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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The United Nations Food Systems Summit is a call by the United Nations Secretary General 

to world leaders and all other key food systems players to reignite actions towards the 
achievement of all the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The Member State 
dialogues are taking place in preparation for the summit to be held in September 2021. Over 

the past three months, the Government of Malawi through the National Convenor, Minister of 
Agriculture, Hon Lobin C. Lowe embarked on a food system transformation journey through 
a comprehensive set of national, regional and district dialogues involving stakeholders from 
across the entire food system (from farm to fork ) towards achieving sustainable healthy diets 

for all Malawians. The dialogues have been conducted within the broad framework of the 
Malawi 2063, which is geared towards the vision of an inclusive wealth creation and self-
reliance that Malawi aspires by the year 2063. .   

The dialogues revealed that Malawi’s food systems are engulfed with complex, multiple and 
interconnected challenges such as:  

i. Inadequate access to affordable and health diets characterised by low productivity 
of diversified and nutritious foods, food supply imbalances, poor health and sanitary 
facilities and consumption of unsafe foods; 

ii. Unhealthy and unsustainable consumption patterns manifested by inadequate 
capacity in agro-processing, value addition and utilization, unavailability of a 
diversity of nutritious foods, high food wastage and unregulated enabling 
environment for food;  

iii.  Degraded natural environment that is constraining nature positive food production 
characterised by poor industrial and domestic waste management, poor farming 
practices and unsustainable food production systems and low energy supply;  

iv. Persistent inequalities that are constraining the food systems to deliver wealth 

creation opportunities and sustainable livelihoods characterised by unequal 
distribution of resources and productive assets, systemic market failures, 
undiversified income generating activities and poor infrastructure; and  

v. Limited resilience to systemic and multiple vulnerabilities, shocks and stresses that 

have been occurring in the country at large and in disaster prone districts including 
emerging challenges posed by COVID-19.  

These challenges, despite considerable efforts, are also a result of inadequate inter-sectoral and 

systemic approach in the development of food system interventions, as well as coordination 
that characterize the implementation of the various development frameworks. The implication 
of this and indeed from these dialogues, is that Malawi’s food systems are in urgent need for 
transformation.  

The dialogues have recommended game changing propositions to trigger structural 

transformation that is needed in the economy within the entire food system. The propositions 
cut across multiple sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing, trade, market infrastructure, 
storage, logistics and communication infrastructure (roads, rail, bridges, ports, ICT and 
telecommunications), agri-food infrastructure (irrigation schemes, grain reserves, processing, 

cold-chains, and abattoirs), health and nutrition, industry, tourism, lands, forestry and natural 
resources, gender and community services, among others.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1  Background to the United Nations Food Systems Summit 

In 2019, the United Nations (UN) Secretary General called for a global summit on the future 
of food systems. This UN 2021 Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) (hereafter called the 
“summit”) will take place in September 2021. The summit is underpinned by an inclusive 

engagement process to deliver progress on all 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The summit recognizes the significance and complexity of food systems around the world and 
offers an opportunity to identify pathways towards sustainable national food systems 
contributing to the achievement of the SDGs1. In preparation for this historic global summit, a 

diverse range of stakeholders from all Member States – from Government to Members of 
Parliament (MP), from youth activists to traditional leaders, from smallholder farmers to 
scientists, the academia and private sector – were called to identify the most impactful ways to 
make food systems stronger and more equitable. In the run up to the summit, it is expected that 

many UN Member States will focus on how their national food systems can, in the coming 
decade, align with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable 
Development Goals2. 

The summit has been called upon after the realisation of a slow pace at which the world and 
the Member States of the UN are taking to achieve the SDGs. At the pace so far, it is unlikely 
that the SDGs will be attained by most countries by the year, 2030. To fast-track the process 

of achieving these goals, it has been noted that addressing the gaps in the food system will be 
essential as food systems touch every aspect of human existence. The health of our food 
systems has therefore a direct effect on the health of our bodies, as well as the health of our 
environment, our economies and our cultures. When they function well, food systems have the 

power to bring us together as families, communities and nations. When our food systems fail, 
the resulting disorder threatens our education, health and economy, as well as human rights, 
peace and security. As in so many cases, those who are already poor or marginalized are most 
likely to suffer the worst effects3. The summit, therefore, provides the space and opportunity 

where the member states could dialogue and find ways on how they can contribute to 
transforming the ways in which people’s food is produced and consumed. Additionally, the 
summit will explore ways in which the world food systems can become more sustainable and 
equitable thereby offering an exceptional opportunity to nurture the world’s people and the 
planet.  

The term ‘food system’ encompasses every person and every process involved in growing, 

raising or making food, right through to consumption and what we do with our waste – from 
farmers to fruit pickers to supermarket cashiers; from flour mills to refrigerated trucks and 
neighbourhood composting facilities. Billions of people worldwide earn their living from the 
world’s food systems4. The systematic approach in addressing the food from the farm to the 
fork takes cognisance of the fact and the understanding of the multiplicity of issues involved.  

A food system addresses issues of food security, economic, social, environmental and territorial 

sustainability. The dialogues, both at member states and independent levels and various 
diagnostics assessments including various consultations being done on the food systems are 
aimed at understanding the dynamic interactions between drivers/actors & activities/impacts, 

                                              

1 https://summitdialogues.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Member-State-Dialogues-Synthesis_Report-2.pdf . 

Accessed on 19th August 2021. 
2 Reference Manual for Convenors of Food Systems Summit Dialogues  
3https://summitdialogues.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Handbook-for-Member-State-Dialogues-of-the-

Food-Systems-Summit.pdf . Accessed on 20th August 2021. 
4 Reference Manual for Convenors of Food Systems Summit Dialogues  

https://summitdialogues.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Member-State-Dialogues-Synthesis_Report-2.pdf
https://summitdialogues.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Handbook-for-Member-State-Dialogues-of-the-Food-Systems-Summit.pdf
https://summitdialogues.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Handbook-for-Member-State-Dialogues-of-the-Food-Systems-Summit.pdf
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including feedback loops. The processes will help in identifying the levers and potential areas 
of action to move towards more sustainability. 

Therefore, ahead of the summit, the State President of the Republic of Malawi, His Excellency 
Dr Lazarus McCarthy Chakwera appointed Honourable Lobin C. Lowe, Minister of 
Agriculture as the National Convenor of the Malawi National Food Systems Dialogue. This 

was done in consonance with the guidelines for the United Nations (UN) member states 
dialogues to ensure robust, inclusive, and coordinated dialogue series with the utmost 
government leadership and commitment. In the context of Malawi, the food systems dialogue s 
have been conducted within the domain of the country’s vision, the Malawi 2063, responding 

to the first Pillar of Agriculture Productivity and Commercialization, and the enabler of Human 
Capital Development. Furthermore, the food system dialogues outcomes are expected to 
contribute to the operationalisation of the Malawi Implementation Plan 1 (MIP1) of the Malawi 
2063.  

1.2 Country context 

Malawi, located in Southern Africa, has a population of over 18 million people (2018), which 
is projected to double by 20505. Over 51% of Malawians are under 18 years of age and among 
those aged 15-64 years, 52.3% are of working age6. The food systems in Malawi heavily 

depend on macro- and micro socio-economic conditions. At macro level, the economic 
conditions have remained relatively stable but weak in the past decade. Inflation rate has 
remained between 10% and 15 %, with low real GDP growth estimated at 5.5% in 2020. 
Poverty head-count still remains high with 50.1% of the population living below the poverty 

line. While inequality is still acute and rooted, there has been marginal improvements with the 
Gini coefficient from 0.45 in 2010/11, to 0.42 in 2016/17.  

Agriculture is the dominant sector in the food system of Malawi as it contributed 23% to the 
national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2020 while supporting the livelihood of about 85% 
of the population7,8. Currently, about 90% of the food supply in the country comes directly 
from agriculture and most of Malawi’s household food availability is generally determined by 

own production9. This means that any production bottleneck has a huge repercussion on the 
overall food security and the performance of the food systems of the country. Thus, the focus 
on agriculture production in Malawi’s food system assessments and dialogues is essential.  
Considering the multi-faceted and dynamic nature of the country’s food system, the current 

dialogues are taking place with a broader view of the entire food system, taking into 
consideration issues of food distribution both in terms of production, and markets and road 
networks.  

As regards national budget in the agriculture sector over the past 10 years, there has been a 
marked investment drive, with annual budget share for agriculture reaching or surpassing the 

                                              

5NSO (2018). Malawi Population and Housing Census Main Report. 
https://malawi.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-
pdf/2018%20Malawi%20Population%20and%20Housing%20Census%20Main%20Report%20%281%29.pdf. 

Accessed on 24th August 2021. 
6 NSO (2018). Malawi Population and Housing Census Main Report, 
http://10.150.72.21:6510/www.nsomalawi.mw/images/stories/data_on_line/demography/census_2018/2018%20

Malawi%20Population%20and%20Housing%20Census%20Main%20Report.pdf 
7
 Benson, Todd. (2021) Disentangling food security from subsistence agriculture in Malawi. Washington, DC: 

International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). https://doi.org/10.2499/9780896294059 

8 National Economic Report (2021). https://www.finance.gov.mw/index.php/our-documents/annual-economic-
reports.  
9 FS-TIP (2021). A Comprehensive Food Systems Diagnostic Approach to Inform Policymaking Toward 

Sustainable Healthy Diets for All. https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-
TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf  

https://malawi.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/2018%20Malawi%20Population%20and%20Housing%20Census%20Main%20Report%20%281%29.pdf
https://malawi.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/2018%20Malawi%20Population%20and%20Housing%20Census%20Main%20Report%20%281%29.pdf
http://10.150.72.21:6510/www.nsomalawi.mw/images/stories/data_on_line/demography/census_2018/2018%20Malawi%20Population%20and%20Housing%20Census%20Main%20Report.pdf
http://10.150.72.21:6510/www.nsomalawi.mw/images/stories/data_on_line/demography/census_2018/2018%20Malawi%20Population%20and%20Housing%20Census%20Main%20Report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2499/9780896294059
https://www.finance.gov.mw/index.php/our-documents/annual-economic-reports
https://www.finance.gov.mw/index.php/our-documents/annual-economic-reports
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf
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Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP) set target of 10%10. 
However, the agricultural GDP growth rate in Malawi has been below the 6% CAADP target11. 
Furthermore, the African Union CAADP Biennial Review from 2015-2018 show that Malawi 

will still be unable to achieve many of the CAADP targets by 2025, and will also not be able 
to achieve many of the SDGs by 203012. The Food Systems Transformative Integrated Policy 
(FS-TIP) diagnostic study also shows that about 52% of Malawians still have difficulties in 
meeting basic food needs13. Crop yield is still as low as 20% of potential yield with 75% of 

crop production coming from smallholder farmers who use traditional tools and techniques and 
have limited credit and insurance access14. Irrigation and mechanization rates are low, despite 
improvements in the supply of quality seed and fertilizer. The sector still has limited local 
processing, value-addition, food manufacturing, storage and market infrastructure, logistics 

and transportation, and energy infrastructure, and markets are poorly developed, missing or 
unstructured for considerable sections of the population15. The sector continues to experience 
occurrences of floods and droughts resulting in high levels of vulnerability and food insecurity, 
with 50% of Malawians living under the national poverty line, and female-led households 

typically poorer than their male-headed households. Agricultural based industrialization is still 
yet to develop significantly, while only an insignificant proportion of players in the agriculture 
value chain use structured markets.  

The unsustainability of the local food systems has been depicted through the annual food 
supply imbalance that happens every year in Malawi across time and space, for instance, in the 
2019/20 production season, the Ministry of Agriculture indicated that Malawi had produced 

3.7 million metric tonnes of maize16. This production was 28 percent above the five-year 
average levels and, according to the national food balance sheet, Malawi recorded a surplus of 
about 330,000 metric tonnes against an estimated national requirement of about 3.4 million 
metric tonnes. However, according to the Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee 

(MVAC) report of 2020, the food security situation in Malawi was recorded as being 
moderately dire as about 2.64 million people were in need of food assistance. Food insecurity 
in Malawi is therefore more of a result of access than availability. Access is, therefore, 
determined by income status, functionality of markets, road network, post-harvest management 
and others as the present report shall further indicate.  

From the dialogues and as presented further in this report, there is a consensus among 

Malawians that the food systems in the country are not sustainable and are failing to provide 
for food and nutrition security. Additionally, the food systems are failing to improve the 
wellbeing of Malawians. Though the country has been registering a food surplus every year for 
the past 20 years, the national vulnerability assessments that are carried out every September, 

have consistently shown a large portion of the population lacking in food entitlement17. It has 
been noted that some parts of the country are, at some point in the year, well supplied with 

                                              

10 CAADP Biennial Review Report, https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39744-doc-caddp_br_2015-

2018_english.pdf  
11 National Economic Reports, https://www.finance.gov.mw/index.php/our-documents/annual-economic-reports 
12 CAADP Biennial Review Report, https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39744-doc-caddp_br_2015-
2018_english.pdf 
13  FS-TIP (2021). Accelerating Malawi’s Food System Transformation: Diagnostic and Landscaping Analysis by 

the Food System Transformative Integrated Policy (FS-TIP) Initiative. 
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf 
14 FS-TIP (2021). Accelerating Malawi’s Food System Transformation: Diagnostic and Landscaping Analysis by 

the Food System Transformative Integrated Policy (FS-TIP) Initiative, 
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf 
15 GoM (2020). IPC Acute Food Insecurity Analysis November 2020 – March 2021, Ministry Economic Planning 
and Development, Lilongwe 
16 Malawi Production Estimates Survey Report, Ministry of Agriculture 
17 GoM (2020). IPC Acute Food Insecurity Analysis November 2020 – March 2021, Ministry Economic Planning 
and Development, Lilongwe 

https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39744-doc-caddp_br_2015-2018_english.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39744-doc-caddp_br_2015-2018_english.pdf
https://www.finance.gov.mw/index.php/our-documents/annual-economic-reports
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39744-doc-caddp_br_2015-2018_english.pdf
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/39744-doc-caddp_br_2015-2018_english.pdf
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf
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food, and at some point, within the same year, other parts are in food deficits. It has also been 
noted that though the country has had an improvement in nutrition indicators, the current 
situation is still unacceptably dire. This underscores what the food systems summit would want 

to deliberate on how the food systems can help ensure a supply of food that is nutritious and 
safe for all at all times. 

