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Abstract

Köcke, S. 2019. The Perception of Cassava in Malawi: A Literature Study About a Root
Crop’s Implication on Food Security in the Past and the Present

Climate change and weather phenomena like the El Niño-La Niña Southern Oscillation are
making agriculture increasingly vulnerable in the Global South. In Malawi, where more
than 90% of the agriculture is rain-fed, food insecurity is becoming an annual problem. In
the past, governmental policies have focused on improving maize production, which has led
into mono-culture and a dependency on this crop resulting in acceleration of food insecurity.
To fight hunger, non-governmental organisations and international donors are now focusing
on promoting cassava due to its low-input requirements and drought resistance. Although
cassava is marketed as somewhat of ’a new discovery’ in Malawi, the root crop has been
cultivated in the country for nearly as long as maize. This thesis explores the historical
ecology of cassava in Malawi and its involvement in historical food crises, where it was
used as a famine crop. Nowadays, cassava is mostly promoted as a cash crop but various
constraints are still in the way of cassava production and processing which will be examined
in this thesis. Furthermore, the thesis explores the effects of agricultural policies on cassava
and the ways in which non-governmental organisations are promoting cassava. It will also
be shown that the perception of cassava is not unison in Malawi and that the promotion
of cassava should be adapted to the specific local situations. Additionally, based on the
historical and current experience of cassava cultivation in Malawi, the possible effects
of an increased cassava cultivation and processing on food security will be discussed, in
particular based on the three dimensions of food security: food availability, food access and
food use.
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1 Introduction

In Malawi, a small land-locked country in Southern Africa, food insecurity and general food
shortages are nearly an annual problem. Sufficient food can nowadays only be produced every
third year and therefore the country is relying on food imports and food aid. The reasons for
food scarcity vary and involve for instance the effects of climate change, land pressure due
to population growth, low crop yields (MoAFS 2008a, p. 12) and complex combinations as I
will discuss further here. As part of the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) "Zero Hunger: End Hunger, Achieve Food Security and Improved Nutrition and Promote
Sustainable Agriculture by 2030" the intensification of cassava production and processing is
mainly promoted by several non-governmental organisations (NGOs) (cf. Droppelmann et al.
2018, p. 23). Cassava is therefore referred by its promoters as the ’super crop’ of the 21st century
(cf. idem, p. xiii). As I will discuss in this thesis, cassava traditionally has been a famine crop in
Malawi. Despite this, environmental and social conditions have created obstacles for a large
scale adoption of cassava by Malawi’s farmers. Nationally, maize has received the most support
and attention from official authorities and policies have promoted maize to become the major
staple crop in the country. Until very recently, food shortage mitigation and policies have been
solely focusing on maize, resulting in the fact that today 75% of the agricultural land in Malawi
is devoted to that crop (Chipeta and Bokosi 2013). Since maize was and is still dominating in
agricultural policies in Malawi, it is impossible to explore cassava history and current policy
without comparing with the policies and debates about maize. The dominance of maize in
Malawi both in policy and agricultural development is well captured in the following statement
by FAO (2015, p. 15):

"Maize is the main staple food in Malawi and is grown by virtually all smallholders.
Food security is mainly defined in terms of availability of and access to maize."

Cassava on the other hand was for a long time seen as an inferior crop due to myths and
half-truths as I will explain further here. One reason for this was the relatively low protein
content of the roots, which for a long time made cassava as a nutritionally poor and uninteresting
food crop in the eyes of international organisations and donors (Nweke et al. 2001, p. 153).
Another important reason was, that cassava contains toxic substances that can make people sick
or even be lethal if not pretreated properly (idem, p. 187). Furthermore, cassava has always
been seen as a ’poor man’s crop’ thus the status of cassava has been low amongst policy makers.
The Collaborative Study of Cassava in Africa (COSCA), which was undertaken in six countries
in East and West Africa by the Institute for Tropical Agriculture (IITA) from 1989 to 1997,
furthermore showed that households, without factual evidence, tended to see cassava as linked
to impoverish soil through its high yields (idem).
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1.1 Personal Background

