send their children to private schools; British, American, South African children who don’t speak 

Chichewa, who live in the world of the other, the world of DVDs and the Internet and fridge freezers. 

Many have Gold Dust Passports. They go abroad to university and never return. The connection 

between a child and a rented country behind a large metal gate is too easily severed. It is an us and 

them as old as society: rich and poor, and with all the goodwill in the world, the fundamental nature 

of aid is what shapes the relationships between two worlds. We who give; they who receive. In the 

three days I was back in Mulanje, every single one of the good friends I had made there asked me for 

money when I returned. The Deputy Head of the school at which I taught sent the others away to 

beseech me for funds; the guide of the mountain did the same when I found him to say good bye. 

Quizzical, the guys didn’t ask questions, they’re pros, but they could tell I was having trouble. This 

affected me personally.  
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In the education system, there is little meritocracy. How can there be, with a hundred and 

twenty students in a GCSE level class? Very impressive children, certainly, may make it, but many 

boys and girls of similar standard to those at Warwick University haven’t got a prayer. There are 

nowhere near enough lines drawn from primary school to jobs. There are not enough jobs. Most of 

those who can afford to leave, do so; those Malawian doctors and lawyers and engineers, most of 

whom train outside the country, earn a great deal more in the West. Malawi’s ideas economy is 

drained before it even enters the reservoir, stripped bare by a poverty cycle.  

As far as my having the responsibility to play benefactor, what gives me the right to say yes 

or to say no? Do I need to feel guilt for being fortunate enough to be born in a country that 

maintains its standard of living at the expense of Malawians? Rawls would say yes, of course; the 

natural lottery does not give us the right to rig unfair welfare systems. But to be seen as rich first and 

person second; these are roles ingrained as mindsets, stitched into a short term mentality so 

necessary for the survival of thirteen million men, women and children. It is a mentality that applies 

to states as well as individuals. Malawians are poor – the West must help them. It is our fault, yes, 

that we drained the continent of resources and thrust upon them a system of government unsuited 

to fractious histories of brutality and uncertainty; it is our fault that we drew lines in the earth that 

threw together enemies and separated friends. We owe them our help. Of that, let us be clear, I 

have no doubt. But what kind of help perpetuates a state of absolute poverty for fifty years after 

billions and billions of dollars have been cast? Something needs to change. With us. With them. 

Smarter people than the four of us have tried to work out how.   

- Richard Otterway 
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Gender Equality and Access to Food: A 
Human Right 

The Millennium Development Goal reports show Malawi improving drastically in all 

but Gender Equality, with the latest figures showing it doing “dismally”1 in improving 

women's equality. The 'Malawi Miracle' has improved food security across the country but 

failed to improve the status of women, who make up 70% of smallholder farmers across the 

country. The complexity of development practice means that it is impossible to isolate 'food 

security' from issues surrounding it, among them socio-cultural factors such as gender 

disparities. Access to resources, education and funding for women both as consumers and 

producers/processors of food is still enormously disadvantaged. The 2003 Millenium 

Development Goals report indicated that the government Gender Development ministry 

was under-staffed and under-funded, and criticised several district development 

programmes for not including gender in their strategies. Gender mainstreaming is an under-

valued partner of targeted interventions, yet gender-sensitive training and programmes are 

often sidelined or deprioritised in NGO, Donor and Government strategies. As gender is 

crucial factor in good development practice and the effectiveness of aid, failure to account 

for it disadvantages programmes as well as the women involved.  

 A gendered analysis of the country finds women taking on the vast majority of 

farming, as well as almost exclusively performing social care roles. As women are the biggest 

food producers, programmes targeting them would seem to offer the most effective way to 

improve agricultural practises. The low social, economic and educational status of women 

and girls in Malawi means that they are largely absent from decision and policy making 

bodies, as well as management and civil service jobs. Without positive female role models 

within the community, NGO, and Government structures, young women are likely to feel 

disempowered and their struggle for independence more fraught. Gender-based violence 

also remains an enormous barrier to women's participation in society. Without 

representation, the needs of women and girls are often marginalised or ignored in planning 

and implementing food security and development projects unless taken explicitly into 

account; 'gender-blind' programmes often amount to outright sexism.  

 It is important first to note that gender is not a fixed, universal category. In terms of 

women's status, the concept of 'femininity' and the category of 'woman' is inflected by 

class, race, culture, religion and sexuality. It differs for all people at all times in its specifics. 

The oppression and problems faced by a relatively well-off woman in urban Malawi is not 

the same as that faced by a rural woman living in chronic poverty. It is also worth noting 

that women are sometimes involved, for various reasons, in the construction and 

                                                           
1 http://www.undp.org.mw/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=74:malawi-releases-the-

2008-mdgs-report&catid=1:latest-news&Itemid=96 



  Page 
62 

 
  

maintenance of oppressive social systems and norms. Therefore a homogeneous approach 

to gender equality which tells a simplistic story in approach to food-security is a blunt tool of 

analysis; it is necessary to examine women's engagement at every stage of food production, 

as well as their access to food and markets. A gendered analysis of food security is especially 

key in Malawi, where women across the country produce 80% of the food for home 

consumption2. It is also key as the impact of food insecurity has specifically gendered 

effects.  

 Woman and girls, as under-valued social actors, are less likely to have access to food 

within the family in times of scarcity and more likely to be removed from schooling at a 

young age in order to help farm, or perform care roles. Girls raised in food-insecure 

households are more likely to be subject to early marriage (leading to further problems such 

as marital rape, coercive sexual practices, and high educational drop-out rates). Poor 

nutrition among pregnant or lactating mothers impacts the health of children, as well as 

contributing to the high childhood and maternal mortality rates from which Malawi suffers. 

Female-headed households are more likely to experience chronic poverty and food 

insecurity, and food-insecure women are more likely to engage in casual prostitution which 

leads to higher rates of HIV and AIDs infection and further health complications. Given the 

decimating effects of these factors, a gendered approach to food security is crucial not just 

for these women but the society which they comprise half of. Food security policy can be 

used not just to ensure health, but to further the empowerment of women. 

 We begin with the basic unit of internal food production. Small-holder farmers make 

up the majority of Malawi's food production, contributing 40% of the GDP. They are also the 

group most likely to suffer chronic poverty, due to low productivity and poor input/output 

price ratios. 70% of them are also, as has been noted, women. The agricultural inputs which 

have formed part of the basis of Malawi's 'miracle' have drastically improved outputs, but in 

the long term a dependence on over-seas produced chemical inputs which are extremely 

costly to the government is unsustainable. Action Aid among others advocate the use of 

organic fertilizers, which offer a longer-term solution. As many fertilizer and input packs are 

distributed to households, there are also issues for women whose marriage places them in 

an unequal position, or those in a polygamous marriage where there is competition 

between wives for resources (17% of marriages in Malawi are polygamous). Co-operative 

groups receiving fertilizers or small loans also do not offer equal access to women unless 

female-only groups operate, due to the under-valuation and disempowerment of women in 

the wider culture.  