The unsustainability of the local food systems has also been depicted through the present high 
rates of malnutrition. The levels of child malnutrition are still on the higher range, particularly 
for child stunting, which averaged 41.7% during 2010-2019, notably higher than the averages 
for COMESA and Africa, respectively, of 35.5% and 32.7%. The nearly 42% level of stunting 

in Malawi is clearly above the 40% threshold for very high prevalence according to WHO’s 
(2019) classification. According to the World Bank (2019), 4% of under five children in 
Malawi suffer from acute malnutrition and 23% of all child deaths in Malawi are related to 
under-nutrition. Furthermore, the proportion of women who are overweight/obese has 

increased from 10% in 1992 to 25% and 15% of men were overweight/obese in 2018. The 
richest women are 3 times more likely to be overweight/obese than the poorest due to higher 
consumption of unhealthy ultra-processed foods18. This and the high rate of nutritionally 
related diseases cause an estimated 40,000 preventable child deaths each year in the country. 

It is estimated that stunting and nutrition related ailments lead up to 3% loss of the national 
GDP annually19.  

Malawi has a much undiversified food system with about 70% of dietary energy coming from 
cereals, roots and tubers20. About 17% of the country has poor or borderline diet quality, with 
70% of dietary energy coming from cereals, roots and tubers. This is largely due to overreliance 
on maize cultivation, which reduces production and availability of other nutrient-rich foods. 

Literature has however shown that over the past 10 years, nutrition indicators have been 
improving but the current situation in the country is still unacceptably dire21. The dialogue 
meetings observed that there is potential to improve from the current situation.  

At the same time, the Malawi food systems are doing little to protect the environment as over 
the past 20 years the agricultural sector has been the leading cause of deforestation in the 
country22. There is also a general consensus on how the Malawi food systems have, over the 

years, become vulnerable to the effects of climate change and climate variability. There has 
been increasing incidences of droughts, floods, pests and diseases and the shrinkage of the 
rainy season that has been characterised by erratic rainfall. These are hindering agriculture 
production. For example, maize production in 2015 fell by 30% due to floods in the south, and 

this was followed by a countrywide drought that put 17% of the population at risk of food 
insecurity23. Higher temperatures are also increasing risk of rivers and wetland recession, 
reducing fish supply. In addition, environmental degradation as a result of poor management 
of the food system was highlighted during the dialogues. Studies have also shown that 

                                              

18 Peter Austin Morton Ntenda, Jane Flora Kazambwe (2019) A multilevel analysis of overweight and obesity 

among non-pregnant women of reproductive age in Malawi: evidence from the 2015–16 Malawi Demographic 
and Health Survey, International Health, Volume 11, Issue 6, Pages 496–506, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/inthealth/ihy093  
19 World Bank (2019). Malawi Economic Monitor. Strengthening Human Capital through Nutrition. Washington 
DC. 
20 GoM (2020) Agriculture Sector Performance Report, July 2019 – June 2020, Ministry of Agriculture, Lilongwe 
21 GoM (2021). Report of Round 7 Nutrition Smart Surveys conducted in flood- and drought-prone livelihood 
zones of Malawi, Ministry of Health, Lilongwe 
22 FS-TIP (2021). A Comprehensive Food Systems Diagnostic Approach to Inform Policy Making Toward 
Sustainable Healthy Diets for All. https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-
TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf  
23 Benson, Todd. (2021). Disentangling food security from subsistence agriculture in Malawi. Washington, DC: 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). https://doi.org/10.2499/9780896294059. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/inthealth/ihy093
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf
https://www.mamopanel.org/media/uploads/files/Malawi_FS-TIP_Final_Brief1_v020821_SQ3G4EN.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2499/9780896294059


5 

 

agriculture is the leading cause of deforestation in Malawi24. In 2019, about agriculture 
contributed 90% to the deforestation in Malawi. Forest cover of the country reduced from 47% 
in 1975 to 25% in 2018 making it the highest deforestation rate in the Southern African 

Development Community region25. Malawi's GHG emissions from food consumption and 
agriculture are lower than African and global averages. They contribute 40% of GHG 
emissions in the country. However, these are on the rise due to increasing deforestation for 
agricultural purposes. This is exacerbating Malawi's vulnerability to floods and droughts which 
ultimately reduce food production and supply26. 

 

2.0 THE MALAWI NATIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS DIALOGUE PROCESS 

The UN Food Systems Summit offers a singular opportunity for Malawi to embark on a food 
system transformation journey to achieve sustainable healthy diets for all Malawians. This 
historic event has catalysed clarity on the need and timeliness for such a transformation, 

involving all sectors and stakeholders. The Malawi National Food Systems Dialogues were 
convened by Honourable Lobin C. Lowe, MP, Minister of Agriculture, with a financial and 
technical support from the United Nations through Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA), The Government of Flanders, International 

Fund for Agriculture Development (IFAD), and the civil society through CARE International 
and Welthungerhilfe. 

To ensure effective, holistic, and seamless dialogues, the Convenor constituted a multi-sectoral 
Task Force chaired by the Directorate of Planning in the Ministry of Agriculture, as an apex 
coordination mechanism. The Taskforce comprised UN Agencies such as the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO), Civil Society Network of Malawi (CISANET), Malawi 

Confederation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry (MCCCI), Farmers Union of Malawi 
(FUM), Donor Committee on Agriculture and Food Security (DCAFS) and other development 
partners such as the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) and International Fund 
for Agriculture Development (IFAD). Furthermore, the task force put in place a curator, note 
taker and facilitator to help in carrying out the dialogue processes.  

The food systems summit dialogues in Malawi were conducted at three levels. These included 

the national, regional and district level dialogues. Additionally, other institutions such as 
LUANAR, NASFAM and FUM, CISANET and MwAPATA Institute also conducted parallel 
dialogues at either national, regional or district levels whilst other actors such as FS-TIP 
conducted food systems diagnostic assessments. Other consultations were done with Members 

of Parliament. The findings from the other processes have reinforced and informed some of the 
outcomes of this report.  

The national level dialogues involved national level institutions like government ministries 
involved in the food systems, development partners, academic institutions, NGOs, private 
sector, and civil society organisations. The district level dialogues involved district council 
members, farmers and farmer organisations, local leaders, religious leaders, business people, 

NGOs, CBOs, and other local institutions. At the district level, the dialogues took place in 10 
districts and these included: Karonga, Rumphi, Kasungu, Ntchisi, Dedza, Mangochi, Balaka, 
Mwanza, Mulanje and Nsanje. However, it has to be noted that these ten districts were host 
districts, but representation was much wider. For instance, a dialogue in Mwanza had 

participants from Neno, the one in Karonga had participants from Chitipa. An attempt was 
made to cover as many districts as possible beyond the ten listed. The regional dialogues were 

                                              

24Kainja, S.; Bekele, M. (Eds.) Forest outlook studies in Africa (FOSA); Forest Products Society: Lilongwe, 
Malawi, 2001. 
25 Trocaire (2015). Malawi Climate Change Case Study. Lilongwe, Malawi. 
26 Trocaire (2015). Malawi Climate Change Case Study. Lilongwe, Malawi. 
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conducted in Mzuzu for the Northern Region, Salima for the Central Region, Zomba for the 
Eastern Region and Blantyre for the Southern Region. In some meetings, the National 
Convener was being represented by the District Commissioners at district meetings and the 
Agricultural Development Division (ADD) Program Managers for the regional meetings. 

Malawi started the national food systems dialogues on 19th May 2021 with a national dialogue 

that aimed at getting national consensus on several food system issues and map out the 
processes for further regional and district level dialogues that were conducted in June and July 
2021. Through these dialogues, the country has been able to understand and get the necessary 
data and information regarding spatial differences across various aspects of the national food 

system in the country. The process has fostered dialogue among different actors in the food 
system that have different narratives on the nexus of hunger, malnutrition, and poverty. 

The dialogues were conducted with a focus on five thematic areas also known as Action Tracks 
with an over-arching theme of “Building healthier, sustainable and equitable food systems 

for a better Malawi”. These action tracks are anchored on four “levers for change” (human 
rights, gender, finance, and innovation) and are key elements in shaping pathways to 
sustainable food systems. Below is the summary outline for each of the action track. 

1. Action Track # 1: Ensure safe and nutritious food for all 

This action track will work to end hunger and all forms of malnutrition and reduce the incidence 
of non-communicable diseases, enabling all people to be nourished and healthy. This requires 

that all people at all times have access to sufficient quantities of affordable and safe food 
products. Achieving this means increasing the availability of nutritious foods, making food 
more affordable and reducing inequities in access to food. The three main strands on this action 
track are (i) reducing hunger and inequality, (ii) increased access to nutritious food and (iii) 
safe food27. 

2. Action Track # 2: Shift to healthy and sustainable consumption patterns  

This action track will work to build consumer demand for sustainably produced food, 
strengthen local value chains, improve nutrition, and promote the re-use and recycling of food 

resources, especially among the most vulnerable. This action track recognizes that we need to 
eliminate wasteful patterns of food consumption; and it also recognizes that we need to 
facilitate a transition in diets towards more nutritious foods that require fewer resources to 
produce and transport28. 

3. Action Track # 3: Boosting nature -positive food production 

This action track analyse challenges and issues as regards the interface between food 
production and the environment taking into consideration how production processes can help 
take care of the environment. This will work to optimize environmental resource use in food 

production, processing, and distribution, thereby reducing biodiversity loss, pollution, water 
use, soil degradation and greenhouse gas emissions. In the pursuit of this goal, the action track 
aims at deepening understanding of the constraints and opportunities facing smallholder 
farmers and small-scale enterprises along the food value chain. It will also strive to support 

food system governance that realigns incentives to reduce food losses and other negative 
environmental impacts. Outcomes under this action track revolve around three areas of (i) 
protecting natural ecosystems against new conversions for food and feed production, (ii) 
managing sustainably existing food production systems to the benefit of both nature and people 

and (iii) restoring and rehabilitating degraded ecosystems and soil function for sustainable food 
production29. 

                                              

27 UNFSS (2020). Discussion Starter. Action Track 1. 
28 UNFSS (2020). Discussion Starter. Action Track 2. 
29 UNFSS (2020). Discussion Starter. Action Track 3. 
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4. Action Track # 4: Advancing equitable livelihoods of people involved in food system  

The action track will work to contribute to the elimination of poverty by promoting full and 

productive employment and decent work for all actors along the food value chain, reducing 
risks for the poorest, enabling entrepreneurship and addressing the inequitable access to 
resources and distribution of value. Action Track 4 will improve resilience through social 
protection and seek to ensure that food systems ‘leave no one behind’. The major outcome 

areas include (i) building agency: building consciousness, confidence, self-esteem and 
aspirations and knowledge, skills and capabilities, (ii) changing relations: the power relations 
through which people live their lives through intimate relations and social networks including 
market negotiations and (iii) transforming structures: discriminatory social norms, customs, 
values and exclusionary practices including laws, policies and services30. 

5. Action Track # 5: Building resilience to vulnerabilities shocks and stres ses 

This action track will work to ensure the continued functionality of sustainable food systems 
in areas that are prone to natural disasters and also promote actions to protect food supplies 

from the impacts of pandemics. The ambition behind this action track is to ensure that all people 
within a food system are empowered to prepare for, withstand, and recover from instability. 
The action track also aims to help people everywhere participate in food systems that, despite 
shocks and stressors, deliver food security, nutrition and equitable livelihoods for all. The 

action track has a three pronged fully integrated focus on food systems as follows: (i) being 
equitable and inclusive (economic resilience), (ii) producing broad based benefits for all people 
(social resilience), and (iii) generating positive and regenerative impacts on the natural 
environment (environmental resilience)31. 

The food systems dialogues in Malawi were further used to address the following issues32: 

a) Consider the purposes of current food systems and explore how they function 
through complementary fact-based and qualitative approaches , including whether they 
enable all people to access healthy and nutritious food that has been produced sustainably, 

respond to the needs of those within them and contribute to all 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals.  

b) Agree on expectations of food systems in the coming ten years , including how they will 
contribute to the good health and nutrition of everyone; the livelihoods of those working in 
food systems; the resilience of people’s lives and livelihoods in the face of climate change, 
personal health and other unknowns; the well-being of women and children (especially 

between conception and a child’s second birthday); the regeneration of eco-systems and nature 
and to substantial reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.  

c) Identify the changes that must be made in the coming three years  for food systems to 
meet expectations by 2030, considering the priority challenges that must be addressed to do so, 
the ways in which changes might be supported so that they are both equitable and just and 
ongoing experiences (within the country or elsewhere) of all people.  

d) Explore how stakeholders can work well together for collective action, forge powerful 

partnerships, create mutually reinforcing interventions and foster a cycle of continuous 

learning and sharing on practices and policy choices that contribute to sustainable food 
systems, including an analysis of who sees value in supporting the change, who opposes it, and 
who will perceive the benefits.  

                                              

30 UNFSS (2020). Discussion Starter. Action Track 4. 
31 UNFSS (2020). Discussion Starter. Action Track 5. 
32 UNFSS (2020). Food Systems Summit Dialogues | Handbook for Member States 
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The process of the dialogues followed the following format:  

a. Formal background presentations 

These were mostly done by the curator who provided the context and the basis for the dialogue. 
The curator unbundled the food systems concept and provided guidance to the participants on 

the areas the dialogues will focus on, the action tracks and the specific issues in the action track. 
Thereafter, groups were created for group discussions on specific action tracks. 

b. Group discussions 

The groups were formed according to action tracks and people were given a chance to choose 

which action track they could comfortably participate in and give maximum contribution. 
However, in some cases, the facilitators ensured a fair representation in the groups by 
specifically allocating people into groups. Each group had a facilitator who was a member of 
a task team and one participant was identified to take notes to be presented during the plenary 

session. The discussions were open to using different local languages for effective 
communication. 

c. Plenary 

After group discussions, participants then made presentations to the plenary for general 

discussions. The facilitators made sure that special people and opinion leaders in the meetings 
like the Chiefs were given space to give their views. The discussion had been very rich and 
through the process, it was noted that people had the enthusiasm to contribute and share their 
views. 

 

3.0 OUTCOMES OF THE DIALOGUES 

The issues presented here are the summarised and synthesized outcomes of all the national 
dialogues conducted across the country. The issues raised here represent the voices of the 
farmers, private sector players, civil society, government staff and local leaders at the national, 
regional and district levels of the country. Additionally, they are also informed by the various 

dialogues that were organised by other institutions and shared with the national taskforce that 
facilitated the food systems dialogues in the country. 