Before I go on developing the text I need to pause and explain why I have decided to focus
on this root crop and this specific country. The reason is that I was always interested in the
African continent and since I have worked as a volunteer in the Northern Region of Malawi, I
could not forget this country and the people I had met. From December 2015 until November
2016, I volunteered for a small local NGO, by the name of LICO Life Concern Organisation, in
Rumphi. Although Rumphi boma1 is the capital of the titular district and has a population of
nearly 50,000 inhabitants, it is very rural. Maize and cassava fields are spread all over the town
between the houses. Goats and chicken browse around the fields and homesteads. In years of
good rain this area might seem to be somewhat of an idyll, however a delayed rainy season and
the effects of a previous flood and subsequent drought had struck the area in the agricultural
season 2015/16. Families became homeless and fields destroyed as a result of the floods. During
the lean period, maize prices rose continuously and every morning people waited in front of
the governmental maize distribution centres. In the midst of this crisis I arrived for volunteer
work. During my time there, the local newspaper was full with stories about the maize shortage
and problems about the access to governmental maize. Cassava was seldom mentioned in the
news. This surprised me as it could be bought on the local markets throughout the crises and
my Malawian colleagues ate it and offered it to me regularly. With the support of donors and in
cooperation with local authorities, LICO, the NGO I worked for, ran two relief programmes for
the people who had been most affected by the flood in our town. The projects of LICO had been
focused on empowerment and social and health care for vulnerable people in the rural areas
of the district. Cassava or any other crop promotion was not part of LICO’s agenda, although
the NGO supported a few communities with pigs and goats to breed for income diversification.
Although I mostly worked in the town, I often visited the nearby villages. These visits gave
me some insights on how the people are living in this region and the acute problems of the
farmers. Farmers told me stories of how they worried about crop failure and lack of funds to
buy sufficient food or for sending send their children to school. But they also related their hopes
and aspirations to me, like having their own business or creating a brighter future for their kids.
My thesis builds partly on this personal experience. During my stay in Malawi I also visited
other NGOs and other volunteers with different projects in other regions or countries and I was
introduced to cassava in various ways. In Mzuzu, for instance, I visited a bakery that had been
started working with cassava flour and I also visited a permaculture project in Lilongwe teaching
good agricultural practices for different crops, including cassava. Also this was an important
learning experience for me when it comes to the potential of cassava cultivation. After my
year as a volunteer, I travelled for several months through Southern and East Africa. All these
impressions have influenced my thesis in one way or another. Especially, when we discussed
food security in lectures and seminars in Uppsala where I pursued my graduate studies, my
thoughts always went back to Malawi and the food crises due to maize shortages, remembering
the fact that cassava was thriving in the fields. Afterwards during my studies, these experiences
made me ask what is it about cassava that makes both farmers and policy makers to discredit
this crop, what are the social and political histories of cassava that makes it so different from
maize.

This thesis belongs to the broad field of Global Environmental History, and as such I want to
build a holistic and historical approach to throw light on the importance of cassava in Malawi.

1 boma: Bantu term for a fortified or enclose settlement, nowadays often used for an administrative centre in
demarcation from a village or a much larger city.
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While other studies on this subject only focus on a short time span, like an specific event such
as the famine in 2001/02, I will also consider events before the independence of Malawi. Global
Environmental History as scientific field "adresses the role and place of nature in human life"
(see Pfister 2007) and studies therefore the interactions between humans and nature in the
past. Climate variability has been a long term reality for Malawian farmers (cf. McCracken
2012, pp. 10-11), but due to climate change and the more frequent occurrence of extreme
weather phenomena (cf. FEWS NET 2016b; Sandner 2016; africanews. 2019a), the Malawian
agricultural system has to adapt. Population pressure in combination with stagnating agricultural
yields requires a shift in thinking of the involved actors. Projects to improve and diversify
Malawian agriculture are already ongoing, but my question is what brought Malawi into the dire
situation of today? Is there anything we can learn from past events to improve the livelihoods of
the rural poor and what can previous periods of food shortages teach us about food security?
Through the historical analysis, I will be able to discuss the obstacles and risks which could
come with a larger scale expansion of cassava from a holistic point of view.

1.2 Literature Around Cassava in Africa

My own personal interest in Malawi and in agriculture and food security in the Global South in
general, has thus shaped this thesis. However this thesis is of relevance for a broader audience
because, although there are sources on cassava cultivation today and history of agriculture in
Malawi, no other source weaves together the history of cassava and people in Malawi as I
intend here. Case studies about the perceptions of farmers, like Chiwona-Karltun (2001) or
Weigand (2018), focus on one specific region. However Malawi is so diverse, that these case
studies for themselves do not reflect the manifold practices of cassava cultivation and use in
Malawi. Other researchers, like Droppelmann et al. (2018), look only at the cassava value
chain2, without paying much attention to the social context of cassava or farmer’s choices.
Furthermore, evaluations of agricultural policies usually focus only on maize as a food crop (eg.
Asfaw and Carraro 2016). These approaches are valuable, but due to their respective research
questions, they are often limited in scope and lack historical time depth. What I am missing is
something like the book Cassava in Africa from Jones (1959) but one that would be zooming in
on Malawi. Jones’ book is more than half a century old by now and focuses mainly on cassava
cultivation in Central and West Africa. This well written and highly interesting book gives a
good understanding how cassava spread within the African continent and how this root crop
is cultivated. The more recent work of Hillocks et al. (2001) concerning the world’s cassava
cultivation only has a small share of the book on Africa and is therefore for my purpose also
limited in its scope. I am not claiming here to amend this by writing a comprehensive work
on cassava in Malawi but I hope to build towards a holistic understanding of the multifarious
situation of cassava, which could help to mitigate the existing constraints in Malawi’s cassava
production and use as discussed above. In my view, an appreciation of how important cassava is
for food security can raise the root crop from its niche existence in the agricultural policies to
the level which maize has right now.