 On the ground in Malawi, there are a proliferation of women's co-operative projects 

and farms, often offering help for widows or those with children. One of the most inspiring 

projects we visited was a women's farming co-operative based near Mzuzu. Run initially by 

HIV widows but expanding to include a small number of male farmers, the project was a 

                                                           
2 http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/documents/ga63/malawi.pd 



  Page 
63 

 
  

fantastic example of how much benefit collective farming practises and community support 

can offer. The project had grown, assisted by EU funding, to attain sustainability and even 

profit: from largely subsistence farming, they had begun to sell produce at the local market 

and several members owned cars, an enormous luxury. The farms had diversified 

production from maize to include cows, goats, and fish, and sustainable farming practices 

such as the use of cow manure to feed the fish were encouraged. There was also a strong an 

supportive sense of community, with decisions being made on a communal basis with 

weekly meetings and a small fine for non-attendance. In order to join the co-operative 

farmers were required to dig a fish pond to demonstrate their willingness to participate and 

to make them stake-holders in the community. The attitudes of other local farmers to a 

female-directed and run co-operative farm were mixed, with some apprehension expressed 

about the women's new status as successful small business owners. There was reluctance 

among local male farmers to become associated with a female-run project, although the 

presence of four male members out of a total of twenty-nine demonstrates this is not an 

immovable obstacle. The sense of community and support generated for the women was 

hugely empowering, and they expressed enormous pride in their achievements. 

 Anecdotal evidence from the project suggests that women-only groups are the most 

effective way to engage with women and create for them 'safe-space' environment in which 

to offer them support and resources. The Society for the Advancement of Women (SAW), a 

small NGO operating in Lilongwe and facing closure due to lack of funding, highlighted the 

poor status of married women in Malawi. Although positive about the rising number of 

female representatives in parliament, this visibility was not accompanied by a rise in status 

for women across the country, especially those living in poverty. Marriage is viewed as a 

secure position for women and girls, many of whom are married while below the age of 

consent, legally defined as 16. There is scant provision for women who either divorce or are 

separated from their partners, but who will often continue to support children and 

dependants. Having left school early to marry, they are without education and barred from 

participation in skilled labour or service industries. It was suggested that school feeding 

programmes, which offered lunches or 'take-home-meals' for girls at a higher age than boys 

in order to keep them in education, needed to take better account of family situations and 

offer better provision for children in female-headed households, and operate better checks 

to ensure the meals went to the intended recipients. Targeted interventions were seen as 

the best method of reaching these vulnerable girls and women, and offering them female 

support-workers, which had the added benefit of training more women in skilled work in 

order to fulfil these roles.  

 School feeding programmes working to keep girls in schools are a positive example 

of the intersection between food security and gender empowerment. While Malawi has 

achieved near-universal primary education, there is an exceedingly high drop-out rate for 

girls once they hit puberty. A visit to a school in Mulanje highlighted the disparities in 

attendance between boys and girls progressing from primary education; a few days out of 
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school to help at home with a family illness or harvest, or voluntary absence during their 

period, and girls found it increasingly hard to return to schooling. The wasted potential of 

female students has a two-fold effect, for themselves and for the society which loses their 

skills. Seemingly small, practical improvements are needed to increase attendance (such as 

better sanitary conditions), but without a shift in cultural attitudes towards female 

education these will have limited effect. As a joint report from the FAO and SDRE found, 

“The poorer girls would prefer to procure food for themselves and their family, than to 

attend school.”3 Without education, women will be unable to progress to higher education 

and gain access to decision making roles and social power. Mary's Meals, an NGO which 

operates feeding programmes around Blantyre and Limbe, has been encouraging parents to 

participate in the school feeding programmes by assisting with food preparation on a 

rotational basis. This offers support not just to children in school, but to parents by involving 

them in the educational process. This support is particularly vital to girls, whose stake in 

education is so vulnerable.   

 Many women's groups in Malawi also offer educational opportunities outside of the 

class room. Another success story in improving women's food security and with it their place 

in society is Microfinance. The darling of current development theory, microfinance offers 

small loans and savings opportunities and often exclusively targets women. As it is 

uncommon for women to own title deeds to property or land, access to credit is especially 

fraught with difficulty for them. It is also uncommon for wives to have savings or means of 

their own, leaving them vulnerable to abuse from husbands and male relatives who are able 

to exercise economic control over them. Microfinance offers small loans either to 

individuals or, more usually, to groups of around 12-15 in order to encourage co-operative 

and community-based structures. We visited a regional branch of the Micro-Loans 

Foundation, a UK-based and funded organisation operating under the umbrella of the 

Malawi Microfinance Network. It targeted services at rural women, splitting the country into  

35km sectors in order to maximise access, as many women travel on foot and risk attack or 

intimidation en route. Many are also leaving children in order to travel, or travelling with 

young children.  

 In the last report (June 2009), the Microloan Foundation were assisting 

approximately 3,900 women in the north of the country, composed of 259 groups. Interest 

was charged on the group loan, of which women received individual portions. The 

foundation aimed to target those in the most remote areas, without access to other 

resources. In order to recruit the women, they would enter a village and ask the village head 

to assemble all those who might benefit from the scheme. In addition to loans, they offered 

training schemes in financial management, book keeping and accounting, as well as skills 

courses in egg production and handicrafts etc. The foundation encouraged saving in order to 

prevent dependence, and to render the women more economically independent. However, 

                                                           
3http://209.85.229.132/search?q=cache:5pBO1Rav1T0J:www.fao.org/sd/erp/malawi.pdf+malawi+girl+woman

+education&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=uk&client=firefox-a 
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while performing extremely efficiently, it does not offer a perfect model of development, if 

indeed such a  thing exists. While it was able to empower the women through acquisition of 

skills and capital, there was no provision made to ensure that the money thus gained was 

not given immediately to the spouse. It would appear that microfinance aimed at women 

can indirectly end up financing male ventures, while women continue to cover repayments 

(part of the popularity of women-only microfinance is down to the high repayment rates 

women achieve in relation to men). One of the largest benefits of microfinance is that it 

treats women as business partners and entrepreneurs. Rather than a dependant group, 

women are recognised as valid social actors and contributors to the economy who take a 

dynamic and independent role in economic and social development. Women are more likely 

to invest income in family and community, so ensuring women can act as breadwinners has 

a beneficial effect on the entire family. 