3.1 Action Track #1: Ensuring safe and nutritious food for all 

This section presents the challenges, causes/drivers, opportunities, and ideas for game-

changing and systemic solutions/priorities to achieve the goals of Action Track 1 (AT1) as 
unearthed in the dialogue process. The dialogues aimed at contributing to three focus areas: (i) 
accelerate the reduction of hunger and inequality through identifying ways to end hunger and 
all forms of malnutrition and reduce the incidence of diet-related non-communicable disease 

(NCD); (ii) make nutritious foods more available and affordable at all times including ensuring 
access to sufficient quantities, and quality of safe food; and (iii) make food safer while 
recognizing that unsafe food can also increase the risk of undernutrition and certain NCDs33. 

Current challenges and their causes/drivers 

a. Low productivity and production of diversified and nutritious foods: The dialogues 
noted that food insecurity especially at household level and at different times of the year 
remains a challenge in Malawi. It was noted that addressing the challenge will likely 
involve significantly increasing agricultural productivity in sustainable ways, enhancing 

social protection that builds productive assets, and reducing inequalities in food access, 

                                              

33 file:///C:/Users/FRI%20TZ/Downloads/AT1_Synthesis_of_Propositions_Wave1%20(1).pdf  

about:blank
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among other things. The major drivers/causes of low productivity and production 
identified during the dialogues were as follows: 

● Climate change, which is contributing to increased occurrence of floods, dry spells, 
droughts, and erratic rainfall;  

● Low adoption of improved agricultural technologies and high quality inputs among 
smallholder farmers; 

● Limited investments and use of irrigation despite huge potential with abundant 
water bodies. Increasing dependence syndrome or overdependence on relief after 
climatic shocks results in less effort on household agriculture activities; 

● Low innovation and use of modern technologies (ICT, mechanisation) that make 
agriculture production systems unattractive to the youth; 

● Agriculture produce policy bias towards crops, especially maize production at the 
expense of other value chains such as livestock, forestry, aquaculture and fisheries; 
and 

● Land shortage and unfavourable land tenure system especially for women and 

youth. For example, small land holding sizes and land fragmentation in many 
districts such as Thyolo and Mulanje districts, have contributed to low production, 
hence leading to food deficits amongst most households. 

b. Inadequate dietary diversification: The dialogues noted that there is still low dietary 
diversity with much emphasis on cereal based diets for the majority of the population in 
Malawi. In addition, there is inadequate knowledge in food preparation, utilisation, and 

processing towards a balanced diet. This may require among other things to shift from 
predominantly consuming maize to other crops like cassava, sweet potatoes, legumes, fish, 
meat, and horticultural products. The major drivers/causes identified were as follows: 

● Limited knowledge on how to prepare nutritious foods that meet the Daily 
Nutritious Food requirements. Absence of public nutrition education initiatives 
such “Mkomya wa pa banja” (household nutrition radio initiative) and nutrition 

/home economics front line workers was specifically mentioned as one of the major 
missing links; 

● Limited knowledge on how to integrate some foods in the diet, for instance, milk 
and milk products, indigenous foods, bio-fortified sweet potato or orange flavoured 
sweet potatoes for optimal nutritional benefit; 

● Limited nutrition education in the primary education curriculum that contributes to 
the knowledge and skills gap in food planning, budgeting, processing and 
utilization; 

● Inadequate nutrition information on food products. Nutrition labelling is not 
enforced as a mandatory requirement; 

● Policy emphasis on the food production side, resulting in limited investments in 
processing and utilization of food; and 

● High levels of poverty, which are reflected in low income resulting in most 
households unable to afford a diversified diet. 

c. Poor health and sanitary facilities: The dialogues noted that many parts of the country 
have challenges of sanitation and access to basic health services due to inadequate 
facilities. The key drivers/causes identified were as follows: 

● Limited health and sanitation facilities and services for many communities 

especially in the Northern Region make it difficult to have them all served 
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adequately with health services including sanitation. Key barriers affecting access 
to health services in Malawi include few health facilities resulting in long distance 
to nearest health facility; lack of drugs and medical equipment, and shortage of 

health personnel34. In addition, reports show that 33% of the population has no 
access to improved sanitation35. This has led to high incidence of sanitation related 
diseases that have a bearing on malnutrition prevalence, poor sanitation and 
unhygienic practice resulting in approximately 3,000 under-five child deaths per 

year in Malawi with 11.4% of infant and child mortality as a result of diarrhoea36.  
This is high in the districts of Thyolo, Mulanje, Nsanje and Chikwawa in the 
Southern Region and in Mzimba and Nkhatabay districts in the northern Region; 
and 

● Inadequate waste disposal facilities in cities and towns in the country leading to 
poor waste disposal and management. This contributes to increased outbreaks of 

malnutrition enhancing diseases like diarrhoea and cholera. There is also increasing 
industrial waste effluents in rivers in the cities of Lilongwe, Mzuzu, Blantyre and 
downstream districts. 

d. Consumption of unsafe foods : The dialogues noted that a lot of people in the country 
especially in the districts37 are consuming food that is not safe due to chemical pollution. 
It was also indicated that there are a lot of unsafe meat products on the market (in much of 

the Northern Region and the Lower Shire). The key drivers/causes identified were as 
follows: 

● Inadequate inspectorate services of livestock products, especially on local 
slaughterhouses. Participants cited that there is also a lot of corruption as meat is 
never thrown away even after it has been certified unsafe for human consumption; 

● Lack of adherence to proper chemical and pesticide use and handling. For example, 
it was noted that there is rampant abuse and misuse of veterinary drugs in livestock 
and/or pesticides in horticultural crops, re-use of chemical containers for food and 
water storage; 

● Lack of knowledge and expertise on post-harvest handling for both households and 

institutions like ADMARC. This results in selling and consumption of 
contaminated and rotten foods (e.g. with high levels of aflatoxin and residual 
chemicals). Frequent food deficits have led to people eating poisonous plants/foods 
including zikhawo in some parts of the Central Region; 

● Lack of food safety standards and legislation. There has been no nationwide 
policy/strategy for food safety control. A national food safety policy is currently 

being developed, which will be enforced by a food safety law to be developed after 
the policy; and 

● Inadequate knowledge on what is unsafe food and consumption of expired food 
products. Most dialogue sessions indicated that in most rural areas in Malawi, shops 
sell expired products that put the lives of people at risk. This is mainly the case due 
to (i) lack of knowledge by the communities to check the expiry dates, (ii) looking 

for cheap products with reduced prices, and low enforcement of standards/quality 
assurance by the Malawi Bureau of Standards (MBS). The key challenge is 

                                              

34 Msokwa, R. (2021) “Improving access to health services in Malawi”, South Eastern European Journal of Public 
Health (SEEJPH). doi: 10.11576/seejph-4383. 
35 https://www.wateraid.org/mw/health  
36 WHO/UNICEF (2017). Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP). Malawi.  
37 specifically emphasised in Blantyre and Mulanje districts 

https://www.wateraid.org/mw/health
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inadequate capacity at MBS to certify and inspect foods up to the district level, 
especially in informal markets. 

e. Low consumption of nutrient rich/dense foods: The dialogues noted that in general, 
Malawian diets are dominated by staple foods, especially maize, and also rice and cassava 
in some areas. Because most Malawian meals rely heavily on these staples, other nutrient -

rich foods, such as fruits, vegetables, fish, beans, and meat are often consumed in small 
amounts or not at all38. As a result, meals are often adequate in terms of total calories or 
quantity, but inadequate in terms of nutritional quality. The key drivers/causes identified 
were as follows:  

● Reduced availability and consumption of most of the indigenous foods especially 
vegetables which are very high in nutrient content. Among other reasons, 

production and consumption have declined over the years due to: (i) perception that 
imported vegetables and processed foods are superior to indigenous/ local types, (ii) 
loss of indigenous knowledge on preparation of indigenous vegetables and (iii) 
limited use of locally available foods for nutrition demonstration programs. Often 

extension programs bring food stuff sourced outside the community areas for 
demonstrating food preparation and processing; and 

● Low consumption of animal source protein products such as fish, milk and milk 
products, livestock and others. Although supply of animal sourced protein has 

increased by 55% since 2010, it remains below the African and global average for now 

–10 vs 13 vs 31 g/capita/day. This is mainly attributable to inability to access them 
due to low incomes among many households. 

f. Inadequate access to nutritious food: The dialogue noted that access to nutritious food 
apart from diversity of the diets is also the major cause of malnutrition in most parts of the 
country. The following were identified as some of the drivers for this challenge: 

● High levels of poverty. Due to people’s low purchasing power, they are unable to 
purchase nutritious foods apart from what they are able to produce; 

● Gender inequalities in distribution and access to food at household level; 

● Attitude on what to produce and what to eat. Most households produce high 
nutrient crops like legumes and livestock for the market and not for their own 
consumption. This also applies in capture fisheries where the target is market and 
not home consumption; 

● Rapid urbanisation and high influx of fast foods are also leading to poor feeding 
habits for both urban and rural dwellers;  

● Cultural and religious belief - other cultures and religions prohibit eating certain 
types of foods for example mice, insects, eggs for pregnant women and pork, which 
are nutritious; 

● Limited skills and facilities on value addition particularly among small-scale 

producers despite having a lot of produce e.g. citrus fruits in areas like Mwanza 
and Neno districts; sweet potatoes in Mulanje, Thyolo, and Mwanza districts; 

● Seasonal unavailability of nutritious foods due to high post-harvest losses for 
example sweet potatoes; and inadequate knowledge in processing techniques or 
technologies, particularly among small-scale producers. Unavailability of 
nutritious foods also emanates from limited winter food production systems or the 
use of residual moisture and wetland (dimba) crop production; and  

                                              

38 https://massp.ifpri.info/files/2015/05/Full-report_4-20-15_2sm.pdf  

https://massp.ifpri.info/files/2015/05/Full-report_4-20-15_2sm.pdf
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● Poor road, processing and storage infrastructure leading to skewed distribution of 
inputs and produce, and increasing market prices that affects access and 
availability. 

Opportunities for Action Track #1  

The following were identified as opportunities that if well harnessed and utilised can assist in 
addressing most of the challenges identified under this action track: 

a. Availability of existing institutions, structures, programs and systems at all levels to 
accelerate food system transformation. These institutions and structures are not fully 
utilised but have a potential to provide a quick turnaround to challenges facing food 
systems in Malawi; 

b. Existence of extension and behaviour change communication approaches, capacities 

and facilities e.g. extension workers, community radios, ICTs/digital platforms and 
local health personnel, including Health Surveillance Assistants (HSA’s) at the local 
level; 

c. The large youth population who are energetic, innovative and willing to explore and 
learn; 

d. Advancement in agricultural innovation with new technologies and approaches for 
increased production, processing and value addition. Examples include storage 
technologies such as pics bags that are contributing to reducing post-harvest losses; 
climate smart agriculture approaches, bio fortification of seeds etc.; 

e. High endowment of natural resources that include fertile land, diverse agro-ecological 

zones and perennial water supply from lakes, rivers, and streams favourable for 
producing different nutritious foods throughout the year. There is also high production 
potential for diversified agricultural commodities in different agro-ecological zones 
across the nation including diverse local foods; 

f. Access to quality inputs from Government and NGOs such as subsidized inputs from 
Government, clean banana suckers from agriculture production units; and supply of 
farming inputs on credit from NGOs and the private sector; 

g. Untapped potential for international and cross border regional markets leading to 
increased availability of nutritious foods; 

h. Availability of untapped potential of off-farm alternative income sources in rural areas 
e.g. tourism activities, community forest based products for income and employment; 

i. Business opportunities and availability of private sector players and companies 

involved in the food chain e.g. fertilizer companies, cement and lime companies, 
processing factories, aggregators etc.; 

j. Strong donor support that can be fully utilised by the Government of Malawi;  

k. Existing policies and strategies to address safer and healthier foods e.g. the Malawi 

2063 Vision has recognised nutrition as a development issue and agriculture as one of 
the three major pillars; 

l. Availability of willing farming communities to participate in development work that 
could improve rural infrastructure for mobility, marketing, and food storage; and 

m. Availability of research institutions like the University of Malawi (UNIMA), Lilongwe 
University of Agriculture and Natural Resources (LUANAR) and Malawi University 
of Science and Technology (MUST), amongst others, that have huge amounts of 
research data and technical expertise. 
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Game Changing Priorities 

Based on the identified challenges, this section provides the proposed game changing and 
systemic solutions/priorities to address the challenges and advance food systems 
transformation with focus on Action Track 1. The priorities are both short term (to be 
implemented within 3 years) and medium term (to be implemented within 10 years). These 
have been presented in Table 1 below.  

Table 1: Proposed short- and long-term game changing priorities under Action Track 1 

Challenges Game changing solutions (short 
term-within 3 years) 

Game changing solutions 
(Medium term-within 10 

years) 

a. Low productivity and 
production of 

diversified and 

nutritious foods 

● Scale up and invest in 
integrated nutritious value 

chains that promote integrated 

household farming (vegetables, 

fruits, legumes, fisheries and 
livestock). 

● Enhance and intensify rearing 

of livestock especially non-
conventional livestock (rabbits 

and small stocks e.g. chickens), 

fisheries and aquaculture for 

home consumption. 

● Diversify the Affordable Input 

Program (AIP), consider 

including inputs for nutrient 

rich foods such as legumes, 
Orange Fleshed Sweet Potato 

vines, livestock, and indigenous 

vegetables (luni, denje, 

blackjack and amaranths. It 

should also include support to 
irrigation farming. 

● Prioritize, and accelerate 

investments for community 
driven, solar powered irrigation 

systems (e.g. remove taxes). 

● Increase investment in 

resilience programming beyond 

recovery during disasters and 

emergencies. 

● Expedite the review and 

enactment of the 2016 land 

laws to spur land productivity 

which is key for agriculture 
transformation.  

● Promote efficient utilization of 

idle estate farms for 
reallocation to/expansion by 

efficient farm production units. 

● Promote commercial 
production of nutrient rich 

foods e.g. bi-fortified 

crops, legumes. 

● Increase national 

budgetary 

allocation/funding to 

research and development 
of nutritious cultivars and 

foods. 

● Revamp livestock and 

fisheries production and 

ensure balanced priorities 

among crops, livestock and 

fisheries sectors. 

● Promote gender 

transformative strategies in 

food systems. 
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b. Inadequate dietary 
diversification 

 

● Change the traditional mind-set 
that “maize is food and food is 

maize” across all government 
programs and narratives 

including the AIP and 

household food consumption 

habits. 

● Promoting farming and 

consumption of nutrient rich 

insects. 