2 A value chain comprehends all activities necessary to bring a farm product to consumers. This inludes
production, processing, storage, distribution, marketing, consumption and final disposal. Therefore, a value
chain refer to value creations and/or value additions in terms of time, place and form of the product. Value chain
analysis considers furthermore the linkages between all participating actors in a value chain (see also Gómez
and Ricketts 2013).
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1.3 Outline of the Thesis

Although in the cassava ’super crop’ campaigns it may sound as if cassava is a new ’invention’
to the region, this is not the case. Cassava has a longer history in Malawi and has been cultivated
by farmers and discussed by policy makers since its introduction to the region. In my thesis, I
want therefore to analyse how the general perception of cassava in Malawi has changed over
time and how the relation between cassava and food security has been negotiated in the past. In
a case study chapter, I will focus on a few particular food crises in the 20th century which are
relatively well documented. One prominent example is the famine in 1949/50, which has been
well documented in the book The Story of an African Famine: gender and famine in twentieth-
century Malawi from Megan Vaughan, who describes the famine in Blantyre and its surrounding
districts. Furthermore, I will also look into more recent cases of food shortages namely the
food crisis in 2001/02 and the still ongoing food crisis of 2015/16. Thereafter, I will explore
if and how agricultural policies may have affected cassava production in Malawi. In the next
chapter, I go on to analyse the narratives which NGOs are using to promote cassava. Through
investigating case studies from different Malawian regions, I will analyse how perceptions and
use of cassava have changed on household and local level. Finally, in the last chapter, I will
bring cassava cultivation and processing in the context of the three dimensions of food security
(as described by FAO 1996; Tiffin 2014; see also Chapter 3.1). The aim of this final part is
to discuss possible changes in Malawian agriculture in the face of climate change and social
changes, and which trends can be expected in the future in terms of food security and the role
of cassava.
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2 Malawi, the Country

In the past chapter I explained the impressions, motivations and main questions which have
shaped this thesis. In this chapter, I want to introduce the reader more broadly to the country of
Malawi, its geography, climate, political and economic situation. I will also sketch an overview
of the history of Malawi with focus on colonial times and the years after the independence. This
will allow the reader to easier follow specifically the chapter on food crises, which I develop in
Chapter 5, and the analysis of the status of cassava in Malawi in Chapter 8.

2.1 Geography, Population and Administration

Malawi is a landlocked country in Southern Africa with borders to Tanzania, Mozambique and
Zambia. The country’s area is 118,484 km2, including a 24,208 km2 share on Lake Malawi. The
lake is also known under the name Lake Nyasa and Africa’s third largest freshwater lake. Lake
Malawi is a big contributor to the country’s economy, especially through fishing and tourism.
Approximately 57,900 km2 of the land area are used for agriculture (FAO 2014; Auswärtiges
Amt 2018). Although Lake Malawi is an extension of the Rift Valley and some of its borders
are naturally constrained by mountain ranges, the country’s borders are artificially constructed
and a result of the past colonial regime (McCracken 2012, p. 8).

Malawi has more than 19.7 Million inhabitants with an annual population growth rate of around
three percent (Worldometers 2019). Major ethnic groups are of Bantu descent, including Chewa,
Lomwe, Ngoni, Tumbuka and Yao. A small percentage of the inhabitants are from India,
Pakistan and China. The major religions are Christianity with 82%, Islam 11% and traditional
religions 7%. English is the official language, but chiChewa has the status as decreed national
language and is taught nationwide at primary schools. Besides these two languages, chiTumbuka
is the lingua franca in the Northern part of Malawi. Other endemic languages are also spoken
on local level (Auswärtiges Amt 2018; CIA 2019).

Malawi is a centralised state subdivided into three regions (North, Central and South) with in
total 28 districts (Auswärtiges Amt 2019a; CLGF 2018). The districts are led by local authorities
named councils. These councils are in charge of the predominantly rural districts, while six
urban centres have their own councils (CLGF 2018). Within their designated local government
area the councils act autonomously and are supported by various committees on different local
levels (area, village) to enable community participation (idem). A decentralisation process in
the administration was initiated in 2000 and is still ongoing (Auswärtiges Amt 2019a). In rural
areas, the traditional leadership structure is also quite prominent alongside formal political and
administrative structures. The so called traditional authorities (TAs) are ususally ex officio
members of the councils. The TAs themselves are headed by chiefs and are usually inherited
within the chief’s family. A TA can contain several villages and/or sub-TAs (CLGF 2018).

The national constitution exists in its actual form since 1995 and splits power into legislative,
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executive and judicature with additional control units between them. Since 1994, the president
is directly elected from the citizens every five years and in personal union the head of the
government, which gives him a strong position within the system. The parliament contains
of 193 members, elected through majority representation within their wards (Auswärtiges
Amt 2019a; CLGF 2018). Financial and personal deficits are limiting the function of the
governmental institutions in general. In particular, corruption is a huge problem within all social
layers (Auswärtiges Amt 2019a).

Nearly 85% of the population lives in rural areas and more than 50% of the population lives
below the national poverty line of which a significant amount is suffering from malnutrition (FAO
2015, p. 3). The general impoverishment is in many sources explained by the high population
density, which has always been higher than in any of Malawi’s neighbouring countries. One
explanation of the high population density is the favourable geography around Lake Malawi and
the river basins, which attracted refugees from drought prone regions (McCracken 2012, p. 9).
In the first half of 2019 the population density was 209 people per km2 which is similar to that
of Switzerland with it 200 people per km2. Malawi’s population density is thus significantly
higher than other countries in sub-Saharan Africa which have a similar population number like
Zambia, 23 people per km2, and Niger, 15 people per km2 (index mundi 2018; Worldometers
2019).