 It is also true that while the targeting of the rural poor (one of the most vulnerable 

groups in the country) is effective, it may also be excluding the most in need through the 

group-interest repayment schemes. Individuals seen as likely to default are excluded by the 

groups, and using the village heads to reach the women offered further opportunity to 

select prior to engagement with the NGO. In times of economic crisis, small businesses are 

the hardest hit, and encouraging women into start-up ventures for these may not be the 

most sustainable approach in the current economic climate. Educational and training 

opportunities, however, offer a real path out of poverty and food-insecurity for many 

women. Workshops and teaching based around workers rights can also have a huge impact 

on female workers and working conditions, as female labour is regularly under-paid and 

female workers are more likely to be working on temporary contracts as 'expendable' 

labour. Much of this labour is in food processing, such as ground-nut production and fruit 

juicing, where value is added to crops. Empowering women to seek equality in the 

workplace and ensure that they have a safe working environment is a key part of ensuring 

that food production and processing within Malawi operates without gender oppression, as 

well as improving women's incomes and quality of life. 

 Some NGOs appear to be side-lining gender equality within their structures. The East 

Africa Trust, a small NGO running in the Nhkata Bay area, operates an exemplary small-

holding/garden and offers training and demonstrations to the local community. They also 

manufacture and promote small fuel efficient mud-stoves, as a labour-saving and 

sustainable device for women in the home. However, engagement with women in the 

project has been extremely low, and the employment of an explicitly chauvinist over-seer 

has worsened the situation. Toleration for such views within the NGO structure reinforces 

social attitudes to women as deficient, and undoes much of the good work of the 

organisation. The mud-stoves offer a practical benefit to women in their role within the 

home, even while the organisation is failing to support women in their role as farmers. 

However, there has been little interest and uptake of the stoves, even when offered at a 

minimal price. Other gender-friendly labour saving devices have, however, been enormously 
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successful; Action Aid have had enormous success with their lighter pedal-powered water 

pumps, which are much easier for women to use than the traditional heavy water pumps. 

Action Aid deals overwhelmingly with female farmers, with around 75% of 8,500 

participants in their seed multiplication projects being female. Although it is unfair to offer a 

direct comparison between the two wildly different NGOs, there is a lesson to be drawn 

from the gender-friendly tactics of Action Aid in engaging women in their projects and 

making them stake holders in development. Working with a majority of women's co-ops, 

they offer seed inputs and practical training as well as working to support farmers and 

remove their dependency on commercial markets. There are access issues for women in 

relation to markets, as they are less likely to have access to transport and more likely to be 

unsafe while travelling to and from locations. 

 In addressing food insecurity in Malawi, it is crucial to address the largest producers 

of food: Malawian women. As Kofi Annan said: “Study after study has taught us that there is 

no tool for development more effective than the empowerment of women. No other policy 

is as likely to raise economic productivity, or to reduce infant and maternal mortality. No 

other policy is as sure to improve nutrition and promote health -- including the prevention 

of HIV/AIDS. No other policy is as powerful in increasing the chances of education for the 

next generation.”4. There is enormous social and economic benefit to be gained from 

bringing women into the development process and engaging them in the achievement of 

food security. This should not, however overshadow the more important aspect of main-

streaming gender concerns in development practice. It should not be treated as incidental 

that the majority of farming and food-related labour is performed by women, and neither 

should the chronic under-representation of women in civic life and positions of community 

power. Empowerment cannot be legislated for, but comes from achievements and 

education on a grass-roots level, supported by development structures. It is not acceptable 

to bring women into development as a potentially profitable workforce, or as a 

development' tool. This places emphasis on women 'earning' a place in development, or 

being considered 'worth' investing in. Women must be enabled to take an active role in 

development and a meaningful role in society because it is unacceptable to treat fifty 

percent of the population as secondary citizens, and because their equality is- access to 

sufficient food- a human right. 

 

- Kat Hobbs5 

                                                           
4 http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2005/sgsm9738.doc.htm 
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The Impact on Welfare of Foreign Aid 
Transfers: A Malawian Context 

1) Introduction 

The “Transfer Problem” still proves to be one of the great debates in macroeconomic studies despite 

the almost century long period of stalemate since the two protagonists in this conflict, John 

Maynard Keynes and Bertil Ohlin debated over the burden of the reparations set by the victors of 

World War I on Germany. Keynes (1929) argument was that the amount of money demanded by the 

Allies was an understatement to the true burden on Germany. He noted that in order for Germany 

to pay the money, Germany would have to make its exports cheaper relative to its imports, thereby 

worsening Germany’s terms of trade and therefore adding excess burden to the direct burden of the 

repayment1.  Ohlin (1929) countered this argument by stating that German terms of trade may not 

have worsened since when Germany raised taxes to finance the reparations, German demand for 

foreign goods would decrease and subsequently demand for domestic goods would increase, whilst 

simultaneously the reparation payment would be distributed in other countries in the form of 

reduced taxes or increased government spending and thereby increasing foreign demand for 

German exports. Therefore Germany would have been able to reduce imports and increase exports 

without letting its terms of trade worsen2. In the context of international trade theory, this debate 

has been the basis for subsequent studies into the impact of foreign aid and other forms of 

international transfer. 

This essay examines the impact of foreign aid on social welfare with particular reference to its 

impact in Malawi based on empirical research and from our findings from the interviews carried out. 

The literature on the effects of foreign aid is vast both in political and economics circles. Whilst this 

essay will seek to explain how flows of foreign aid into developing countries may actually increase 

social welfare of the recipient under the context of international trade, it is by no means a conclusive 

analysis of the impact of foreign aid on both the donor and the recipient. Other schools and theories 

of economics will provide different conclusions to what I suggest and the economic analysis behind 

the impact of foreign aid is way more complex than I make out and would require much more 

extensive empirical and statistical analysis than I use. I use an analysis of international trade as it is a 

particular interest of mine and is in keeping with the political and sociological nature of the rest of 

this report. The following sections will explain the economic theory behind international transfers 

and an analysis of how this determines social welfare. This is followed by an empirical analysis of the 

impact of foreign aid based on statistical data and our own findings; and finally some concluding 

remarks. 

  

                                                           
1
 A definition of terms of trade comes later in this essay 

2
 International Economics: Theory & Policy (2006), Krugman P. & Obstfeld M. pp 95-96 
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2) International Transfers under the Standard Trade Model  

The standard trade model is built on four key relationships: 1) the relationship between the 

production possibility frontier and the relative supply curve; 2) the relationship between relative 

prices and relative demand; 3) the determination of world equilibrium by world relative supply and 

world relative demand; and 4) the effect of the terms of trade on a nation’s welfare3. Terms of trade 

is often used as a measure for social welfare as it is the relative price of a country’s exports to its 

imports. Therefore an improvement in a country’s terms of trade implies that social welfare has 

increased as that country now pays less for the goods it imports or alternatively the country has to 

give up fewer exports for the imports it receives. As a measure of social welfare, terms of trade is 

highly questionable as a technical measure of social welfare so it must be viewed with a sense of 

caution.  