● Integrate nutrition messaging in 

agricultural extension services 

e.g. scale up promotion of 

household diversity dietary 
plans and food budgeting. 

● Re-introduce nutrition frontline 

workers - those that were called 
Home craft workers.  

● Enforce nutritional labelling as 
a standard for all “on-shelf” 

food products in the country. 

● Reduce tax and levies on 
healthy foods and increase tax 

on unhealthy foods.  

● Accelerate campaigns on the 
right to food and decent wages. 

● Promote the multi-sectoral 
approach to nutrition 

interventions (systems 

approach). 

● Create a conducive 
environment for private 

sector investments in value 
addition and processing of 

diverse, nutrient-rich 

healthy foods and reduce 

exporting of jobs through 

raw materials. 

● Intensify location specific, 

community owned agro-

processing factories e.g. 
for citrus fruits in Mwanza, 

pigeon peas and fruits in 

Mulanje, rice in Karonga, 

cotton in Lower Shire. 

● Re-introduce government 

owned agro processing 

factories e.g. Mulanje 

canning factory. 

● Rebrand and repackage the 

Daily Nutritious Food 

requirements and 6 food 
groups approach. 

● Enhance alternative off-

farm income opportunities 
e.g. co-management of 

forest reserves for 

apiculture. 

c. Poor health and 
sanitary facilities 

● Revamp city council waste 
disposal services. 

● Intensify privatization of waste 
disposal services. 

● Develop industries through 

alternative use of waste for 
energy generation and 

manufacturing of organic 

fertilizers. 

● Regulate and enforce keeping 

of domesticated animals within 

residential areas (both urban 

and rural). 

● Promote construction of low 

cost and resilient WASH 

infrastructure e.g. pit latrines. 

● Increase access to basic 
health services for all by 

constructing new health 

facilities, rehabilitating the 

old ones and recruiting 

more qualified staff to 
provide the services. 

● Make health services cost 

recovery – users of public 
health facilities should be 

contributing to the cost of 

the service; this will 

enhance quality service 

delivery.   

d. Consumption of unsafe 
foods 

● Review certification 
procedures, enhance 

● Formulate a food safety 
Bill and fast-track its 
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enforcement and capacitate the 
Malawi Bureau of Standards. 

● Enforcement of council by laws 
to regulate street foods, monitor 

local markets especially for 

foods. 

● Enhance multi sectoral food 

safety and appropriate 

chemicals handling campaigns 

with greater involvement of 

private sectors and consumers. 

● Enhance development and scale 

out of post-harvest handling 

technologies at household and 
national levels. 

● Enhance water quality 

assessment and regulation 

enactment through 
Parliament. 

● Establish food safety risk 
monitoring systems at all 

levels. 

● Improve diagnostics for 
foodborne pathogens 

including traceability 

mechanisms by 

capacitating local 

laboratories with human 
resources and equipment. 

e. Low consumption of 

nutrient dense foods 

e.g. indigenous foods 
and animal source 

foods. 

● Enhance behaviour and change 

communication. 

● Revamp home based nutrition 

visit programs by nutrition 

frontline workers. 

● Promote and brand indigenous 

crop varieties and foods as an 

alternative source of nutrient 
dense foods 

● Prioritise and increase funding 

in the livestock and fisheries 
sector. 

● Promote community and 

private sector investment in 
fisheries through cage fish 

farming, reducing taxes on fish 

feed and developing local 

capacity to formulate and 

produce fish feed and 
supplements. 

● Review and pass the Food and 

Nutrition bill that is fully 
aligned and supportive of 

transformative food systems. 

● Review and adapt school 

curricula to include all 

aspects of food systems 
including nutrition starting 

from primary school level. 

 

f. Inadequate access to 
nutritious foods 

● Promote consumption of high 
dense nutritious foods through 

deliberate policy on bio 

fortification and food 

fortification. 

● Improve food marketing e.g. 

resuscitating ADMARC by 

reviewing its operations, 

injecting new capital and 

● Explore regional and 
international markets to 

enhance exports and 

imports during surplus and 

deficit years. 
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removing political interference 
into its operations. 

● Invest in improving transport 
and storage infrastructure to 

enhance district, regional and 

national market linkages to 

meet food supply and demand. 

● Refocus vocational and 

entrepreneurship programs 

towards making of value 

addition and processing 
equipment especially in 

community vocational colleges.  

● Undertake consumer awareness 
campaigns on healthy diets and 

consumption patterns, targeting 

urban and middle-income 

populations. 

 

3.2 Action Track #2: Shifting to sustainable consumption patterns  

This section presents the challenges, causes/drivers, opportunities, and ideas for game-
changing and systemic solutions/priorities to achieve the goals of Action Track 2 (AT2). The 

dialogues focused on how to build consumer demand for sustainably produced food, strengthen 
local value chains, improve nutrition, and promote the re-use and recycling of food resources 
due to food waste. AT2 recognizes that we need to eliminate wasteful patterns of food 
consumption; it also recognizes that we need to facilitate a transition in diets towards more 
nutritious foods that require fewer resources to produce and transport39. 

Current Challenges and Drivers/Causes 

a. Inadequate capacity in agro-processing, value addition and utilization: The dialogues 
noted that there is very little agro-processing at all levels (community or national levels).  

This challenge has contributed significantly to food wastage and loss. The following are 
the main drivers identified during the dialogues:  

● The cost of agro-processing equipment is very high that most households or groups 
of farmers may not be able to afford. This is compounded by high taxes on imported 
pieces of equipment as well as the cost of maintenance; 

● Inadequate expertise in food processing – the majority of Malawians do not possess 
basic knowledge and skills in food processing and preservation; 

● Unreliable and low supply of energy at all levels to spur industrialization and, 
importantly, support food preservation and processing. This has led to most products 
like milk, citrus fruits, and vegetables to having low storage life after harvesting 
resulting in food losses and wastage; 

● Limited access to financing opportunities to support investment in agro-processing 
and value addition at all levels; and 

                                              

39 https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/unfss-at2-discussion_starter-dec2020.pdf  

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/unfss-at2-discussion_starter-dec2020.pdf
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● Limited infrastructure for food storage, processing, and transportation. Malawi has 
an agricultural infrastructure index of 31 lower than East African (36) and global 
(53) average40. 

b. Inadequacy of diverse nutritious foods: As in ACT1, participants under ACT2 noted 
that our current food systems have provided more quantity but less quality food that has 

resulted in the double burden of malnutrition, where both undernutrition e.g. stunting and 
overweight among the urban elites is becoming a frequent phenomenon. The following are 
some of the drivers contributing to this problem: 

● Over-emphasis on maize based recipes. About 70% of Malawians cultivate maize 
while only 25% and 45% produce fruits and livestock, respectively41 - thus 
impacting the supply and affordability of more nutritious food;  

● Low-income levels among farmers (over 50% of population living below the 
poverty line42) result in limited purchasing power to guide diet choices when own 
production is insufficient; 

● Limited knowledge and consumption of nutritious indigenous food types, including 
loss of indigenous knowledge in food preparation and preservation; 

● Lack of community ownership and management over natural resources, resulting 

in loss of natural resources-based food opportunities. This has impeded the 
potential and benefits for alternative nutritive foods and off-farm incomes; and 

● Poor road infrastructure affecting the supply and distribution of high-quality food 
and also affecting food prices. 

c. Food wastage and losses: The dialogues noted that there is a lot of food wastage between 
the farm and the plate. Malawi loses more food per capita than global average despite high 
levels of food insecurity which affects 52% of Malawians43. Malawi Food waste index is 

estimated at 146 kg/capita per year compared to 121 kg/capita/year globally (FS-TIP, 2021). Food 

losses stand at 9% vegetables, 10% fruits, and 12% pulses, among other produce44. Lack 

of food processing and value addition is also exacerbating poverty levels among most 
households as they sell unprocessed produce at lower prices thereby reducing potential 
household income. The major drivers/causes identified are as follows: 

● Prevalence of community informal open-air markets, which result in more food 
waste than well-constructed modern markets. These markets have very high levels 
of food wastage, especially of seasonal fruits and vegetables; 

● Poor post-harvest handling and management practices have resulted in huge losses 
and waste of foods; 

● Lack of steady structured markets such as ADMARC, with cold chain 

infrastructure and storage facilities at all levels. This is exacerbated by inadequate 
energy supply due to low levels of electrification to support cold storage and 
limited cold room transportation systems; 

                                              

40 GoM (2020). Agriculture Sector Performance Report, July 2019 – June 2020, Ministry of Agriculture, Lilongwe 
41 Government of Malawi (2004). Agriculture statistics crop production estimates- Ministry of Agriculture and 

Livestock Development- Malawi 
42 IMF (2017). Malawi Country Report No.17/184.  file:///C:/Users/FRI%20TZ/Downloads/cr17184.pdf . 

Accessed 24th August 2021 
43 FS-TIP (2021). Accelerating Malawi’s Food System Transformation: Diagnostic and Landscaping Analysis by 
the Food System Transformative Integrated Policy (FS-TIP) Initiative 
44 FS-TIP (2021). Accelerating Malawi’s Food System Transformation: Diagnostic and Landscaping Analysis by 
the Food System Transformative Integrated Policy (FS-TIP) Initiative 
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● Socio-cultural factors like celebrations demand a lot of food to be prepared but in 
most cases not all the food that is prepared is consumed. Traditions like sewele, 
chisiki, chinamwali and cultural functions like weddings and funeral ceremonies 
result in a lot of food wastage; 

● Climate impact losses - excess rainfall during harvest/postharvest periods directly 

cause losses, particularly during harvest and processing and this coupled with poor 
storage infrastructure that exacerbates the problem; 

● Vulnerability to pests and diseases, for example Fall Armyworm (FAW), foot and 
mouth, Covid-19, Epizootic Ulcerative Syndrome (EUS). For example, FAW has 
affected all districts in the country with most areas reporting infestation ranging 
from 20% to over 45% in February 202145; and 

● Limited knowledge in food budgeting - not knowing the quantities of food to be 
prepared per meal but also how much to keep to last a household until the next 
harvest. 

d. Unregulated and weak enabling environment for food: The dialogues noted that the 

food environment is not regulated and coordinated to influence consumer demand and 
choices to consume healthy and sustainable diets. Malawi's food environment has few 
policies that encourage the consumption of sustainable and healthy diets. The major 
drivers/causes identified were as follows: 

● The country has limited marketing restrictions on advertisement, sale and 
consumption of junk and non-alcoholic beverages to children. As a result, there is 

an increasing tendency for lactating mothers to feed their children junk food both 
in urban and rural settings; 

● Misinformation and lack of food labelling on food products is rampant. What 
makes it worse is that consumers do not pay attention to food labelling when buying 
foods; 

● There are also no policy provisions and initiatives to advocate for reduced 
consumption of salt/sodium and saturated fatty acids. However, there are 
provisions guiding the marketing of breast milk substitutes; 

● Negative food habits especially in urban settings resulting in increased 
consumption of more ultra-processed foods that is equated to “high and prosperous 
life style”; 

● Despite availability of certain nutritious foods at the household level e.g. livestock 
and legumes, people tend to sell them for income unlike home consumption; 

● Gender biased food etiquettes and consumption patterns whereby high-quality food 

is consumed by elders and/or the male folk especially husbands and not women or 
children; and 

● Lack of appropriate and safe infrastructure for handling food like slaughterhouses , 
fish landing and drying sites.  

Opportunities for Action Track # 2 

● Availability of abundant water sources in the country that could be utilised for 
growing diverse nutritious crops throughout the year; 

                                              

45 FS-TIP (2021). Accelerating Malawi’s Food System Transformation: Diagnostic and Landscaping Analysis by 

the Food System Transformative Integrated Policy (FS-TIP) Initiative 
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● Availability of cultivable land in much of the Central and Northern Regions that 
could be used for increased agricultural production targeting more nutritious foods; 

● Availability of development partners, private sector and NGOs who complement 
government efforts; 

● Proliferation of technology in so many fields like ICT, seed and other husbandry 
practices, which can enable production and marketing of nutrient dense foods; 

● Renewed interest in infrastructure development by the current government 
especially with regards to railway, road network and water; 

● Diverse ecology in Malawi that could be used for the development of several 
enterprises e.g. Rumphi, Dedza, Ntchisi and the shire highlands have favourable 
weather conditions for fruit and dairy production; 

● Availability of government structures and systems at all levels to drive efforts 
towards sustainable consumption patterns, for example, presence of extension 

workers, and nutrition workers from Government as well as District Agriculture 
Extension Coordinating Committee (DAECC) and District Nutrition Coordinating 
Committee (DNCC); 

● Existing agro-processing plants that can be revamped or maximised (rice and 
coffee, dhal from pigeon peas, canning factory); 

● A network of agro-dealer shops that facilitate input and output marketing; 

● Availability of diverse and nutritious food types across the region; and 

● Growing interest among traditional leadership and other stakeholders on issues of 
nutrition education. 

Game Changing Priorities 

Based on the identified challenges, this section provides the proposed game changing and 
systemic solutions/priorities to address the challenges and advance food systems 

transformation with focus on AT2. The priorities are both short term (to be implemented within 
3 years) and medium term (to be implemented within 10 years). These have been presented in 
Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Proposed short- and long-term game changing priorities under Action Track 2 

Challenges Game changing solutions (short 

term-within 3 years) 

Game changing solutions 

(Medium term-within 10 
years) 

a. Inadequate capacity 

in agro-processing, 
value addition and 

utilization 

● Introduce tax measures such as 

waivers and credits on 
acquisition of agro-processing 

equipment to increase supply 

and affordability of diverse 

foods at all times. 

● Increase investment in 

electricity generation and 

alternative energy sources to 

trigger industrialization. 

● Invest in low cost, safe 

community food processing 

and storage facilities e.g. solar 
dryers and structured markets 

● Invest in strategic large 

scale processing and 
aggregating/storage 

facilities at district level 

(warehouse receipt) to act 

as first port of call for 

improved food 

aggregation, storage and 
processing. 

Complementary to this 

should be to develop 

logistics infrastructures 

and capacity to support 
modernized food 

transportation systems 
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to limit food contamination, 
loss and waste. 

● Refocus vocational and 
technical training on 

development of technologies 

and innovations for value 

addition and food preservation. 

● Promote establishment of 

location specific cottage 

industries i.e. small scale 

processing companies for 
milk, fruits and vegetables. 

 

across the country to 
reduce food loss and 

waste and extend produce 

shelf-life. The private 

sector is extremely 

important for this 
recommendation to 

materialize; the 

government can provide 

leadership and the 

conducive environment. 