2.2 Economy

Although politically stable, Malawi went through various economic crises in the recent past, in
part caused by crop failure due to droughts and floods, resulting in food deficits (Auswärtiges
Amt 2019b). Like many other sub-Saharan African countries, Malawi relies on agriculture,
which is accountable for nearly 40% of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP). The
predominant agricultural systems are substantial smallholder farming (70%) while estates
represent 30% of the agricultural sector. Agriculture employs more than 80% of the country’s
manpower. The main staple food crop is maize followed by cassava and rice in much smaller
quantities. The most important cash crops for export are tobacco, sugar, tea and cotton, mainly
grown on large plantations. Groundnuts and sunflower seeds are interesting as cash crops for
smallholder farmers. At the moment soy and sunflower are imported in large quantities to
produce cooking oil for the domestic market (Aragie et al. 2018; MoAFS 2010, p. 1). Although
agriculture is the dominant economic sector, it is estimated that about 55% of the farming
households cannot make surplus to produce income from it. Only 15% of the smallholders
can produce a marketable surplus. This is mainly attributed to land scarcity due to population
pressure. About 60% of the Malawian households cultivate less than one hectare of land and
25% of them have only less than half a hectare (MoAFS 2008a, p. 12; Auswärtiges Amt 2019b).

As an agricultural nation, Malawi has a rather low degree of industrial infrastructure. House-
wares, convenient foodstuffs, fossil fuels and pharmaceutics have to be imported. Main suppliers
are the countries South Africa, China, India and Zambia (Auswärtiges Amt 2019b). Further-
more, the economy also depends strongly on the large neighbouring countries to get access to
international markets (FAO 2015, p. 7). Malawi has the lowest Human Development Index3

3 "The HDI is a summary measure for assessing long-term progress in three basic dimensions of human devel-
opment: a long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living. A long and healthy life
is measured by life expectancy. Knowledge level is measured by mean years of education among the adult
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Figure 1: Administrative map of Malawi. Source: see map
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(HDI) in Southern Africa. With a HDI of 0.477 it is ranked at place 171 in the world, which
means that Malawi is one of the least developed countries in the world (UNDP 2018). This
situation makes the country dependent on external funding for social and economic development
(Auswärtiges Amt 2019b).

2.3 Climate

Because of Malawi’s dependency on agriculture and as its agriculture is mostly rain-fed, climate
has an immense impact on the country and its people. The large North-South expansion of the
country and the immense altitude variations shape various micro climates in the country. The
annual average temperature is 22 ◦C, but ranges from below 0 ◦C in the mountains and more
than 35 ◦C in lowland and coastal regions (Auswärtiges Amt 2018). Due to climate change, the
average annual temperature has increased by 0.9 ◦C with an average rate of 0.21 ◦C per decade
between 1960 and 2006. This increased the number of hot days by 30 in the same period and
resulted in shorter but heavier rainy seasons. The rainfall itself is influenced to a large extent
by the movements of the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ) and the moisture brought
from the Indian Ocean (cf. Zhang et al. 2015), due to its relative vicinity to the East African
coast. The average annual rainfall of circa 1100 mm falls mainly between November and April
(Menon 2007; McCracken 2012, p. 10). The increase of annual temperatures due to climate
change is already exacerbating the contrast between rainy and dry season. Higher temperatures,
as discussed, are linked with a shorter and more intensive rainy season, which also causes floods,
and increasing number of consecutive days without rain leads into droughts (World Bank 2019).
In addition to these trends, rainfall anomalies result from the interannual El-Niño-La Niña
Southern Oscillation and Indian Ocean sea surface temperature (SST) anomalies (cf. Zhang
et al. 2015). The occurrence of large cyclones in the Indian Ocean before and after the monsoon
season also effects agriculture negatively. Examples of climatic anomalies are the adverse
effects of the El-Niño event in 2015/16, which led to extreme droughts followed by heavy floods
(FEWS NET 2016b; Sandner 2016), and the cyclone Idai in 2019 (africanews. 2019a). The
conjunction of all these climatic events puts a lot of pressure on the food situation in the country
(cf. FEWS NET 2019b,c). As mentioned in the introduction, Malawi can only produce sufficient
food every third year. Some of the severe food crises in Malawi, which have been induced by
unfavourable weather patterns, will be discussed in Chapter 5.

2.4 Brief History

Before I continue to introduce the reader to the history of the country, I first have to explain my
use of the name ’Malawi’. When I here use the name Malawi in the time before the existence of
the Republic of Malawi in the second half of the 20th century, I refer to the area now located
within the actual nation state. However, it is important to point out that the name and description
of the region has changed over time as I will also explain here.

Malawi has its name from the Maravi Empire which was in its zenith in the 17th century as a

population, which is the average number of years of education received in a life-time by people aged 25 years
and older; and access to learning and knowledge by expected years of schooling for children of school-entry age,
which is the total number of years of schooling a child of school-entry age can expect to receive if prevailing
patterns of age-specific enrolment rates stay the same throughout the child’s life." (UNDP 2018)
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confederacy between different ethnic groups. The Maravi Empire interacted actively through
trade with Portuguese settlers from Mozambique. From the mid 17th century to the mid 18th