Bringing together these relationships one can illustrate how the model reacts to international 

transfers with a classic two country, two commodity example. Assume that there are two countries 

in the world, Malawi and USA; and there are only two commodities which are consumed, produced 

and traded, food and tobacco.  Also assume that Malawi exports tobacco and imports food; and the 

USA exports food and imports tobacco. Without going into the specifics of how each of the four 

relationships work, the standard trade model can be reproduced graphically as a demand-supply 

diagram as shown in Figure 1 in the appendix4. Q and P represent quantity and price respectively. 

Subscript F and T represent food and tobacco respectively and superscript * represents the USA with 

no superscript representing Malawi. As mentioned before terms of trade shows the relative price 

between a country’s exports and imports. In Figure 1 the y-axis refers to the terms of trade as the 

relative price between food and tobacco (PF/PT), whilst the x-axis refers to the relative quantity of 

food ((QF+QF
*)/((QT+QT

*))5. The interaction between relative demand and supply produces an 

equilibrium quantity of food and an equilibrium relative price for that given quantity. Different 

factors affect the positioning of these relative demand and supply schedules and comparative statics 

will allow us to analyze the affects of international transfers. 

International transfers affect the relative demand schedule, generally causing it to shift along the 

relative supply schedule.The effects of an international transfer depend on each country’s 

consumption of each good, more specifically their marginal propensity to spend on each good i.e. 

the proportion of income that each country spends on each good. If each country has the same 

marginal propensity to spend on each good then an international transfer has no effect on the world 

equilibrium.  So if the USA transferred income to Malawi, the relative demand schedule would not 

shift providing that the two countries’ marginal propensity to spend on food is the same. 

However to illustrate the effects of international transfer when the marginal propensity to spend for 

food for the respective countries’ are different, assume that the USA has a higher marginal 

propensity to spend for food than Malawi. Figure 2 demonstrates this graphically. The USA’s transfer 

to Malawi reduces the relative demand for food. This is represented by a shift to the left of the 

relative demand schedule in Figure 2 (from RD1 to RD2). This has the effect of reducing the relative 

                                                           
3
 Krugman & Obstfeld (2006) pp85 

4
 The diagram features relative supply and demand. Relative supply considers the world supply of food at each 

relative price. Relative demand considers the world demand for food at each relative price. In this two country 

model, world quantities are the sum of quantities from both countries. 
5
 ((QF+QF

*
)/((QT+QT

*
)) represents the world quantity of food for a given relative price 
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price of food (the USA’s export good). This worsens the USA’s terms of trade and their social welfare. 

Graphically this is represented by the fall in the relative price for food from (PF
*/PT

*)1 to (PF
*/PT

*)2. 

The bottom line is that the donor is worse off from the transfer due to the fall in its export price. 

 3)The Impact of Foreign Aid in Malawi  

As described previously the effect that transfers have on social welfare depend on each countries’ 

marginal propensity to spend on each good. It is to be expected that the population of a developing 

country like Malawi would spend a relatively high proportion of their income on food. This is 

particularly the case for Malawi where household incomes are relatively low in comparison to the 

rest of the world and food production shortages have blighted the country’s recent history. Ivanic 

and Martin (2008) in their study of the impact of how rising food prices affect poverty levels in 

developing countries using empirical data between 2005 and 2007. They make the distinction 

between the households who are net buyers and net producers of food, net buyers being those who 

spend more on food than they would produce individually and vice versa for net producers. The 

study finds that rising food prices causes detrimental effects on poverty in countries where 

households are net buyers of food. In particular for Malawi, where the most influential commodity is 

maize they find that urban and rural households are net buyers and so an increase in the price of 

maize raises poverty in both urban and rural areas. Based on their empirical findings an increase in 

the price of maize by ten percent raises poverty by 0.5% in rural areas, 0.3% in urban areas and 0.5% 

nationwide6. These results suggest how important food is to households in Malawi suggesting that 

the marginal propensity to spend for food is relatively high in Malawi compared to other countries in 

the world. This has an important implication for the international transfer model discussed 

previously.  

The analysis used previously was from the perspective of the donor country and how its social 

welfare was reduced following its transfer to the recipient as a result of the reduction in its terms of 

trade. However the analysis of the impact of transfers from the perspective of the recipient provides 

a different result. As before assume that the USA transfers income to Malawi but now that Malawi 

has a higher marginal propensity to spend for food than the USA and by definition a lower marginal 

propensity to spend for tobacco than the USA. Figure 3 shows this graphically but this time from the 

perspective of the recipient, Malawi. Notice that Malawi’s terms of trade on the y-axis is different 

from that of the USA with the tobacco price as the numerator and the food price as the 

denominator. A transfer from the USA to Malawi has the effect of shifting the relative demand 

schedule to the right (RD1 shifts to RD2). This has the effect of increasing the relative price of tobacco 

from (PT/PF)1 to (PT/PF)2. This terms of trade increase represents an increase in social welfare in 

Malawi as a result of the foreign aid transfer from the USA. This result would appear to fit the 

findings of Ivanic and Martin (2008) as the terms of trade increase would be caused by a fall in the 

price of food, which Malawi imports. Social welfare increases in Malawi as Malawian households pay 

less for food which the majority of their income is spent on.  

Looking at the empirical data regarding terms of trade and aid flows to Malawi does provide some 

justification to the idea that social welfare will increase as a result of foreign aid inflows based on the 

theory of international transfers in an international trade theory context discussed previously. Table 

1 shows the figures for maize and tobacco prices and foreign aid inflows as provided by the Food and 

                                                           
6
 Ivanic M. and Martin W. (2008), pp11 
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Agriculture Organization and the World Bank. Terms of trade are calculated on the basis of these 

figures. Figure 4 shows the relationship between terms of trade and aid flows between 1991 and 

2007. Natural logarithm values are used to represent the changes in each value over the time period 

i.e the greater the number the greater the change in the variable is between that year and the 

previous year. From this graph it can be suggested that there is a weak but positive correlation 

between aid inflows to Malawi and terms of trade between its exports (tobacco) and its imports 

(maize). When there is an increase in the level of aid flow, terms of trade generally show a positive 

outcome for the same time period albeit not to the same extent as that of aid flow. Despite the 

weakness of the correlation nevertheless there is a positive relationship between the two variables 

and justifies the analysis provided earlier in this section.  However this is by no means a conclusive or 

extensive analysis of the empirics. Correlation is a very questionable indicator of causation and until 

further research and statistical analysis is carried out on the relevant aspects of international trade 

and the implications of foreign aid in Malawi, the findings produced here remain crude and open to 

discussion. 

4) Conclusion 

In conclusion, foreign aid can be seen to have a positive effect on welfare in developing countries. 