● Introduce farmer friendly 

finance mechanisms to 

purchase and invest in 
community level agro 

processing. 

● Ensure conducive 
business environment to 

attract foreign and direct 

investment in agro –

processing. 

b. Inadequacy of diverse 
nutritious foods 

 

● Invest and promote 
biodiversity conservation - 

beyond hybrid seeds especially 

the protection of indigenous 
seed systems.  

● Carry out national campaigns 

on the benefits of cultivating 
and consuming indigenous 

nutrient dense foods such as 

vegetables and legumes. 

● Introduce cooking show 

competitions among youth and 

communities. 

● Integrate performing arts and 

national celebrities in 

consumer awareness 

campaigns especially 

endorsements of nutritious 
diets. 

● Encourage farming of 
nutritious and/or bio-fortified 

foods e.g. through a diversified 

AIP package 

● Promote local seed banks for 

highly nutritive indigenous 

cultivars. 

● Intensify investments and wide 

scale use of medium and large 

scale, nation-wide farm 

mechanization - Throw away 

the ‘hand hoe’ and. 

● Create farmer friendly 
financing mechanisms. 

These interventions can 

take advantage of the plans 
to develop an Agricultural 

Finance Policy (AFP) and 

revitalize the Agricultural 

Credit Facility (ACF) in 

Malawi 2063 vision in 

order to increase access to 
capital under agriculture 

commercialization efforts. 

● Invest in large scale water 

harvesting infrastructures 

(dams or reservoirs) 

through PPPs across the 

country. These should be 

multi-purpose facilities to 
support local clean energy 

generation, irrigation 

farming, human and 

livestock consumption and 

recreation. Anchor farms 
envisaged in the 10 Malawi 

implementation Plan could 

be developed around such 

facilities. 

● Allocate government idle 

land to young people for 

crop diversity 

intensification programs. 
This could be leveraged on 

available financing 
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● Intensify and sustain market 
information systems 

initiatives like the NEEF to 
enable youth and women 

participation in 

transformative food 

systems e.g. in production, 

service delivery 
(veterinary, 

mechanization, ICT 

solutions, etc.), distribution 

(aggregation, warehousing, 

transportation), and 
processing (rice, fruits, 

vegetables, rice, fisheries 

etc.)”. 

● Enhance infrastructural 

transformation that 

facilitates value chain 

functions e.g. road 

infrastructure importantly, 
in rural areas with high 

potential for food system 

transformation.  

 

c. Food wastage and 

losses  

● Introduce circular food systems 

approach that ensures food 
waste is measured and 

prevented, redistributed to 

those in need, or is used as a 

feedstock for processing into 

valuable products in line with 

principles of circularity. The 
interventions include:  (i) 

Mandatory segregation of food 

waste by businesses and 

households revealing the 

amount of food waste and 
facilitating separate collection 

for their processing into added 

value products, (ii) incentives 

for food donation that ensure it 

is cheaper to donate food than 
to discard it,  (iii) mandatory 

measurement of food waste by 

businesses showing businesses 

how much food they are 

wasting and focusing them on 

reducing food waste, (iv) 
taxing or banning landfill and 

incineration of food waste e.g. 

“kumetric tonnesaya”  and (v) 

incentivizing the use of food 

waste as a feedstock for added 
value products such as new 

processed foods, animal feed, 

or fertilizer production. 

● Develop and implement a 

post-harvest management 
strategy and a National 

Waste Management 

Strategy.  

● Establish and activate a 

national network of 

activists and champions to 

deal with food waste issues 

to drive culturally relevant 
behaviour change among 

citizens, and facilitate 

implementation of 

interventions to reduce food 

waste. 

● Introduce guidelines in 

public procurement of food 

that ensures sustainability 
issues, such as 

environmental aspects, 

food waste, food safety, 

access, affordability, the 

important roles of 

traditional foods, or cultural 
acceptability. 
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● Enhance national public-
private partnership dedicated to 

food waste reduction e.g. 

establishing industries out of 

food waste. 

● Revamp and resuscitate 

ADMARC infrastructure as a 

steady market for smallholder 

farmers. 

● Undertake community based, 

social and behaviour change 
communication interventions 

towards mind set change on 

food waste in cultural and 

traditional events. 

d. Unregulated and weak 
enabling environment 

for food 

● Accelerate food fortification 
programs to increase nutritive 

food choices for consumers. 

● Facilitate processing of diverse, 

nutrient-rich healthy foods by 

reducing tax on healthy foods 

and increasing tax on unhealthy 

foods. 

● The Ministry of Education to 

take lead in formulating a 
legislation that will make it 

mandatory for schools 

(especially private schools) to 

stop children feeding on 

unhealthy foods such as crisps, 

juices, and puffs; instead 
promote drinking of clean 

water and homemade healthy 

snacks. 

● Develop and roll out consumer 

guidance mechanisms to help 

consumers make informed 

choices. 

● Enforce front of pack nutrition 

and eco-labelling for 

promoting healthy and 
sustainable diets in points-of-

sale and out-of-home. 

● Ensure a breastfeeding-friendly 
environment at workplaces to 

promote breastfeeding among 

lactating women.  

● Integrate nutritional aspects in 

the “Buy Malawi” campaign by 

promoting value-added 

products in Malawian shops by 

Malawians. 

● Create accountability 
mechanisms that allow 

commercial actors who 

influence a nations’ bad 

food habits to account for 
their actions and inactions. 

● Develop education 

curriculum at school levels 
that incorporate food 

systems and impact on the 

environment to enhance 

behaviour change from a 

young age.  
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● Leveraging public 
procurement to deliver 

healthier meals and grow 

demand for nutritious foods 

e.g. through the home grown 

school feeding programs. 

 
 

3.3 Action Track #3: Boosting nature -positive food production 

This section presents the challenges, causes/drivers, opportunities, and ideas for game-

changing and systemic solutions/priorities to achieve the goals of Action Track 3 (AT3). The 
dialogues focused on how the current food production systems have affected and been affected 
by nature and climate change phenomena in order to ensure a regenerative and sustainable 
approach going into the future. AT3 emphasizes the need to protect nature, rely on sustainable 

and regenerative practices that enhance the richness and abundance of biodiversity in land and 
water, and rehabilitate the functions of degraded natural systems to deliver a climate-posit ive 
future in which people and nature can thrive46. 

Current challenges and drivers/causes 

a) Poor industrial and domestic waste management: The dialogues noted that this is 
becoming a major challenge especially in the cities and other towns with an increasing 
industrial development but with minimal waste disposal facilities. This is affecting both the 
flora and fauna wellbeing as well as water quality of these cities and towns but also 
downstream communities. The major causes/drives were identified as follows: 

● Absence of waste management facilities at council and specific industry levels; 

● Vandalism of sewer lines especially in the cities of Mzuzu, Blantyre and Lilongwe; 

● Dilapidated and low capacity sewer systems across the country; 

● Inadequate enforcement of local government by-laws, the environmental 
management act and regulations; 

● Limited resources for waste management at the city and council levels; 

● Use of thin plastics and poor food packaging that affects the environment including 
aquaculture, fisheries and livestock; 

● Poor access to potable water for waste management; and   

● Poor management of drainage systems in developing urban areas.   

b) Poor farming practices and unsustainable food production systems: The dialogues 
noted that failure to adopt sustainable and climate smart practices of managing agricultural 
production is leading to other challenges like degradation of eco-systems and increased use 

of toxic chemicals. These challenges are coming in because, among others, the alternative 
technologies especially the climate smart technologies are labour intensive and also take 
time to show results. The major causes/drivers were identified as follows: 

● Weak agricultural innovation system in Malawi. Research and extension services 
have not fully developed to provide appropriate and adequate services in the 
agricultural sector. Most technologies released by research do not fully respond to 

farmer issues and indigenous knowledge has not been fully incorporated into 
research. The weak functionality of the DAES in most districts has led to poor 

                                              

46 Ambler, K., de Brauw, A., and Godlenton, S. (2017). Measuring postharvest losses at the farm level in Malawi. 
Australian Journal of Agricultural and Resource Economics 62(1) DOI:10.1111/1467-8489.12237. 
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delivery of extension services including inconsistencies in extension messages 
being given to the farmers by different actors, duplication of services and weak 
coordination and collaboration among actors; 

● Conflicting approaches to agricultural interventions e.g. promotion of livestock has 
led to overgrazing and damage to the environment (livestock development versus 
land resources management); 

● Poor management of agroforestry and afforestation programs; 

● Poor management of agricultural pesticides exacerbated by limited knowledge on 
use of pesticides, herbicides and others, limited enforcement of laws on agri-
chemicals and negligence to adhere to safety measures; 

● Lack of land use planning and land tenure insecurity especially in rural areas; 

● Land and soil degradation resulting from continued use and cultivation in marginal 
lands (hills and riverbanks) with poor land husbandry practices and wanton cutting 

down of trees. The situation has led to increased soil erosion and environmental 
degradation due to reduced soil cover and use of unsustainable agricultural 
practices; 

● Increased use of inorganic fertilizers. Though the subsidy programs have helped 
quite a lot in improving productivity of land, the participants to the dialogues were 
of the view that the increased use of inorganic fertilizers is among the factors 

leading to production of greenhouse gases and, in the long run, this affects the soil 
health and further reduces its productivity; 

● Siltation of rivers and streams: Siltation of major rivers like the Shire has affected 
services that the rivers provide like electricity generation, supply of water for 
domestic and agricultural use; 

● Unsustainable small scale mining ventures including sand mining for construction 
are greatly contributing to ecosystem degradation; 

● Climate change impacts such as unreliable rainfall patterns, prolonged dry spells, 
flash floods and heavy winds. Participants noted that these natural phenomena are 
in part caused by unsustainable natural resources management practices; 

● Over-exploitation of natural resources (e.g. through overfishing), as well as 
encroachment into natural forests is destroying the genetic bio-diversity. For 

fisheries, destruction of fish breeding eco-systems and unsustainable fishing 
practices such as use of chemicals in fishing, limited local monitoring and control 
and use of illegal fishing gear have greatly contributed to dwindling fishery 
activities; 

● Limited incentives to promote uptake of sustainable land management practices 
with long term benefits; 

● Weak coordination mechanisms at all levels in addressing climate change 
adaptation and mitigation initiatives;  

● Overgrazing in some areas such as in the lower Shire is leading to soil and natural 
resource degradation, erosion and deforestation; and 

● Harmful bushfires, which lead to the destruction of forest eco-systems and these 
have been one of the major contributors to greenhouse gases. These bush fires are 

a result of, among others, mice hunting especially in the Central Region, land 
preparation and clearing for agriculture production, conflicts that lead to arson 
(gardens) and negligence by communities. 
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c) Increased energy demand due to rapid urbanisation: The dialogues identified the issue 
of increasing demand for energy for cooking and heating with increasing urbanisation in 
most towns around the country. This has led to increasing pressure on natural resources 

especially forests resulting in increased deforestation. The depletion of forests is also as a 
result of extension of land for agriculture and urbanisation into the forests as well as the 
increasing demand for timber for construction. The following are some of the 
drivers/causes identified during the dialogues: 

● Poverty and lack of alternative means for economic survival. People resort to 
charcoal making to earn a living. Most natural forests in Neno, Mwanza, and much 
of the Southern and Northern Regions are being depleted for charcoal making; 

● Limited and costly alternative sources of energy for household use resulting in 
uncontrolled cutting down of trees for fuel wood and charcoal; and 

● Population growth leading to deforestation, creation of new homesteads and food 
production with no alternative survival sources. 

Opportunities for Action Track # 3 

● Availability of the national adaptation plan that has spelt out areas that need special 
attention and also areas of collaboration to deal with climate change; 

● Availability of specialized department of land resources management focusing on land 
conservation; 

● Availability of several development projects on soil improvement and watershed 
management;  

● Availability of research capacity on environment e.g. Leadership for Environment and 
Development (LEAD). This could provide data to improve the design of interventions 
and strengthen policy development and implementation; 

● Existence of the government led national re-afforestation season. This helps in raising 

awareness on the need for afforestation but also the actual afforestation has helped in 
increasing the forest cover in most areas; 

● Availability of natural resources such as water bodies e.g. Lake Chirwa, Lake Malawi, 
Lake Malombe, Lake Kazuni and Lake Chiuta and major perennial rivers such as Shire 
can provide alternative sources of livelihoods to people (fishing and irrigation); 

● Availability of several climate smart technologies and approaches that are being 
promoted such as drought tolerant varieties, agro-ecology and conservation agriculture ; 

● Existence of alternative sources of energy that can be exploited in order to increase 
energy supply e.g. solar power; and 

● Existence of mega-projects that can be leveraged for commercial irrigation 
intensification such as the Shire Valley Transformation Project; 

Game Changing Priorities 

Based on the identified challenges, this section provides the proposed game changing and 
systemic solutions/priorities to address the challenges and advance food systems 
transformation with a focus on AT3. The priorities are both short term (to be implemented 
within 3 years) and medium term (to be implemented within 10 years). These have been 
presented in Table 3 below. 

Table 3: Proposed short- and long-term game changing priorities under Action Track 3 
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Challenges Game changing solutions (short 
term-within 3 years) 

Game changing solutions 
(Medium term-within 10 

years) 

a. Poor industrial and 
domestic waste 

management 

● Set minimum standards for 
construction and utilization of 

waste disposal areas by 

councils. 

● Strict enforcement of council 

by-laws on waste disposal and 
the environmental management 

act. 

● Capacitate the National 
Environment Management 

Authority to coordinate, 

oversee and regulate adherence 

to minimum environmental 

standards. 

● Investing in making industrial 

waste into valuable products 

such as organic fertilizer and 
eco-bricks. 

● Incentivise eco-friendly 

packaging through tax holidays 
and procurement conditions.  

● Roll out polluter pays policy in 
councils   

● Long term investments in 
waste disposal and 

recycling in the councils. 

● Enforce regulations on 

Environmental Impact 

Assessment for industries. 

● Enforce implementation of 

environmental standards 

in city constructions 
works. 

● Develop and enforce 

standards to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions 

from industries. 

b. Poor farming practices 

and unsustainable food 

production systems 

 

● Scale out climate smart 

agriculture technologies. 

● Increase investments in seed 

systems to ensure seed 

technologies that sustain 
biodiversity. 

● Promote Integrated Pest 

Management and reduce use of 
chemicals in food production 

and processing. 

● Invest in large and medium 
scale irrigation systems similar  

to the Shire Valley Irrigation 

Project in places like Rumphi, 

Mwanza, Karonga, Mulanje 

etc. 