century, immigrants from Zambia and Tanzania settled down in the Malawi region, followed
also by Yao groups and Arab traders from the Swahili coast. Due to the Zulu wars in South
Africa, Ngoni migrated to Malawi in the 1820s through waves of military expansions. The
Ngoni controlled large sections of the region from 1857 to 1891. With time, the Portuguese
influence in Malawi decreased and Swahili-Arabs (referred to as Jumbe) established a slave
trading post on the western shore of Lake Malawi (Kalinga 2012, pp. xix-xxiv; Conroy et al.
2006, pp. 15-17). Between 1858 and 1863, David Livingstone travelled to Malawi during
his Zambezi Expedition. Due to his reports the region gained popularity amongst European
missionaries. In 1875, the first Livingstonia mission station opened at Cape Maclear, but moved
six years later further north to Bandawe. Several Christian missions opened in the following
years (Kalinga 2012, pp. xix-xxiv; Conroy et al. 2006, pp. 15-17). From 1874 to 1880 the
Tonga-Tumbuka, that had paid tribute to the Ngoni but had been relatively independent, revolted
unsuccessfully against the Ngoni in the northern part of Malawi. In 1884, the Swahili-Arab
trader Mlozi opened a slave and ivory trading centre in Karonga on the northern shore of Lake
Malawi. This created tensions with some local ethnicities and the African Lakes Company, a
commercial British organisation which aimed to control the trade in the region. The tensions led
into the so called ’Swahili War’ in Karonga from 1887 until 1889 between British and Swahili
leaders and their local supporters. As a result, the English and Scottish traders strengthened their
influence in the region and a British protectorate, named British Central Africa, was founded
in 1891. The protectorate enclosed the borders of present-day Malawi and was renamed from
British Central Africa in Nyasaland Protectorate in 1907. The economy at that time was based
on the export of cash crops such as tobacco, tea and cotton, produced by estates in the southern
part of the protectorate. The estates were run by white settlers as quasi-feudal regimes with
landlord-tenant relationships. Additionally, the entire Nyasaland and its inhabitants served for
peasant farming and reserve labour for the mines in South Rhodesia and South Africa (Kalinga
2012, pp. xix-xxiv; Conroy et al. 2006, pp. 15-17). The unequal power relations increased the
tensions between the indigenous population and the British colonialists, causing a rebellion in
1915. The so called Chilembwe Uprising was put down in the same year, but were followed by
riots in the southern part of Malawi combined with disturbances and passive resistance all over
the country. As a reaction the British colonists extracted themselves slowly from administrative
and political rule and the Federation of Nyasaland and Rhodesia was formed in 1953. The first
general elections were held in 1961 after which the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland was
dissolved. Nyasaland finally became independent on the 4th of July 1964 and was renamed
Malawi (Kalinga 2012, pp. xix-xxiv; Conroy et al. 2006, pp. 15-17).

After the independence in 1964, Malawi became a republic within the British Commonwealth,
but the country also turned slowly but steady into a one-party state under Hastings Kamuzu
Banda and the Malawian Congress Party (MCP). The authoritarian dictatorship of Banda was
fully established in 1971. Banda saw the future of Malawi in agriculture and therefore he
maintained the agrarian state with its well established colonial agricultural model of cash crop
producing estates. Due to its tobacco and tea exports, the country experienced a strong economy
growth until 1977. Industrialisation processes had been postponed in Malawi, since the profits
from the agricultural exports had been used to substitute imports rather than to invest in the
secondary sector. Smallholder farming had been viewed positively in terms of providing food
security but had not been actively promoted. However, because of an unequal policy of land
alienation and population growth, land holdings became too small for household subsistence.
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This issue, in combination with a drought in 1979/80 and the blocking of transport routes due
to the civil war in Mozambique, caused a food crisis (Conroy et al. 2006, p. 17). To avoid a
recurrence of this situation, the Malawian government resolved to reorient the economy and
especially agriculture. Crops like hybrid maize and groundnut became subsidised to promote
both national food security and export. Although, this measurement had some positive effects,
the high costs of the subsidies were criticised by the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund. As a result the Malawian government was forced to cut off the subsidies and to implement
the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) in 1981. The SAP introduced price decontrol,
market liberalization and measures to increase administrative efficiency (Charman 2006, p. 26).
Despite some measures, food security was still undermined, causing another food crisis in
1987. The need for agricultural input subsidies had been acknowledged by international donors
and so the government started again subsidising maize seeds and artificial fertilizer again with
the support of the Industrial and Trade Policy Adjustment Credit (1988) and the Agricultural
Sector Adjustment Credit (1990) offered by the World Bank. Nevertheless, two severe droughts
afflicted the country in 1991/92 and 2001/02 (Conroy et al. 2006, p. 17; Devereux 2002b). The
resulting food crises are discussed in detail in Chapter 5. Official national explanations (and
accusations) of the cause of the crises targeted the general insufficient maize yields. As a result,
agricultural input subsidy programmes have been running continuously since then with the
main goal to improve maize production. From the current perspective and in hindsight, this was
perhaps not the best decision, but I will go more into the policies in Chapter 6. After 30 years
of Kamuzu Banda ruling the country, de facto as an autocrat, the first multi-party election were
held in 1994 and Bakili Muluzi (UDF) became president with Banda in opposition4. A new
constitution came into force after one year and the economy stabilised slowly. One milestone of
the new government, in terms of agricultural policies, was the liberalisation of burley tobacco,
which offered a new income source for smallholders (Conroy et al. 2006, p. 17; Kalinga 2012,
pp. xi, xxvii). Nowadays, agricultural policy is slowly focusing more on agricultural diversity
to ensure food security and a broader income base as it will be discussed further in Chapter 6.