Based on empirical research, increases in foreign aid has had a positive effect on welfare in Malawi 

due to its positive effect on its terms of trade, lowering the price of food imports which allows 

Malawian households to purchase food cheaper given that Malawi is a net buyer of food as opposed 

to being a net producer. Whilst this result may be viewed in a positive light in terms of maintaining 

food security in the short run, in the long run the picture is less rosy. The lower price of food has a 

disincentive effect on small scale farmers, discouraging them from stimulating production. This can 

only serve to feed the unsustainability of food relief aid and also to further entrench the dependency 

culture which inhibits many developing countries in the struggle to alleviate themselves from 

poverty. It would seem that Keynes’ 1929 argument may have been correct but still doesn’t provide 

clear answers for the key questions raised in the search to end poverty. 
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5) Appendix 

Figure 1) 

 

Figure 2) 
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Figure 3) 

 

Table 1) Figures collected from the FAO and World Bank statistics services online 

 

 

 

 

Year Maize 
(Import) 
Price (Local 
Currency 
Unit/Tonne) 
 

Maize 
(Import) 
Producer 
Price (US 
$/tonne) 
(USD) 
 

Tobacco (Export) 
Producer Price 
(Local 
Currency/tonne) 
(LCU) 
 

Tobacco 
(Export) 
Producer 
Price (US 
$/tonne) 
(USD) 
 

Terms of 
Trade (Export 
price/Import 
Price) Local 
Currency 
Units 
 

Terms of 
Trade (Export 
price/Import 
Price) US$ 
 

Official 
Development 
Assistance + 
Official Aid 
(Current US$) 
 

UN Net 
Multilateral 
Flows World 
Food 
Programme  
(Current 
US$) 
 

1991 270 96.32 2750 980.98 10.18519 10.18459 549570000 59280000 
1992 297 82.43 2750 763.2 9.259259 9.258765 577040000 139930000 
1993 430 97.67 2750 624.61 6.395349 6.395106 496340000 68910000 
1994 470 53.8 3438 393.53 7.314894 7.314684 470140000 45480000 
1995 720 47.11 4469 292.4 6.206944 6.20675 434140000 26920000 
1996 2620 171.15 8688 567.53 3.316031 3.31598 491540000 1600000 
1997 3230 196.42 13654 830.32 4.227245 4.227268 343850000 960000 
1998 7030 226.24 14895 479.36 2.118777 2.118812 434620000 790000 
1999 8200 185.99 24825 563.08 3.027439 3.027475 446750000 530000 
2000 6660 111.85 32272 541.99 4.845646 4.845686 446180000 1770000 
2001 11290 156.38 55645 770.74 4.928698 4.928635 406020000 4420000 
2002 21450 279.71 64540 841.61 3.008858 3.008866 376360000 7000000 
2003 12540 128.71 80893 830.25 6.450797 6.450548 515190000 4180000 
2004 15730 144.46 101290.6 930.21 6.439326 6.439222 503640000 4870000 
2005 21870 184.68 112692.9 951.64 5.152853 5.152913 580740000 5500000 
2006 27780 204.61 133548.7 983.64 4.807369 4.80739 683760000 4410000 
2007 32067 229.29 160058 1144.49 4.991362 4.991452 734710000 6020000 
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Figure 4) 
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Should the scope of security be 
broadened to include more threats? Is 
this a necessarily progressive move? 

 
Introduction 
 

This essay argues for the broadening of the scope of security on the basis that the 
state – often seen as the primary referent in international security discourse – is in fact an 
insufficient unit of analysis. It will then demonstrated that the closest thing politics has to an 
irreducible unit is in fact the individual, and that this should be redesignated as the referent 
object. This focus leads to a broadening of the potential nature of security threats, 
encompassing many concerns that lie at the level of human lives, and provoking a more 
normative agenda in how to meet these. It is acknowledged however, that the state, while 
not the referent, still maintains potency in international affairs, thus becoming instead an 
agent in the process of security.  

 
 This argument clearly faces the objection of making security an object that is too 
elastic for rigorous analysis – providing an ever-expanding scope of objects, agents, and 
situations that demand attention from policy makers and analysts alike. Contrary to this 
view, it will instead be proposed that the broadening of potential threats does not 
necessarily create them, with the process of securitisation being a political one that should 
work for the best interest of the referent object. 
 
The State as Referent Object: A Miscategorisation 
 

The capabilities of states have long been considered important as part of the 
explanatory power of neorealism, which considers the differences between states in this 
regard as the key to understanding their actions. This approach to analysis is insufficient, 
however, in its explanation of many contemporary trans- and subnational phenomena that 
have implications for state conduct, including environmental degradation, terrorism, and 
intra-state conflict. It therefore stumbles at many of the events which have come to shape 
the contemporary consciousness – The end of the cold war, the September 11th 2001 
attacks on the World Trade Centre, and the internal problems of states such as Zimbabwe to 
name but a few. 
  
 Traditional approaches hide the essential differences between states in the 
international system. Assumptions of these approaches – That states are egoistic, rational, 
utility maximising entities that operate in an anarchic framework – take for granted the 
empirical elements of statehood. Jackson and Rosberg have debunked this myth, drawing 
attention to the separation between juridical and empirical notions of statehood, and the 
maintenance of the former, particularly in African states, ahead of the requirements of the 
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latter.1 These states, while recognised by others in the United Nations, may not always fulfil 
their necessary function. While many European states may fulfil both these conditions, 
ethnocentric assumptions are insufficient for a comprehensive theory of international 
relations.  
 
 The definitional argument may be seen as semantic, as by either route states may 
claim the benefits of statehood.2 However, the state does not exist before society, and the 
political theory that notions of statehood are based upon are themselves situated within the 
search for justice in political theory. In each of these cases, the state arises from individuals 
in order to protect or advance their interests, or as a way of mitigating the harmful 
consequences of remaining in a ‘state of nature’.345 The state can thus be seen as a function 
of the individual, and its raison d’etre as an attempt to increase security in a hostile 
environment. Essential differences between states and their actions mark the state as a 
reducible unit on this basis – the utility of the state must therefore be defined as a function 
of its ability to achieve the goal of security for its constitutive component, the individual. 
This causality was noted by Vaclav Havel: “the sovereignty of the community, the region, 
the nation, the state, makes sense only if it is derived from the one genuine sovereignty – 
that is, from the sovereignty of the human being.”6  The giving of undue priority to states is 
noted by Caney in his critique of Walzer’s theory of jus ad bellum. Here, the standards of 
legitimacy found in Just and Unjust Wars, which in general follow the juridical paradigm, are 
“too lax and legitimize far too many cruel, unfair and repressive states.”7 
 
 It is therefore clear that understandings of security based upon states as the referent 
object are incoherent, due to a combination of its largely derivative value, and the often 
present separation between the intended function and the form. This reaches its height 
when states themselves become a threat to the citizens they were intended to protect.8 This 
is not to say the state is redundant. It instead becomes more correctly categorised as agent 
– albeit a potent one. If this is the case, then the security concerns of individuals should 
become the concern of security policy makers and theorists, and these extend far beyond 
the military dimensions of national security. 
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Security By Sectors 
 
 This notion is problematic, particularly so given the inherently contested nature of 
security.9 An expansion of security to all sectors of concern may include the accidental or 
the trivial. This objection will be dealt with, but given the definitional imperative, it is 
necessary to examine other fields of inquiry for security studies. 
  