● Promote equitable land tenure 

systems (to improve access, 

ownership and control) of land 
especially targeting active 

participation of the youths and 

women and the marginalized 

groups.  

● Invest in eco-friendly 

production and post-

harvest activities; eco-
friendly processing, 

storage, logistics, irrigation 

and energy infrastructure 

(e.g., solar energy, solar 

water pumps, wind and 
thermal energy sources) to 

environmental degradation 

● Introduce service charters 
and MoUs in extension 

delivery services under the 

DAESS for all actors to 

enhance standards and 

message harmonization. 

● Promote agricultural 

research of minor crops in 

order to safeguard, 
conserve and manage 

genetic biodiversity.  

● Establish and enforce 

sustainable land use 

planning at national district 

and community levels to 



27 

 

● Redesign AIP to support 
growing of nutritious/bio-

fortified drought and flood 

resistant crops and animal 

breeds. In addition, the AIP 

should be linked to the 
community adoption of good 

agricultural practices especially 

on land and soil conservation. 

● Enforce laws to limit charcoal 

production and selling and 

promote alternative livelihoods  

or sources of income. 

● Increase awareness on the 

importance of forests. 

● Train farmers on conservation 

agriculture and agroforestry 

(especially of legumes) with 

opportunities to increase 
income. 

● Take to scale the natural forest 

regeneration and management 
practices e.g. regeneration of 

tree stumps across the country. 

● Roll out a national soil health 
restoration program for all 

degraded lands. 

● Establish community level 

natural resource conservation 

initiatives where the 

community is empowered to 

protect and conserve forests 

and other natural resources. 

● Promote sustainable alternative 

off-farm, natural resource-
based income sources. 

● Provide incentives to farmers 

and communities that adopt 
good natural resource 

management practices that are 

environmentally friendly. 

● Promote alternative farming 

systems such as 

permaculture/agro-ecology 

● Enforcement of mining 

permits, implement 

environmental and social 

management plans and penalize 
illegal sand miners in the urban 

and semi urban settings. 

● Adopt a holistic approach to 
implementation of AIP; moving 

guide land use and 
sustainable land 

management 

● Put in place drastic 

measures to contain 

population growth, e.g. on 

number of children per 

family. 

● Promote climate change 

adaptation and mitigation 

measures such as 
watershed catchment 

management practices e.g. 

bamboo planting across all 

water catchment areas. 

● Incentivize farmers by 

paying for ecosystem 

services and carbon 

financing mechanisms e.g. 
REED+ initiatives. 

● Establish a digital land 

resource information 
system to guide land users. 
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beyond inorganic fertilizer to 
include integrated soil fertility 

management practices that 

improve soil health and lead to 

farm yield/productivity growth, 

greater resilience, and 
transformation. 

● Operationalize and empower 

catchment management 
committees. 

● Introduce innovative social 
protection oriented natural 

conservation programs e.g. 

cash for environment 

management. 

● Identify and protect 

biodiversity hotspots. 

c. Increased energy 
demand due to rapid 

urbanisation 

● Diversify and promote 
alternative energy sources at 

scale e.g. establishing solar and 

wind farms across the country. 

● Enhance research and promote at 

scale energy saving technologies 

such as use of briquettes, energy 

saving stoves.  

● Scale out the rural electrification 

program country wide. 

● Remove tax and/or subsidize 

alternative sustainable energy 

sources such as solar equipment 

and gas for household use. 

● Strengthen local leadership 

authority in managing natural 
resources. 

● Promote use of sustainably 

produced charcoal and introduce 
alternative income sources from 

natural resources e.g. bee 

keeping; enrolling those who 

depend on charcoal production 

onto a social protection 
programme on the condition that 

they stop charcoal production. 

● Promote urban agriculture. 

• Accelerate foreign direct 
investments in gas reserves 

exploration. 

• Establish solar farms across 

the country. 

• Introduce policies to 

promote use of alternative 
energy sources by the 

populous e.g. tax incentives 

• Develop strategies to 

promote urban agriculture.  

 

3.4 Action Track #4: Advancing equitable livelihoods of people involved in food 

systems 

This section present issues relating to Action Track 4 (AT4) in terms of key challenges, 
causes/drivers, opportunities, and ideas for game-changing and systemic solutions/priorities to 
advance equitable livelihood. The dialogues focused on how inequalities in access and 
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utilization of resources and power imbalances including gender, limited infrastructure is 
consistently constraining the ability of food systems to deliver poverty reduction, wealth 
creation and sustainable and equitable livelihoods.  

Current Challenges and causes/drivers 

a) Unequitable distribution of resources and productive assets: The dialogues observed 
that there is an unequal distribution of resources across several divides: Urban and rural, 
across gender, large scale, and smallholder farmers. These inequalities have affected 

economic and employment opportunities, including agriculture production and marketing. 
The result is increased vulnerability of some sections of the community. The major 
drivers/causes identified were as follows: 

● Unequitable and limited access to and control over productive assets such as land, 
finance, and labour especially for women, youth and the physically challenged. 
Culture and religious beliefs perpetuate gender bias towards men in ownership and 

control over assets. There is also male dominance over social and economic 
decision-making processes, and this results in limited participation and benefits for 
women in household and community development programs; 

● High population growth rate is also constraining availability of and access to 
economic and livelihood assets and opportunities especially for women, youths, 
and other vulnerable groups; and 

● Low and unequal access to education opportunities among women and girls. This 
in the long run decreases chances for economic and employment opportunities as 

well as alternative income sources.  The social set up pushes women into roles 
relating to getting married and being responsible for household chores. On the other 
hand, boys and men have more opportunities to attain education and skills that may 
allow them to access more economic and employment opportunities.  

b) Systemic market failures: The dialogues noted that there have been systemic market 
failures in Malawi manifested through challenges such as lack of structured markets, which 

is a huge disincentive for market oriented commercial production. The following are the 
major drivers/causes contributing to market failures:  

● Inadequate market structures to facilitate marketing of agricultural produce. There 
is low use of already existing ADMARC markets. Despite having widespread 
market structures, ADMARC has been ridden with inherent system and operational 
failures that have limited its ability to provide outlet markets for food system 
players; 

● Limited market information and unreliable communication systems; 

● Political interference in the management and operations of farmer’s organisations; 

● Lack of enforcement of laws that are aimed at controlling monopolies and elite 
capture in marketing of agriculture commodities; 

● Weak farmer organisations and cooperatives to work as centres of aggregation, 
value addition and distribution. It was reported during the dialogues that most of 
the existing groups of producers, aggregators and distributors are not fully 

functional as they have not been formally registered and have not received 
appropriate training and skills;  

● Limited agro-processing, value addition, certification and designing of processing 
plants that address local challenges. This limits product quality and shelf life 
thereby affecting market opportunities and the ability to earn higher returns; 
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● Lack of agribusiness mind-set, skills, and knowledge among most food systems 
players in Malawi including those belonging to associations and cooperatives; 

● Poor road network in terms of quantity and quality to facilitate access to markets; 

● Inability to fully exploit regional and international trade opportunities such as the 
African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) treaty, and the African Continental 
Free Trade Area (AfCTA), among others; and 

● Limited regulation and enforcement of market operations especially for agriculture  
commodities. For example, the Government sets up minimum prices for crop 
produce but fails to enforce them resulting in smallholder producers being 

exploited by vendors who offer lower prices leading to low profitability of 
agriculture.  

c) Undiversified income generating activities: The dialogues noted that limited economic 
opportunities and youth unemployment continue to be critical bottlenecks towards wealth 
creation efforts. It was noted that the majority of Malawians have limited off-farm income 
generating opportunities. Most of them depend mainly on the sale of agricultural produce. 
The major causes/drivers were identified as follows: 

● Low investment in industrialization for the key economic sectors limit ing 
employment opportunities; 

● Undeveloped rural areas in terms of economic infrastructure (roads, electricity and 

water resources), commercial agriculture and industrialization result in limited 
employment opportunities beyond subsistence farming; 

● Limited access to financial opportunities to support small business and enterprises 
development; 

● Limited innovation and entrepreneurial skills development in the country’s 
education system both at primary, vocational and higher levels; 

● Inadequate development and exploitation of alternative value chains. For example, 
tobacco has remained as a major cash crop and foreign exchange earner despite 
declining prospects, but few farmers are moving to other alternative value chains; 
and 

● Limited ability to attain necessary education and skills that would facilitate 
engagement in economic activities and employment because of early marriages, 
teen pregnancies and high school dropout, especially among girls. 

d) Lack and poor infrastructure : The dialogues noted that lack of adequate infrastructure 

(supply chain, storage, electricity, and processing capacity and transport networks) limits 
the majority of people in the country to elongate shelf life of their produce as well as 
limiting their access to both local and international markets. This is evident in the high 
levels of food loss and waste (about 20% of the annual produce47) especially nutritious but 

perishable fruits and vegetables. Farmers also lose up to half of their hard-earned yields to 
rodents, weevils and rotting in the months after harvest. This lack of infrastructure restricts 
equitable access to resources and services thereby constraining livelihood opportunities. 
Poor infrastructure, mainly inadequate all-weather roads has led to underdeveloped retail 

markets and forward linkage markets leaving most communities with very few options. 
Communication infrastructure is also underdeveloped making access to vital information 

                                              

47  Mobile communication penetration rates in Malawi estimated around 40% 
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on markets, extension services and health a huge challenge48. The major drivers/causes 
include:  

● Low prioritization and investment in essential infrastructure coupled with 
inadequate maintenance of existing infrastructure. There is also Politicization of 
infrastructural projects which sometimes affects proper prioritization of 
infrastructures that are needed in particular micro-regions; 

● “High levels of Corruption” – diverting resources from being invested in the right 
sectors to spur development and improve food systems; and 

● Untapped potential of decentralized planning and funding mechanisms to trigger 

rural infrastructural transformation. For example, proper planning and use of 
allocated constituency development fund can result in meaningful local 
infrastructure development. 

Opportunities for Action Track # 4 

● The Malawi 2063 Vision has allowed refocusing of Malawi’s development priorities 
and re-alignment to the new development trajectory. The Vision (Mw2063) has a major 
pillar on “industrialization” that if seriously pursued has the potential to open economic 
and employment opportunities across the country; 

● Availability of multi-sectoral oriented institutions like the National Planning 
Commission (NPC) has the potential to steer/push government machinery towards a 

conducive policy environment to trigger equitable livelihood opportunities and 
investment into priority infrastructure; 

● Availability of political will to transform food systems at all levels of governance e.g. 
the commitment by the Head of State provides opportunity to redirect policy change 
and reforms towards food systems approach; 

● Review of the Land Act of 2016 currently underway provides an opportunity to address 
issues affecting access to land by women, youth, and vulnerable groups for equitable 
livelihoods; 

● High untapped potential for tourism (e.g. the mountains, wildlife, tea estates, national 
parks, Lake Malawi) are a key source for youth employability and economic 
diversification; 

● Existing infrastructures at community, district and national levels can be maximised 

towards structured market systems e.g. ADMARC warehouses at community level for 
aggregation and storage before transporting to processing sites or markets; 

● The large youth population is a source of labour and innovation towards equitable 
livelihoods; 

● Potential mining and energy opportunities due to the abundance of natural resources to 
trigger industrialization and economic diversification e.g. gold deposits in Thambani, 
coal in Kamwamba, bauxite on the Mulanje mountain as well as hydroelectric power 
stations along the Shire River; 

● Availability of stakeholders to support social protection, safety nets and economic 
enhancement development programs such as NGOs and development partners; 

● On-going gender transformative initiatives such as cash transfers, VSLAs and girl’s  
empowerment initiatives; 

                                              

48 Mobile communication penetration rates in Malawi estimated around 40% 
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● Availability of social protection and safety net programmes e.g. school feeding 
programs, metric tonnesukula pakhomo, AIP, cash transfer that have potential to 
support survival and livelihoods of vulnerable populations; 

● Growth in the financial sector has seen an increased number of microfinance 
institutions and informal community-based credit structures like VSLAs that have the 
potential to finance small scale entrepreneurship; 

● Free primary education and adult literacy learning opportunities including access to 

bursary. With increased literacy, the population is bound to benefit from livelihood 
opportunities around them; and 

● Existence of family planning methods if well harnessed can contribute to reducing 
population and improving livelihoods. 

Game Changing Priorities 

This section provides the proposed game changing and systemic solutions/priorities to address 

the challenges and advance food systems transformation with focus on AT4. The priorities are 
both short term (to be implemented within 3 years) and medium term (to be implemented within 
10 years). These are summarised in Table 4 below. 

Table 4: Proposed Short- and long-term game changing priorities  under Action Track 4 

Challenges Game changing solutions (short 

term-within 3 years) 

Game changing solutions 

(Medium term-within 10 
years) 

a. Unequitable  

distribution of 
resources and 

productive assets 

● Expedite the 2016 Land Act 

review process in order to 
facilitate women and youths to 

have increased access and 

control over land as a productive 

asset. 

● Rebrand, digitalize and enhance 

access to finance in agriculture 

value chain functions to attract 

and exploit the youth 
demographic dividend. 

● Build agribusiness skills for 

women and youth for 
meaningful involvement in 

agribusiness. 

● Extend tax relief to poor 
households beyond basic 

commodities like locally 

produced milk, salt, soap, sugar.  

● Empower the girl child through 

increased access to education 

and mentorship programs.  

● Enforce stiffer penalties for 

perpetrators of discriminatory 

and harmful economic 

tendencies.  

● Undertake affirmative action to 

put more women and youth in 

● Implement a 

comprehensive land reform 
program that increases 

access and secure 

ownership of land for 

Malawians. 

● Put in place gender 

transformative initiatives  

across food systems to 

ensure equitable benefits 
and participation of all 

gender groups. 

● Facilitate the establishment 
of digital innovation hubs 

(the likes of the Silicon 

Valley) for young people. 
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positions of power and access to 
productive resources. 

● Scale out social protection 
measures for marginalized 

members of the society e.g. 

implementation of social 

support schemes to the elderly. 

b. Systemic market 
failures 

 

● Introduce functional well-
structured, steady and 

predictable markets e.g. through 

win-win contract farming and 

functional commodity exchange 
and warehouse receipt system. 

● Ensure predictability of export 

mandates, particularly for the 
cereal and legumes market  

● Make markets work for the poor 
through enforcement of 

regulations (e.g. minimum 

prices) in rural trading centres 

by establishing permanent price 

monitoring mechanisms through 

different digital platforms. 
Enforce the use of calibrated and 

licensed weighing scales by 

MBS in all markets. 