4 Muluzi was re-elected in 1999, and than followed by Bingu wa Mutharika (2004, re-elected in 2009), Joyce
Banda (vice-president under Mutharika, became president after Mutharika’s death in 2012) (Conroy et al. 2006,
p. 17; Kalinga 2012, pp. xi, xxvii) and Arthur Peter Mutharika (2014, 2019) (africanews. 2019b)
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3 Theory and Methods

The promotion of cassava as a cash crop by non-governmental organisations is targeting
especially food access to ensure food security. In the following chapter I will therefore explain
the dimensions of food security according to the Food and Agricultural Organisation of the
United Nations (FAO), which will be applied to cassava and the Malawi context in Chapter 9.
Furthermore, I will elaborate on the methods and concepts which I will be using for the thesis
and I will also introduce the main sources used in the thesis.

3.1 Framework

"Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food
preferences for an active and healthy life."

The statement on food security presented above is part of the Rome Declaration on World Food
Security and Plan of Action which was created during the World Food Summit in 1996 (cf. FAO
1996). The quote summarises the three dimensions of food security, namely food availability,
food access and food use (Tiffin 2014). Here I will discuss these three dimensions in more detail
as it is relevant to the broader understanding of cassava cultivation and food security in Malawi.

Food availability is the arrant existence of enough food for everyone. Food availability for a
region or country can be obtained by producing foodstuff through agriculture and/or through
interregional trade (idem). Foraging can also ensure food availability and is often a survival
strategy within farming societies in times of bad harvests as will be shown in Chapter 5.1. Food
can become unavailable if harvests fail or when high transaction costs, delays on nation borders
or bad infrastructure hinder efficient food trade (cf. Devereux 2002b).

Food access can be understood as the possibility for a person to obtain food through private
trade. The access to food can be decreased through market restrictions and unaffordable food
prices. It is often the case that low food availability increases food prices in such a way that
food becomes too expensive for the poor. Food prices have great consequences in a country
like Malawi, where the food share is about 89% of the poverty line5 (Harrigan 2008). Financial
capital is not the only restriction limiting the access to food. Human and social capital, networks
and the market and labour situation can also affect food access. Therefore access to food
is depending on peoples’ entitlements to command food (see Sen 1982, p. 45). Generally
increased food production does not automatically increase food security, if certain social group
do not have effective entitlements to obtain food. Food insecurity therefore arises, when the
combination of entitlements are insufficient to enable individuals and households to fulfil their
food requirements. Consequently, famines are the result of failed entitlements to food regarding

5 minimum level of income in a specific country
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production, trade, labour and transfer (Sen 1982, pp. 2-3). Famines can therefore also be seen as
economic disasters (cf. idem, p. 162). I will give an example regarding this issue in Chapter 5.2.

Food use is the third dimension of food security. Agricultural products need to be utilised as
food in a way appropriate to culture and habits to be assessed as contributing to food security.
Agricultural products can be used for other purposes than to meet nutritional requirements.
Crops can be turned into biogas for energy production or processed for other industrial purposes,
which can decrease the availability of food for human consumption (FFSSA 2004, 5f; Tiffin
2014). Furthermore, the preparation of food should be unobjectionably hygienic and nutrient
and energy intake should be adequate for all (Tiffin 2014). In Chapter 9, I will discuss these
three dimensions in relation to cassava in Malawi.

3.1.1 Food Security in Malawi

Times of food insecurity are not a new phenomenon in Malawi and becomes more acute every
year as discussed in the introduction. The goal to achieve food security is strongly embedded in
the constitution of the Malawian government. Therefore the Malawian government adopted the
Food Security Action Plan in 2008. It specifies the major constraints to achieve food security as
following (MoAFS 2008a, p. 14):

• High level of poverty and high HIV-rate

• High population density and land pressure

• Rain-fed agriculture

• Inadequate extension services and high agricultural input costs

• Weak infrastructure and farmer networks

• Lack of value addition in agricultural products

In addition to these constraints, the effects of climate change and the reliance on maize are
further contributing factors to low food security (Rogé et al. 2016). As I will discuss in the
coming chapters, the reliance on maize has been exacerbated by national policies as part of the
ambition to increase the production of this crop. Other crops were neglected, this has meant that
food security in Malawi is mainly defined by the availability of maize (FAO 2015, p. 15). Due
to the negative effects of climate change on rain-fed agriculture the efforts of the government to
ensure food security through maize production have not been successful and made the country
more vulnerable as it will be explained more in detail in Chapter 6.1. Currently there appears a
slow shift in thinking and the diversification of crop production and food consumption now is in
the focus, as I will discuss further in this thesis.

3.2 Methodology

To answer my research questions and to examine aspects of food security in Malawi and
perceptions of cassava, I will review case studies from the Northern and the Central Region of
Malawi. Furthermore, I will analyse food crises in the recent history of the country to outline
the importance of the root crop as a food security crop. Additionally, through analyses of
governmental policies, publications in popular newspapers and texts from NGOs regarding
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the promotion of cassava in Malawi using Qualitative Content Analysis, I want to explore the
influence of different actors on the current status of cassava in this country.