 The sectoral approach to defining security issues is introduced in Buzan’s People, 
States and Fear, in which he argues that threats may arise from political, economic and 
ecological sectors, in addition to the conventional military arena.10 This approach has been 
debated by a variety of sources, including the annual UNDP Human Development Report.11 
With growing interdependence and globalisation, there have been efforts by traditional 
theories to deal with some of these issues but these often understate the significance of the 
individual as a referent. Iceland’s existence as a state was never threatened by its economic 
collapse, but individual citizens found themselves with severe problems due to the 
consequences.12 As an illustration, some potential issues to be found within each sector of 
security are indicated: 
 
Military: The military sector does not merely pose threats to states, and those individuals 
that choose to fight rarely comprise the entirety of the casualty list.13 There are varying 
justifications and condemnations of this to be found in accounts of jus in bello, but it is 
ultimately unavoidable that military action endangers human security at the most 
fundamental level – the maintenance of life itself. 
 
Economic: The importance of money in daily life ensures that its movements have severe 
consequences for individual wellbeing. In developed countries, the case of Iceland and the 
recent financial crisis has been suggested, but under this category would also fall poverty 
and the concept of the ‘bottom billion’.14 Atention to the daily struggle of people to survive 
in economic terms is an imperative once the individual becomes the referent object, with 
implications that reach beyond the loss of control over economies that globalisation implies. 
This is emphasised by Amartya Sen, who identifies the importance of income in 
instrumental terms, while emphasising the role it nonetheless plays in influencing 
capabilities.15 

                                                           
9
 Dalby, S. „Contesting an Essential Concept: Reading the Dilemmas in Contemporary Security Discourse‟ in 

Krause, K. and Williams, M. (1997), Critical Security Studies: Concepts and Cases, London: UCL 

Press/Routledge pp. 6 
10

 Buzan, B. (1983), People, States and Fear: The National Security Problem in International Relations, UK: 

Wheatsheaf Books LTD., pp. 75 
11

 United Nations (1994), „Chapter 2: New Dimensions of Human Security‟ in Human Development Report 

1994. Note Box 2.1 for a demonstration of the variation in security concerns around the world when the referent 

object is taken as the individual. 
12

 „Crisis Claims Icelandic Cabinet‟ (2009), BBC News, available at 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/7851415.stm and accessed 1233 November 14
th

 2009 
13

 See in particular the UNAMA report on civilian casualties in Afghanistan, „Armed Conflict and Civilian 

Casualties: Afghanistan Trends and Developments, 01 January to 31 August 2008.‟ Available at 

http://unama.unmissions.org/Portals/UNAMA/human%20rights/Afg-UNAMAstats10sept08-2.pdf , accessed 

1348 14th August 2009 
14

 Collier, P. (2007), The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest Countries are Failing and What Can be Done About 

It, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 3 
15

 Sen, A. (1991), Development as Freedom, US: Knopf, pp. 87 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/7851415.stm


  Page 
77 

 
  

 
Ecology: In contemporary reformulations of security, the environment often plays a key 
role.16 This is partially due to rhetorical force – If humans destroy the planet, there is 
nothing to sustain us. However, evidence draws attention to the problems encountered in a 
more present form – desertification, rising sea levels, and biodiversity. Inherently 
transnational threats pose difficult questions for statist theory, particularly realism, which 
emphasises the difficulty of cooperation particularly with regard to threats that are 
perceived as distant and the attaining of power as a cure-all solution. Considering the 
environment a habitat, rather than a mine of potential resources, is far more likely to ensure 
sustainability.  
 

These categories are not fixed, however. In a later work with his colleagues at the 
Copenhagen Peace Research Institute (COPRI), Buzan would examine the notion of security 
with regards to society and identity in Europe.17 Immigration or the environment will drop 
off the agenda of news programmes, until it is once again forced on by the capture of illegal 
Cuban immigrants off the Florida coast, or new footage is released of ice caps melting. It is 
the changeable and expansive nature of security with regards to the individual that has 
become the central problem for many critics of the approach.18 Some normative guidance is 
needed, so those who scrutinise the possible options are able to settle on the categories 
that represent the security goals of a community at any given time.  
  
Security and Emancipation 
 
 The shifting of threats in and out of the security agenda, and the potential expansion 
begs the question: When should security issues be categorised as such? This debates the 
nature of security itself, which Buzan has claimed a highly underdeveloped concept.19  
 
 Ken Booth has argued that the discipline of international relations, and more 
narrowly security studies, has suffered from a poverty of language due to its focus on 
strategic and military means during the Cold War.20 Similarly to the critique above, he 
demonstrates the importance of the individual as a referent object, asking what composes 
security in ‘our new times’. His answer to the question draws upon a key concept in political 
theory - emancipation.21 This notion has been endlessly redefined from differing viewpoints, 
but generally implies freedom of movement or action, and the removal of impediments. The 
search for security, as implied by the reasoning in the first section is therefore analogous to 
that for emancipation.22 
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 Drawing this analogy gives grounding for the sectors and suggestions analysed 
above. It argues for the orientation with which we approach potential issues to be based not 
upon survival, but on a far more proactive notion that acts as the basis for normative action. 
It is also inclusive, with many of the concerns of security situations – ‘self-determination’, 
‘autonomy’, ‘development’ – clearly synonymous, to some extent, with that of the central 
concern of emancipation.23 
 
 This inclusivity is also the grounds for a criticism of this approach, that the rapid 
expansion of areas of concern in security terms is unmanageable in policy, diluting the study 
of security to the point of incoherence. Paris notes the “broad sweep and definitional 
elasticity of most formulations of human security” as a problem in the transition from 
theory to policy practices, and the lack of separation between causal factors.24 Attempting 
to narrow the concept to only the ‘essential’ components requires justification in acceptable 
terms, a leap that Bajpai, Paris’ interlocutor, fails to make.25 Some method of scrutinising 
and prioritising the potential security issues is thus necessary if broadening security is not to 
become an exercise in continuous extension. 
 
Securitisation: An Exercise in Moderation  
 
 If issues move on and off the security agenda, there must be a process behind this 
occurrence. This has been labelled ‘securitisation’ and forms a key contribution to the 
debate through its proposal that securitisation itself is a political act. An examination of this 
demonstrates a refutation of the idea that the broadening of security is a progressive 
‘slippery slope’, and that through plurality and correct scrutiny the processes of security can 
act in the interest of individuals. 
 