● Resuscitate ADMARC by 

reviewing its operations and 

capital injection including de-

politicization of the institution. 

● Accelerate establishment of 

productive alliances between 

producers and output markets. 

● Enhance transport system and 

logistics hubs through deliberate 

investments in strategic road, 
rail, and water networks across 

the country. Specifically, Balaka 

district could form a very good 

example of a working food 

system logistics hub (as both rail 
and road networks converge at 

Balaka. The rail system from 

Nacala, Beira, Moatze and 

Chipata all meet at Balaka and 

Liwonde).  

● Decentralize provision of 

training on cooperatives – 

currently; the Ministry of 
Industry is understaffed (with 

few key personnel based at 

ministry HQ to train all 

cooperatives across the country) 

● Government and private 
sector should invest more in 

market linkages and 

infrastructure (e.g., cold 

chain) to facilitate 
processing, storage, local 

trade and consumption of 

nutrient-rich foods 

especially perishable fruits 

and vegetables. 

● Establish an agricultural 

development bank to 

facilitate access to 
favourable financing and 

lending mechanisms 

especially for the women 

and youth. 

● exploit existing regional 

and international trade 

treaties e.g. AfCFTA and 

establish special trade 
agreements with other 

emerging economies to 

enhance exports and local 

manufacturing. 

● Decentralising and building 

capacity in certification of 

processing plants and 

products. 
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to handle the needs for 
cooperative formation and 

training. Agribusiness Officers 

can double as Trade Officers 

● Strengthen farmer organization 

through mega-commercial 

oriented cooperatives. 

● Institute market innovation 

centres and interactive digital 

marketing platforms. 

● Strengthen local manufacturing 

to avail employment 

opportunities e.g. production of 

farm inputs locally such as 
Malawi fertilizer company in 

Liwonde. 

● Revamp idle and unutilised 
industries e.g. ADMARC rice 

processing factory in Liwonde, 

cotton ginning factory in 

Karonga and Blantyre, citrus 

processing in Mwanza etc. 

● Introduce localized, export 

oriented market information 

systems and innovation centres 
that are accessible to the 

majority of Malawians. 

● Empower district councils to 

facilitate performance of 

agribusiness contracts between 

farmers and private companies 

(e.g. district councils being 

signatories to agri-business 
contracts to reduce incidences of 

non-compliance and swindling 

of funds for farmers. 

● Promote private sector 

investment in mechanisation to 

increase access to farm and 

processing machinery by; 1) Tax 

incentives, 2) increased access 
to finance, 3) providing 

appropriate strategy and 

guidelines on machinery 

● Strengthen the capacity of 

Competition and Fair Trade 

Commission (CFTC) 

c. Lack of diversified 

income generating 

activities 

● Accelerate strategic government 

support for alternative value 

chains as was done for tobacco 

in the 1970s, including 

investments in crop research and 

● Promote irrigation farming 

and vibrant mega and 

anchor farms for production 

of various agriculture 

commodities and to offer 
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development, seed systems, 

extension systems, financing, 

infrastructure, structured 

markets, processing facilities,  

mechanization. 

● Revamp agro-processing 

industries that are currently 

idle/not functional e.g. the 

cotton ginneries, fruit 

processing factories in Mwanza 

and Mulanje etc. 

● Support functioning and growth 

of Village Loan Savings 

schemes to trigger off-farm 

businesses and cottage 

industries. 

● Promote wealth creation 

opportunities at community 

level to improve livelihood 

alternatives e.g. establish local 

industries at community and 

district levels. 

● Invest and scale up vocational 

and Entrepreneurship skills  

related to agribusiness and 

entrepreneurship.  

more employment 

opportunities. 

● Review the national 

curriculum to integrate 

entrepreneurship and 

innovation for the youth 

that will trigger self-

employment for young 

people. 

● Enhance private sector led 

industrialization growth. 

● Revive and redesign the 

rural transformation agenda 

to open up economic 

opportunities in rural areas. 

● Promote agro-ecotourism 

to advance and maximise 

economic benefits of 

existing small-scale 

producers. 

 

d. Lack and poor 

infrastructure 

● Government should incentivize 

credit extension to support 

infrastructure development.  

● Accelerate and scale up ICT 

infrastructure to trigger a 

digitalization of the economy 

and associated food systems 

functions. 

● De-politicize and refocus 

infrastructural projects at 

national and local levels e.g. 

road projects. 

● Refocus the constituency 

development fund towards the 

construction of food systems 

oriented structures. 

● Instil mind-set change 

through moral and value 

resuscitation at a tender age 

to fight corruption. 

● Use decentralised 

structures to advocate for 

proper use and management 

of public infrastructure. 

● Facilitate increased public-

private partnership to invest 

in infrastructural 

development. 

● Introduce land 

consolidation programs to 

accelerate mechanization 

efforts. 

 

3.5 Action Track # 5 Building resilience to vulnerabilities, shocks, and stresses 

This section presents the outcomes of the dialogue under Action Track 5. It highlights key 
challenges, causes/drivers, opportunities, and proposed ideas for game-changing and systemic 
solutions/priorities to achieve food systems goals with respect to Action Track 5 (AT5). The 
dialogues focused on appreciating the vulnerabilities, shocks and stresses that have been 

occurring in the country at large and in other disaster-prone districts including finding ways 
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towards building resilience. A discussion on how emerging challenges such as Covid-9 have 
affected food systems also took centre stage during the dialogue.  

Current challenges 

a) Limited resilience to systemic, multiple hazards, risks and disasters: The dialogues 
observed that Malawi, as is the case with all other nations in the world, is faced with 
systemic, multiple hazards, risks and disasters. These include climate related disasters such 
as the recent cyclone Idai; frequent cycles of floods, droughts, persistent dry spells and pest 

and diseases. There are also social (mental health, and political and religious intolerance) 
and economic shocks (manifested through rising cost of basic goods and services) and 
pandemics such as the current Covid-19 and HIV/AIDS. Vulnerabilities to these cut across 
multiple sectors which call for a systemic approach. The major causes/drivers were 
identified as follows:  

● Unsustainable natural resource management practices such as deforestation, 

cultivating in marginal lands including settlement in disaster prone areas both in 
urban and rural settings. To cope with hunger and poverty, communities also turn 
to uncontrolled exploitation of the environment e.g. charcoal burning that leads to 
deforestation; 

● Weak and inadequate early warning systems and forecasting capacity for disaster 
related events. This also includes low capacity of both service providers and end-
users to generate, interpret and use meteorological and climate information systems; 

● Low incomes and purchasing power. This makes people more vulnerable to shocks 

and stresses with little resilience capacity. Majority of Malawians live under the 
national poverty line with female-led households typically poorer. Many depend on 
income from farming and have limited opportunities for increased income to deal 
with and recover from shocks and stresses; 

● Weak markets and price volatility – weak markets and volatile produce prices 
contribute to low incomes hence inability to access livelihood opportunities; 

● High input prices reduce access to high quality inputs by the majority of the farmers 
and this contributes to low production; 

● High post-harvest losses – at around 20% of the annual production, contribute to 
increased vulnerability to hunger and malnutrition; 

● Increased pest and disease infestation such as Fall Army Worm in crops and foot 
and mouth in cattle has increased the vulnerability of communities to food 
insecurity and other shocks; and 

● Low livestock and fisheries production and productivity that can be used to enhance 
resilience of households in times of shocks. 

b) Overdependence on rain-fed agriculture : This was noted as a huge challenge in all the 

districts where the dialogues were conducted. This has made Malawi's food system to be 
vulnerable to weather related shock and stresses. Despite that the country is endowed with 
several water bodies like the lake and perennial rivers, there is not much irrigated 
agriculture. The dialogues noted the following causes/drivers:  

● Low access to irrigation equipment and machinery by majority of farmers due to 
high cost of equipment and maintenance; 

● Low investment in viable irrigation systems like drip irrigation among the farming 
communities; 
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● Little or no support for irrigation in the input subsidy programs like AIP – these 
heavily support rain-fed agriculture; 

● Low adoption of irrigation and water harvesting technologies; and 

● Limited aggregation of land for irrigation as a disincentive for large scale irrigation 

c) Seasonality of availability of foods : The dialogues noted that most foods especially fruits 

and vegetables in Malawi are seasonal, with the rainy season being oversubscribed as 
opposed to the dry season. With lack of food preservation and processing facilities, it is 
difficult to maintain a supply of these foods throughout the year and that accelerates hunger 
and malnutrition. The major causes/drivers for seasonality in food availability were 
identified as follows: 

● Overselling of food after harvest to meet household income needs;  

● Poor storage facilities and high post-harvest losses, both at local and national level, 
especially for highly perishable products like horticultural crops and livestock 
products; 

● Poor transport infrastructure and road network exacerbates the non-availability of 
food items in the areas where those foods are not produced; 

● Absent and weak markets and price volatility that contributes to low incomes hence 
inability to access food and other livelihood opportunities; and 

● High input prices that reduce access to high quality inputs by the majority in the 
process contributing to low production. 

d) Negative coping mechanisms: The dialogues also noted that some coping mechanisms to 

shock and stresses (like hunger and poverty) have led to increased vulnerability. Some of 
the coping strategies that were seen as negative and exacerbating the challenges included 
the following: 

● High incidences of school dropouts among girls and boys, child marriages, and 
prostitution; 

● Selling of productive assets like dairy cattle and land; 

● Consumption of foods that are harmful; 

● Decentralising certification of processing plants and products; and 

● High dependency syndrome from relief interventions that discourage beneficiaries 
to invest more in agricultural activities with the aim of maintaining their 
vulnerability status. 

Opportunities for Action Track # 5 

 Availability of climate resilient technologies such as drought tolerant crop varieties 
and animal breeds; 

 Availability of the meteorological department including digital climate information 

services that can be strengthened to provide weather related data and information 
for early warning;  

 High irrigation potential (water bodies) that could be used to reduce vulnerabilit y 
to hunger; 

 Availability of disaster preparedness and relief agencies and community structures 
such as Department of Disaster Management Affairs (DoDMA) and other NGOs 
and faith-based institutions; 
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 Regular food security and vulnerability assessment surveys that provides timely 
information for planning against disasters; 

 Willingness of the people to participate in development interventions like food for 
work, tree planting etc.; 

 numerous interventions towards climate change mitigation and adaptation measures 
by the development partners and appropriate policies; 

 Presence of natural resources – forests and mountains (e.g., Zomba mountain for 
bee keeping, Namizimu and Phirilongwe forests, Mangochi Forest Reserve and 

Liwonde National Park), water bodies for irrigation intensification (Shire River, 
Lake Chilwa, Lake Malawi, Lake Malombe), flood plains full of water and good 
soils which are potential for irrigation and fish farming, , potential for mining 
(cement and lime production in Zomba, Mangochi, limestone in Balaka, gold and 
other precious minerals); and 

 Existing infrastructure investments – rail, water transport on the lakes, road network 

– that can be used to support increased agribusiness activities that strengthen 
resilience. 

Game Changing Priorities 

This section provides the proposed game changing and systemic solutions/priorities to address 
the challenges and advance food systems transformation with focus on ACT5. The priorities 
are both short term (to be implemented within 3 years) and medium term (to be implemented 
within 10 years). These are summarised in Table 5 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5: Proposed short- and long-term game changing priorities under Action Track 5 

Challenges Game changing solutions (short 
term-within 3 years) 

Game changing solutions 
(Medium term-within 10 

years) 

a. Limited resilience 
to systemic, 

multiple hazards, 

risks, and natural 

disasters 

 

● Invest in digitized and 

localized early warning 
systems including 
anticipatory models for proper 
disaster planning and 
preparedness. 

● Scale up natural resource 

management practices such as 

land restoration, farmer managed 

natural regeneration (FMNR), 

agro-ecology and other 

regenerative oriented 
technologies such as 

conservation agriculture and 

● Support smallholder 
farmers to get increased 

access to affordable finance 

and insurance to support 

improved production and 

cushioning against shocks.  

● Scale out climate insurance 

products such as crop and 
livestock index-based 

insurance services. 

● Increase conservation of 
food diversity in gene 

banks even at community 
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catchment conservation 
measures (permaculture). 

● Enforce measures to stop 
settlement in disaster prone areas 

in urban and rural community 

areas.  

● Construction of flood protection 

infrastructure e.g. dykes. 

● Scale up the use of clean and 
alternative energy sources in 

Malawi to reduce natural 

resources degradation which 

increases vulnerability to natural 

shocks. 

levels to sustain diversity of 
the food banks. 

● Explore innovative 
solutions such as carbon 

credits payments to reduce 

the carbon footprint. 

 

b. Overdependence 
on rain-fed 

agriculture 

 

● Increase training and recruitment 
of irrigation engineers at district 

levels. 

● Remove taxes and/or introduce 

subsidies on small scale 

irrigation equipment such as drip 
irrigation.  

● Extend input subsidy 

programming to irrigation 
inputs.  

 

● Intensify investments 
in large scale irrigation 

projects across the 
nation. 

● Support commercial 

farmers to establish 
mega irrigation farms – 

through financial 

guarantee and tax 

subsidies. 

● Explore the land 

consolidation program 

to facilitate irrigation 

schemes but in an 
equitable and 

beneficial manner to 

Malawians. 

c. Seasonality of 
availability of foods 

 

● Establish and invest in district 
and community level strategic 

storage and warehousing 

infrastructure as a resilience 

building measure and to enhance 

the local production for local 
consumption supply system. 

● Strengthen local food supply 
chains by establishing local food 

hubs in each district. 

● Intensify integrated farming with 
an emphasis on livestock and 

fisheries e.g. small stocks that 

can also be consumed at 

household level. 

● Promote on-farm and/or 

community-based food 

processing. 

● Invest in mega-
infrastructure projects 

across the country 

especially in the transport 

sector e.g. rail; and road 

infrastructure, 
warehousing etc. 

● Investing in cold chain 
facilities/infrastructure for 

fisheries, livestock, farm 

fresh commodities. 
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d. Adopting negative 
coping mechanisms  

 

● Refocus and de-politicise the 
National Economic 

Empowerment fund (NEEF) to 
support genuine community 

level, women and youth owned 

MSMEs with soft loans so that 

they can engage in meaningful 

economic activities. 

● Scale up social, mind-set and 

behaviour change 

communication measures on root 
causes of harmful coping 

mechanisms. 

● Boost and widen national social 
protection systems and safety 

nets to target sectors such the 

urban poor and those affected by 

COVID-19. Explore sustainable 

models for social protection and 
relief programs that graduates 

vulnerable groups into self-

reliant categories. 