3.2.1 Sources

For my study I will use several different forms of sources. In Chapter 5, where I will investigate
the role of cassava during different famines, I will draw on secondary sources. In particular I
use the work of Vaughan (1987) with respect to the famine in 1949/50 and Devereux (2002a,b),
regarding the famine in 2001/02. Both of these sources have researched the famines in quite
some detail. Although the accessible sources regarding the famine in 1949/50 are limited, this
issue should not be considered as a big constraint, since Megan Vaughan is an outstanding
British historian who focuses on health related topics in Southern and East Africa (UCL 2019)
and her book about the famine in 1949/50 is a well written and thorough study, well appreciated
amongst historian scholarship (see for instance Watts 1989; Strobel 1989). For the famine in
2015/16, which is actually still ongoing, I will mostly use newspaper articles and blogs from
international operating organisations like the UN. In Chapter 6, I will analyse how governmental
policies have affected the agricultural system in Malawi. In that chapter I will focus on primary
sources such as the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy, the National Agricultural Policy
and the Food Security Action Plan in combination with studies from different researchers
investigating the effect of input subsidies in Malawi. For Chapter 7, I have collected online
publications from various cassava promoting NGOs as well as newspaper articles. The latter are
often used by NGOs to communicate the success of their projects but also problems regarding
agriculture in general and cassava production in particular. These are thefore good sources to
assess the constraints which cassava cultivation is facing today. Furthermore, I will use the study
from Vuong (2012), who researched the impact of one cassava promoting project in central
Malawi in his Master’s thesis, and a report from Droppelmann et al. (2018) who researched the
cassava value chain in two districts in Malawi. When discussing the farmer’s perceptions of
cassava in Malawi in Chapter 8.1, I will mainly draw on the work from Chiwona-Karltun (2001),
who studied the importance of bitter cassava varieties in the lake-shore region in Malawi, and
the Master’s thesis from Weigand (2018), who researched the impact of sweet cassava varieties
around Lilongwe on the farmers’ livelihoods.

3.2.2 Qualitative and Ethnographic Content Analysis

Content analysis is traditionally dominated by quantitative methods (Kohlbacher 2006), but
Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) is usable when the meaning of text is less obvious. There-
fore,

"QCA is a method for systematically describing the meaning of qualitative material.
It is done by classifying material as instances of the categories of a coding frame."
(Schreier 2012, p. 1)

The material of the data can vary from being primary in the sense of interviews or observation
protocols conducted by the researcher or third party sources like newspapers and archives. Due
to the nature of the extended amount and variations of the to be analysed texts included here,
I will focus on content which is specifically related to cassava and to certain related policy
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aspects by using QCA6. For example, in the case of the governmental policies, like the National
Agricultural Programme, which I will discuss in Chapter 6, I will only focus on its importance
on the promotion of cassava and maize, although the programme includes much more, like
livestock, cash crops such as tobacco and cotton. The selection of sources for analyses has
depended strongly on their accessibility, especially in the case of governmental documents and
newspaper articles from Malawi. This needs to be borne in mind when reading the study.

QCA is often used when a field of research is not understood to generate new theories and
hypotheses (Kohlbacher 2006). This method is applicable here in the context texts analysed to
discuss the perception of cassava in the Malawian society. Nevertheless, to understand the latent
meaning of a text, the context in which it is set is necessary to know (Schreier 2012, p. 16). In
my case, the history of Malawi as well as the understanding of the emergence of the latest food
crises is important as context.

During my analysis, I found it rather difficult to classify the meaning of the texts into categories
as it is described by Schreier (idem), because of the wide range of material and sources, so that
I would rather describe my method of QCA further as Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA).
Altheide (2008) describes ECA as followed:

"Ethnographic content analysis (ECA) refers to an integrated method, procedure,
and technique for locating, identifying, retrieving, and analyzing documents for
their relevance, significance, and meaning. The emphasis is on discovery and
description of contexts, underlying meanings, patterns, and processes rather than
on mere quantity or numerical relationships between two or more variables."

ECA is furthermore a reflexive analysis of documents and characterised as a constant discovery
and "comparison of relevant situations, settings, styles, images, meanings and nuances [...]"
(Altheide 1987).

To investigate the perception or acceptance of cassava from a pure quantitative way would
perhaps be possible through statistical data from several Integrated Household Surveys (IHS)
conducted in the past 15 years in Malawi. In the very beginning of my research, I considered this
approach, but several restrictions made me decide not to go this way. Although the statistical
data includes detailed measurements of crop production, which Asfaw and Carraro (2016)
for example used to analyse the impact of subsidy programmes on maize, the comparison
of different crops, in my case maize and cassava is very tricky. Measuring units differ from
region to region, SI-units like kilogramme are mixed with less defined ones, like oxcarts and
dengu baskets. Conversions are possible (see for example Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 89), but
incoherence in data collection and yield estimations limit the validity of the data (cf. Charman
2006, p. 5; Haggblade et al. 2012). Furthermore, cassava is often handled outside of official
market structures, so that the trade value and amount of the root crop is almost impossible to
measure quantitatively (cf. FAO 2015, p. 34).