 The use of language theory demonstrates the constitutive nature of discourse in 
political process: 
 

“The utterance itself is the act… By uttering “security,” a 
state-representative moves a particular development into a 
specific area, and thereby claims a special right to use 
whatever means are necessary to block it.”26 
 

This is a significant change. The urgency is present – the framing of an object as a security 
issue licenses extreme means to deal with it.27 However the political nature of the process 
can be contested, and for an issue to become securitised, it requires audience acceptance.28  
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 With a broader potential for issues to become the subject of security measures, this 
process is essential. It does not merely move issues onto the agenda, but allows them to be 
removed as well. Critics of human security have noted that the maintenance of large 
amounts of issues high on the agenda is untenable.29 But negotiation and scrutiny, if 
structured correctly, would result in issues ordered by priority according to their threat to 
emancipatory values. In this case, individual and human security has not led to the 
immediate and confusing prioritisation of innumerable security ‘threats’, but opens the 
concept, and the process behind it, to negotiation by the referent itself. It is thus more 
orientation than strict policy goals, and is not imperatively progressive, allowing room for 
manoeuvre as issues disappear and arise. 
 
 But who is able to ‘speak’ security? This calls to mind the dominance of elites in 
many states. With attention drawn to the ways in which ‘exceptional’ circumstances can be 
claimed and abused, the associated effects – curtailment of civil liberties, even the urge to 
intervene militarily, may be detrimental to the situation itself.30 However, the diffusion of 
this power of interaction can be seen as a part of the process of emancipation – Habermas 
in particular developed the notion of emancipation as an ‘ideal speech situation’.3132 
Securitisation here can be seen as a scale from depoliticised through to securitised, and 
when power relationships and distortions are removed from the arena, issues are more 
likely to find their ‘true’ place at any given time.33 While critics of securitisation have 
emphasised its ability to move subjects beyond the sphere of debate, when driven by an 
emancipatory orientation that tends toward greater plurality of participation, the process of 
analysis through this method would entail greater, and more productive scrutiny.34 
 
Conclusion 
 
 “Theory is always for someone, and for some purpose”, argued Cox in his seminal 
article.35 While debates over the broadening of security issues have focussed on the 
expansionist tendency often underlying the action, it is imperative to interrogate theory in 
these terms. Who are the winners in maintaining a military definition of security? And who 
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loses? It has been argued here that the miscategorisation of the state as referent object has 
led to the dominance of the state in discourse based on a perceived intrinsic value. This 
value, however, is to be justified instead in instrumental terms, in accordance with the 
foundation of the state itself. 
 The recategorising of the state as agent, and the individual as referent, does not 
necessarily make the state any less potent with regards to security. It retains significant 
value as a potential agent for emancipation with regards to a far broader conception of 
potential threat. Objections are inevitably centred on two grounds: a) the perceived impulse 
to broaden to an extent which is both untenable and not useful, and b) the negative effects 
of securitisation, including a tendency to military means to ‘remedy’ the problem. These 
hold true if security is defined with respect to power as the realists would have it – security 
would thus imply that extraordinary means should be used to gain as much power as 
possible in a wide variety of sectors. However, when security is redefined, and considered 
synonymous with emancipation, the debate which this opens up (particularly in its ideal 
Habermasian form) can only be productive with respect to sensitivity to the needs of 
individuals in security terms. Broadening in this sense is not then seen as an imperative 
requirement, but as an empowerment of the individual as referent to set its own agenda for 
security. 
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Food Security and Cultural Dynamics 

Institutions and donor agencies do not operate in a cultural vacuum. Social dynamics 

permeate the work of all development organisations all over the world. The recipients of food aid 

have lives, opinions, wants and needs, nearly all of which are shaped by their environment: 

imprinted cultural norms and values that have emerged from hundreds of years of gradual 

socialization, war, slavery, disease, and – in the case of Malawi – the curse of geography. What we 

have noted, with concern, is not necessarily that the NGOs and IFIs within Malawi do not understand 

the dynamics at play within society. It is that they lack the capacity to work effectively within them 

and, through this, the ability to reverse the silo fragmentation of agencies and their initiatives all 

over the country. Their development frameworks are ill suited for a country still not long out of 

decolonization.  

The Quick Fix dynamic and shifting attitudes: the importance of food diversification 

Malawi remains at the subsistence level of development, an agricultural economy without 

diversification. Cultural ties to maize and cassava stunt development. There are poor roads, no 

genuine widespread telecommunications. Rural hierarchies in small, static communities dominate 

social structures. Without even mediocre levels of infrastructure and communications, rural 

attachments are unlikely to be shifted. Priority is continuously given to high yields of crops with poor 

nutritional value. Many fields are not allowed to recover, and are destroyed by over-farming and 

fertilizer use. Permaculture projects of Lukwe Farm in Livingstonia, the Mulanje Mountain 

Conservation Trust, and East Africa Trust; these are small scale, bit-by-bit. Laudable and effective for 

their purpose and area, certainly, but these successes need replicating on a macro scale. This 

requires infrastructure, good governance, joined up aid initiatives, and decent communications. 

Malawi has none of these. Nor does it have an advanced history of democracy or political 

participation, and it remains too politically fractious for a stable and strong government to take 

control of well-wishing NGOs or hawkish creditor government agencies operating within its borders.  

There is an emphasis in Malawi upon the ‘Quick Fix’, a short-term mindset embedded within 

Malawian society that has arisen out of poverty and a history without industrial innovation and an 

effective education system. It is a necessary mindset for many. Without opportunism, they would 

struggle to feed themselves. Certainly it is understandable for a country with low life expectancy, 

rampant disease, and unpredictable weather to be shorn of its aspiration. Most Malawians think in 

the here and now – whether or not they can feed their family tonight, not next year – and they do 

not have time to think about the sustainability of their actions. That, indeed, is the luxury of the 

developed.  

The need for a ‘quick fix’ has brought the fertilizer subsidies and, of course, the ‘Malawi 

Miracle’: an increase in agricultural output yield that took Malawi’s reserves from a 44% deficit to a 

12% surplus, allowing them to export maize to Zimbabwe, a previously unheard-of occurrence. Thus 

President Bingu won reelection by a landslide in 2009. Food is heavily politicized. The logo for the 

Democratic Progressive Party, the President’s ruling party, is a cob of maize. 
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 However, the politicization and acceptance of such a short-term mentality is dangerous. 

First, fertiliser subsidies can do long term damage. Increased yields drive down prices. This, of 

course, is good for the consumer, but removes incentive for farmers to remain in production. 

Second, fertiliser damages the soil in the long term, making it unsustainable over the years, 

particularly if fields are not allowed to recover. In addition, this short-term success ensures that the 

emphasis remains upon a poor, innutritious diet of the maize and cassava staple, and upon rain-fed 

agriculture at a time when Malawi should be looking to diversify, to create a wider base of jobs, and 

to educate its citizens. The nature of food security in Malawi, then, despite high yields of maize 

production, calls for more than food aid and fertilizer subsidies. What is needed is a support 

programme of social protection which can facilitate sustainable food security in communities all over 

Malawi and encourage innovation by its people. Yet innovation requires a level of hope, faith, and 

expectation. People filled with desperation cannot think beyond the short-term: today, tomorrow, 

perhaps next week. But sustainable development requires long term-thinking. It demands patience. 