● Facilitate community and 

household economic 

empowerment initiatives. For 

example, deliberate procurement 

of farm produces through 
Cooperatives. ADMARC and 

NFRA (National Food reserve 

Agency) can make deliberate 

efforts to buy from vibrant 

cooperatives. 

● Explore and introduce 
blended finance 

mechanisms (finance 
linked to production and 

other supporting 

mechanism e.g. insurance) 

through public and private 

partnerships at district or 

local level to trigger local 
agri-food systems. 

● Institute food price 
stabilization mechanisms 

to deter price volatility and 

give relief to the most 

vulnerable populations. 

● Link social support and 

input programs to 

maximize synergies and 

create strategies to wean 
off or graduate 

beneficiaries from such 

programmes. 

 

3.6 Cross cutting issues and priorities  

This section explores some recurring cross cutting themes that are relevant for more than one 
action track and also provides game changing propositions for some radical shifts based on the 
voices of people across the nation during the dialogues towards a food systems transformation 
agenda: 

1. Policy coherence, consistency, and alignment towards a food systems transformation 

agenda: The dialogues observed that availability of good sectoral policies is a great 
opportunity in transforming food systems. There are however some challenges as follows: 
(i) misalignment in translation of policies to plans e.g. misalignment between the sector 
plans and relevant policies, impacting effective implementation e.g., seed, diversification 

and commercialization policies are not well aligned with the agriculture sector plan; (ii) 
overlaps and siloes between policies e.g., some sectoral policies address the same 
challenge in an uncoordinated manner e.g., cooperative mandate at Ministry of Industry 
and agribusiness section at the Ministry of Agriculture; (iii) some policies are designed to 

address issues in siloes e.g., increasing mining activity without clearly addressing impact 
on agriculture sector/environment; and (iv) outdated policies still address existing 
problems, but at times not included in superseding policies. It was therefore recommended 
as follows: 
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a. Re-align the food systems transformation agenda to the Malawi 2063 Vision by 
incorporating some of the game changing propositions in the upcoming 10-year 
operational plan towards 2030; and 

b. Unify efforts and investments by Government, development actors, academics, civil 
society, the private sector, and others, to avoid duplication of efforts, geographically , 

thematically, and financially – and that there is sharing of knowledge or building of 
synergies across these efforts. 

2. The Affordable Inputs Program (AIP): This was a recurring point of debate during the 
dialogues across the different action tracks (AT1, AT3). Questions, arguments and 
counter-arguments dwelled on its objectives, percentage of the budget envelope in the 
agriculture vote that tends to crowd out other areas such as research and extension, the 

social protection versus the productivity outcomes, the variability of the actual inputs, 
targeting, the host ministry for the AIP etc. The major proposed game changing 
recommendations were as follows: 

a. Diversify AIP further and go beyond the Maize narrative if we are to transform food 
systems by considering inputs for nutrient rich foods e.g. legumes, livestock, 
vegetables and fruits and for irrigation farming; and 

b. Redesign AIP to include integrated soil fertility management practices that increase 
soil health. 

3. A functional and highly performing ADMARC is a key driver in the food supply 
balance : The other issue that came up almost in all the district dialogues and was 

outstanding in four action tracks (AT 1, AT2, AT4 and AT 5) was the issue of access to 
markets that affect the food supply system. The non-functionality of ADMARC markets 
despite being the most important backward and forward linkage market for both rural and 
urban households was identified as a key challenge. The major game changing 
propositions recommended were as follows: 

a. Revamp, resuscitate and restructure ADMARC by reviewing its operations, restoring 
the infrastructure, and injecting new capital; 

b. De-politicize ADMARC by removing any undue political interference into its 
operations; and 

c. Revamp idle and unutilized manufacturing and processing plans under ADMARC e.g. 

ADMARC rice processing facility in Liwonde and cotton ginning factory in Karonga 
etc. 

4. Decentralized and prioritized investments: In the district dialogues, voices resonated on 
the fact that as much as policy implementation is mostly decentralized at the district level 
and operationalized through district development plans and annual plans which are aligne d 
with the national vision, there is a need for radical changes to empower district councils 

and community structures to prioritise the kind of developments they want at local levels. 
Sentiments were mentioned that Malawi could borrow a leaf from other countries like 
Kenya that have fully devolved functions and investments to trigger local transformation.  

5. Multi-sectoral approach and mechanisms to food systems: The dialogues observed that 
the Government of Malawi needs to create a multi-sectoral mechanism, such as a technical 
working group that is mandated to advance the post summit engagements, planning and 

coordinated action in developing a balanced and inclusive food system in Malawi. This 
mechanism should at a minimum involve key stakeholders and ministries concerned with 
advancing food and nutrition security with the direct involvement of the private sector. 
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6. Coordinated and systematic resilience building: The dialogues observed that policies, 
technologies, practices, and partnerships that increase resilience49 are necessary to foster 
more sustainable food systems. Steps to build resilience can be deployed at multiple levels 

and require integrated measures involving risk assessment, governance, Disaster Risk 
Reduction (DRR) and Climate Change Adaptation (CCA), inclusive and gender sensitive 
approaches, nutrition-sensitive and shock-responsive social protection, and others. It was 
also noted that building resilience is also required across food system elements 

(environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastructures, and institutions) and activities 
from production, processing, distribution to preparation and consumption of food and 
waste management with due recognition of their interlinkages and how they will achieve 
the socio-economic and environmental outcomes with poverty reduction, food security and 
improved nutrition status at the centre.  

7. Recognizing trade-offs in the food systems transformation agenda: It was noted across 

all the action tracks, there have to be trade-offs in the implementation of the food systems 
transformation agenda. Some of the identified trade-offs include: 

a. Commercialization of agriculture versus nutrition: The dialogues observed that 
efforts that focus exclusively on increasing agricultural production and productivity 
for cash may not be consistent with efforts to promote ‘safe and nutritious food for 
all’. While market-oriented agriculture increases income at household and village 

levels, it may not translate into ‘safe and nutritious food.’ Participants noted that the 
current trend is that people would rather sell their nutritious produce e.g. legumes and 
livestock instead of home consumption. The consumption and spending behaviours of  
households do not necessarily reflect nutrition positive choices. With this, it is 

important that interventions or commercial opportunities aimed at increasing family 
incomes are complemented by some behaviour change practices to maximise nutrition 
outcomes; 

b. Economic impacts versus social and environment impacts: It was noted that 
transforming food systems requires consideration of synergies as well as potential 
trade-offs between the economic impacts (e.g., incomes, profits, taxes and food 

supply), social impacts (e.g., gender equality, nutrition, and animal welfare), and 
environmental impacts (e.g., the conservation of ecosystems, biodiversity, soil and 
water). For example, some value chain development projects e.g. mega-irrigation 
projects may deliver economic benefits, such as food supply, improved profits and job 

creation for some food system stakeholders, but these have negative environmental 
impacts, such as changes in land use associated with the conversion of forest land to 
agriculture. Therefore, the Government will need to weigh in and ensure balanced and 
best fit solutions in such instances; 

c. Agriculture versus Health: It was noted that large scale production increases yield but 
could lower food diversity, acknowledging that commercial agriculture may increase 

vulnerability to crop pest infestation and increased use of harmful chemicals which 
bring health hazards; and 

d. Land/Energy vs Agriculture: Increasing water allocated for irrigation could reduce 
water available to generate hydropower for food storage, agriculture extension 
services and other key sectors. 

 

                                              

49 the capacity of food systems to anticipate, prevent, reduce and effectively manage the multiple risks and build 
back better in recovery from shocks 
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4.0  LEVERS OF CHANGE 

The summit identifies four levers of change for advancing food systems transformation: a) 
Prioritizing universal realization of the right to food; b) advancing gender equality and the 
empowerment of women, c) adopting technical and social innovations and d) the strategic use 
of public and private finance. Each of these levers is relevant to advancing the five summit 

objectives and Action Tracks. When applied in combination, they can bring about significant 
progress for both national food systems transformation and the achievement of all 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This section examines how issues surrounding the 
levers were discussed and observed in all the tiers of the dialogues.  

a. Human Rights : The right of each person to be able to access the nutritious food needed 
for health and well-being was epitomized during the dialogues i.e. ‘Building healthier, 

sustainable and equitable food systems for a better Malawi’. The dialogues 
emphasized on the need to ensure the fundamental right of every person to access 
adequate food which is a central matter in food security. Across the dialogues, it was 
observed that the importance of rights more broadly is key since there are a number of 

rights infringements that are exacerbated in food systems such as challenges to access of 
land, gender-based violence, high levels of unemployment, among youth, that affect their 
right to work and others. There are also cultural issues at household level that affect 
realization of the right to food for children and women since sometimes food is prioritized 
for men; 

b. Women and Youth: The need to tackle gender inequality and increase the engagement 

of young people and women in food systems were a constant theme throughout the 
dialogues. Female Malawians make up to 51% of the population and 57% of them are 
agricultural landowners50. Women face significant and persistent barriers to participating 
fully in food systems related institutions in terms of access to information and resources 

and leadership positions. There is specificity as to the changes needed including, 
increasing women and youth involvement in food production, creating jobs for young 
people in food and agriculture, incentives for young people to be attracted to agriculture, 
empowering women by institutionalising rights to land tenure systems, and supporting 

young people and women as key drivers of change in the transition to more sustainable 
food systems; 

c. Innovation: Both technical and social innovations are seen as key to ensuring that food 
systems are both sustainable and equitable. General and many specific examples of where 
innovation is needed were given in the dialogues. Technological innovations through 
digital solutions were seen as a game changer in the provision of extension and value-

added services including using ICTs to attract youth in agriculture and establishing home-
made and localized ‘Silicon Valley’ that could drive digital solutions in the food systems 
transformation agenda. Local game changing innovations based on utilization of existing 
opportunities and infrastructures were mentioned as follows: 

i. Balaka and Liwonde are the confluence of two transport systems (road and railway 
systems) for Malawi and the southern Africa sub-region. Specifically, for the 

railway system, Balaka and Liwonde support the railway lines from Zambia 
through Lilongwe, Beira through Blantyre, Tete through Mwanza and Nacala 
through Mangochi. The same applies to the road system. Therefore, just like in the 
developed world where towns and cities grow out of economic activities, these two 

places can seamlessly be turned into logistics hubs for both goods and services. 
With sizable investment, Balaka and Liwonde can turn into an economic hub 

                                              

50 FS-TIP (2021). Accelerating Malawi’s Food System Transformation: Diagnostic and Landscaping Analysis by 

the Food System Transformative Integrated Policy (FS-TIP) Initiative 
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through the existing transport infrastructure thereby contributing to smoothening 
movement of food and goods and development of a tourism and hotel industry to 
support the transport network. With this strategic investment, the country will be 

contributing a lot to improving food systems for the two centres and across the 
country; 

ii.  Abattoirs: With the rehabilitation of the railway system in the Lower Shire, the 
focus should be on large scale investment in districts’ level abattoirs for Chikwawa 
and Nsanje. These will contribute to (i) resuscitating the livestock industry, (ii) 
small scale processing and value addition, (iii) bringing price competitiveness in 

the livestock industry, and (iv) ensuring food safety and proper handling. Currently 
apart from big private abattoirs in Blantyre, the whole Lower Shire is unserved 
thereby promoting monopoly and low prices for the livestock producers; 

iii.  Damming and water reservoirs: Rumphi just like Dedza, Ntchisi, Dowa and other 
lakeshore districts, has a lot of perennial rivers that can be utilized for power 
generation, farming, recreation, and water for consumption. The dialogues highly 

recommended to focus on large scale dam construction especially on main 
perennial rivers like Rukuru. These dams should be multipurpose, constructed in 
such a way that they support fish farming (examples from Lesotho), power 
generation, irrigation, human use and recreation. Water reservoirs in the mountains 

of Lesotho do provide practical examples on this investment opportunity. The dams 
up in the mountains are a source of water in Johannesburg in the Republic of South 
Africa in addition to fish farming and local tourism and recreation. 

d. Finance : The strategic use and combination of public and private finance through PPPs as 
investment pathways towards the transformation of food systems came out as a key issue 
during the dialogues. Participants in the dialogues noted that access to finance and credit 

especially for marginalized and vulnerable groups such as women and youth, particularly 
to MSMEs would be a potential trigger to encourage economic growth. Better access to 
finance with recommendations such as establishing an Agricultural Development Bank 
and scaling up product insurance as part of climate risk management came out as important 

elements for resilient food production systems. The blend of public, development and 
private sector finance and investment to realize ambition over a 10+ year period will be a 
critical catalyst towards food systems transformation. 

5.0 CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS 

The synthesis report encapsulates the extensive dialogues among different stakeholders 
towards defining a food systems transformation pathway for Malawi and also forms the basis 

of Malawi’s contribution at the UN Food Systems Summit in September, 2021. The dialogues 
have offered valuable insights from a wide range of perspectives, including from development 
partners, civil society organisations, non-governmental organisations, private sector 
representatives, young people and women, UN agencies as well as several ministries of the 
Government of Malawi.  

This report has focused on bringing out the key challenges and drivers affecting sustainable 

food systems in Malawi including opportunities to leverage on and to address those challenges 
across the five action tracks. The game changing propositions that can be implemented at 
national and decentralized levels have been suggested. In many ways, the five action tracks 
complement each other. However, there are also aspects of divergences and inconsistencies 

and trade-offs among them. The multi-sectoral and systems approach espoused in the game 
changing propositions and levers of change are in synch with the Malawi 2063 Vision, which 
has prioritised (i) agriculture productivity and commercialization, (ii) industrialization, and (iii) 
urbanization as the three interlinked pillars. It is hoped that the dialogue outcomes shall align, 
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inform and contribute to the Malawi 2063 Vision, 10-year operational plan’s flagship projects  
and other sectoral policies such as the upcoming review and development of the National 
Agricultural Policy and the National Agricultural Investment Plan.  

Based on the dialogues, and building on other policy frameworks and considerations, the 
Government of Malawi will be developing the strategic pathways towards a national food 

systems transformation. The pathways document shall entail setting up a bold food systems 
transformative agenda with a clear review process that connects stakeholders from local to 
regional and global levels, integrating all components of the food system with a strong and 
clear mandate to deliver long-term commitment (10+ years) that is able to attract funding and 

investment for implementation. The national pathways will be accompanied by commitments 
from key stakeholders to collaborate with the Government of Malawi on that food 
transformation journey. 