The scope of the Malawian mindset has to be broadened. They need to think differently.  

Facilitating a change in mindset: 

 Many of the projects we visited do tremendous work. They attempt to alter perceptions, 

raise work ethic and inspire motivation. Robert Tauka, Northern Regional Coordinator of the 

European Union Microprojects Programme (MPP) in Mzuzu, oversees funding and observation for 

small-scale community development projects over northern Malawi. The focus of these initiatives, 

indeed, is upon the diversification of food. There is a sustained and obvious attempt to shift 

emphasis from cassava and maize and toward a more varied agricultural base, one that is less 

climate dependent and more nutritious. The application process is long and arduous, and can take 

up to a year to be entirely processed, but the MPP has a clear line of sight: communities making the 

application must provide 25% of the funding themselves, they must take the lead on the projects 

themselves, and within a year of the funding being provided, the project must be self-sustaining and 

income-generating. The idea is that the EU facilitates, not directs, the projects. A visit to Lusangazi 

Integrated Farming Community Project provided first hand evidence of the benefits of such an 

approach. The fish and cattle farming provision, as well as training given by the EU, had after several 

years allowed a women’s cooperative to move from self-sustaining subsistence to a successful 

commercial enterprise. The EU has many other such stories. The cultural changes brought about in a 

small group of people by this project have been enormous. Food has become more than something 

to consume: it has become a commodity, by which they can help themselves. 

 A similar story is true even further north on Lukwe Farm, near Livingstonia. Twelve years old 

and run by Europeans, the farm uses a highly technical, scientific method of agroforestry farming to 

produce an astonishing array of different crops. Everything is grown here: from rice to rhubarb, 

asparagus to strawberries. Soil maintenance here is based upon nitrogen restoration and 

replenishment. Indeed, the efficiency of this technique was so great that the water table was 

actually rising up the great hill behind it. The farmers here are exporting their techniques and ideas, 

and in particular running education programmes in prisons, hospitals and schools. They were 

particularly successful in schools in nearby Karonga, where some had taken up permaculture 

gardens within their grounds and students now had healthier, more balanced lunchtime meals, and 

better performances in class. In the far south, the Norwegian Embassy and World Bank fund 

education programmes through the Mulanje Mountain Conservation Trust, providing seedlings, 
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training, ‘technical know-how’, teaching plant resource management in the hope of encouraging 

more widespread diversity. 

 All of these projects, without doubt, are effective within their own right. The difficulty, as we 

learned from Mary’s Meal’s country coordinator Andrea Kirkbride, is that none of the work is joined 

up. The EU fund their microprojects; DfiD run their Farm Input Subsidy; independent Permaculture 

Farms implement education initiatives; the World Bank and Norwegian Embassy help fund small 

scale irrigation and livelihood projects around the fertile slopes of Mount Mulanje; the UNWFP run 

school feeding programmes; the East Africa Trust transforms land and promotes diversification. As 

mentioned elsewhere in this report, countless other NGOs and semi-autonomous bodies operate – 

we drove past more ‘irrigation project’ signs than we could possible mention.  Each silo does its 

work, tries to hit targets, some mandated by governments and institutions; others out of pure 

kindness and generosity. But there is a disjointedness to aid that is palpable. The land rovers and 

trucks scurry around the country, emblazoned in bold with their logos, but it appears a confused and 

haphazard jumble of good intention and self-interest. All the players are pulling on an oar, but they 

are not pulling in the same direction. There is no sense of partnership, of ownership.    

There are reasons why. In his book Foreign Aid in a Changing World, Peter Burnell writes 

that “not all donors are singing from an identical hymn sheet”36. This is certainly the case. Rich 

donors and aid agencies operating in Malawi will necessarily have competing agendas and 

competing interests. The idea that, for instance, Norway or Japan will have the same outlook toward 

aid as the United States is to overlook the importance of regional nuances. Just as developing 

nations have traditions and histories that have an impact on the outcome of imposed conditions, so 

too do the developed nations that are doing the imposing. Aid success, attached as it is now to 

political and economic conditionalities, can be said in many cases to be dependent on the 

compatibility between donor and recipient ideas about culture: human rights, for example, or 

individual freedoms, the role of women, or the role of food. Burnell’s example of Asia is a revealing 

one: “It would be difficult for Japan to be completely insensitive to some of the claims made about 

Asian values by its regional partners in aid, trade and investment. These governments argue the 

importance of an ordered society and of obligations to the community – ideas that should not be 

surrendered to the more individualistic construction of civil and political liberties familiar in the 

West”37. The US ideal of human rights can, in some cases, conflict with the cultural norms enabling 

social cohesion in many countries, including Malawi, and for Japan (and other donors of a similar 

mindset) to agree to a universal application of Western freedoms would ignore many of the values 

which they themselves hold true. The fundamentally normative question of which set of values is 

‘better’ has as much to with good governance and conditionality as self-interest or co-operative 

action. Superiority of finance is one thing, but the assumption of moral, cultural and ideological 

superiority is quite another. More often than not the early conditionality programmes took little 

account of the political, historical, racial and social situations of each individual country, and the lack 

of context-specific directives made the programmes blinkered, leaving them vulnerable to variables 

not taken into account before the demands for implementation were made. Indeed, it is a 

potentially damaging aspect to the idea of conditionality: if the people who are being governed do 

not share the same values as those attached to the conditions, how can development be achieved?   

                                                           
36 Burnell, Peter, Foreign Aid in a Changing World (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1997) pg 108 



  Page 
86 

 
  

Perhaps it can’t. The key here is situation dependence. While the obvious truth that all 

countries are different may appear to be common sense, this does not seem to have been 

remembered in donor policies in Malawi. Everybody is taking a different approach. While many are 

still using the ‘one size fits all’ approach that has been inherent in conditionality implementation for 

many years, others such as FIDP have created plans for specific areas of the country. Among this 

branch of the development community, ‘participation’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘community stake-

holders’ are in vogue. There is little cohesion, little cooperation. Everybody wants something 

different, and they want a different outcome in Malawi. Moreover, they report to their respective 

leaders, their respective cultures. Their successes are not all measured by the same ruler. 

For this to change, the government needs to step up. It needs to get the key aid agencies in 

the same room. Attitudes must be changed in order to facilitate genuinely sustainable food security, 

but this is not a matter of liberation. It is a matter of leadership. While development organisations 

must fit within government policy, there is little evidence of joined-up cooperation between them. 

This must change, and it must be Malawi’s representatives that lead the way. 

- Richard Otterway 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
37

 Ibid 