Although statistical analysis would certainly enrich my thesis, it could not help ex-plaining
how the farmers in Malawi perceive cassava and how important it is for daily life? Surveys and
ethnographic studies, done by myself, would have been advisable, but could not be undertaken
due to time constraints. Therefore, I will instead use case studies from other researchers as
mentioned before. These case studies of course, only show a small part of the implementation

6 See for a full description of QCA: Schreier (2012, pp. 2-4, 7)
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of the cassava plant in the entire Malawian farming system and are depending on the researchers
interest and study area as mentioned in the introduction. However through the combination
of these sources also with other sources, I hope to give a more general picture of cassava in
Malawi as explained in the introduction.
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4 An Introduction to Cassava and Maize

As mentioned before, agriculture in Malawi is mostly rain fed and therefore strongly dependent
on the rainy season which starts usually in November and ends in March. Climate change
is expected to have a strong negative influence on the rainy season in the long run affecting
agriculture. Also periodical anomalies like El Niño even can alter the weather patterns. This
happened for instance in the agricultural season 2015/16. The rainy season was delayed by
more than one month and the final precipitation less than average (FEWS NET 2016b). Only
a very small percentage of fields are irrigated in Malawi and these are mostly found in wet
areas, so called dambo land, used for domestic cash crops like tomatoes and cabbage. The
main food crops, maize and cassava are cultivated on dry land without any artificial irrigation.
The majority of rice is grown in wetlands around Karonga close to the Tanzanian border and
counts only for a small share in the national calorie intake. Wheat and barley are imported for
bakeries and breweries. Agricultural practises are predominantly based on manual labour using
handheld hoes. Machinery is only used on large estates, which are mainly producing high-value
cash crops like tea and sugar cane for export (MoAIWD 2016, p. 3). The usage of manure and
artificial fertiliser is rather rare, although the latter is subsidised by the government, which will
also be discussed in Chapter 6.

4.1 Cassava

Cassava (manihot esculenta Crantz), also known as manioc, tapioca or yuca, is a perennial
plant, originally from Brazil. Nowadays cassava is the fourth-most important food crop in the
world with an estimated worldwide production of about 269 million tons (Droppelmann et al.
2018, p. 1). After maize, cassava is the second-most important crop in Malawi and traditionally
grown by smallholder along the shores of Lake Malawi (idem, p. 2). The acreage of cassava is
approximately 0.232 million hectare compared to maize with 1.73 million hectare (FAOSTAT
2019). Although cassava is mostly known because of its starchy roots, other parts of the plant
can be used as well. The stems are usually used for vegetative propagation of the plant but can
also be used as firewood. The leaves boiled and eaten as a side dish like spinach or used as
animal fodder (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, pp. 11-13; Lebot 2008, p. 6).

4.1.1 Biology

The cassava plant grows as woody shrub with large, palmate leaves and can grow up to four
meters in height (see Figure 2). After the first weeks in the plants life, it will start storing starch
in its roots. These starchy roots are the primary output and they can grow up to 60 cm in length
and 15 cm in diameter depending on the variety (Jones 1959, p. 5). The average weight of one
tuberous cassava root is between 545 g for bitter and 314 g for sweet varieties (Oluwole et al.
2007). The weight of the roots of one plant can exceed five kilogrammes (Jones 1959, p. 5), but
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the yields are continuously increasing through the breeding of new, higher yielding varieties.

Cassava is divided into two main varieties, sweet and bitter. Roots from sweet cassava can be
eaten raw and are eaten as a snack, especially in urban areas. Their roots are much smaller than
the roots from the bitter types, the same applies for their yields. The roots of bitter cassava
contains significant amounts of linamarin and lotaustralin which transmute into hydrogen
cyanide (HCN) during processing and eating (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, pp. 13-17; Nyirenda et al.
2011). To reduce the toxicity, bitter cassava has to be processed before consumption, a process
which will be explained further in Chapter 4.1.3. Bitter cassava varieties are mainly grown in
the northern part of Malawi, where it has been a staple food crop since the 18th and 19th century
and where methods of cassava processing are well known. Sweet varieties are mainly used as
cash crops and grown in the periphery of urban centres like the capital Lilongwe. The repeal of
processing and smaller root sizes makes it a perfect snack for the urban population, especially
for wage labourers. Furthermore the knowledge of proper processing of bitter cassava seems to
be missing within the farming household in central Malawi (Weigand 2018, pp. 72, 77-80; see
further discussion in Chapter 8.1). Main cassava varieties in Malawi and their use are shown in
Table 1.

A common argument for growing cassava is that the plant is able to withstand prolonged
droughts and can therefore thrive in areas with at least 400 mm of average annual rainfall. The
main restriction is that within the first three months of plant growth the soil moisture does
not go below 30%. Apart from this basic requirement, the water demand during particularly
crucial times of plant growth, like during seed production is negligible (FAO 2013, pp. 51-52).
Compared to other major food crops, cassava has one of the lowest water requirements. Maize
for instance needs at least between 500 - 800 mm rainfall in the growing period (FAO 1991).
Cassava is, and was, therefore commonly seen as a fallback crop in times of maize shortages
(Jones 1959, p. 84; McCracken 2012, p. 13; Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 36). Figure 3 shows a
simplified agricultural calendar for the cultivation of cassava and maize in Malawi. Depending
on the cassava variety and the crop’s ability of in-ground storage, it can be harvested in the lean
period, when the maize or other food crops are still growing, to ensure food availability. For
processing, cassava is often harvested in the dry season, as the starch content of the roots is
the highest there (FAO 2013, p. 53). Cassava plots, which are harvested in or before the rainy
season can also be replanted in the same year during the rainy season when the soil moisture is
sufficient. Replanting is especially relevant for fast maturing varieties, which can be harvested
already after nine months (cf. Oluwole et al. 2007).

4.1.2 Origin of Cassava and its History in Malawi

Although cassava is well-established in sub-Saharan Africa and production is very high in some
countries like for instance Nigeria who is the world’s leading producer of cassava (Oluwole
et al. 2007), the origin of cassava lies in the southern edge of the Brazilian Amazon. There it
has been cultivated for more than 9000 years, which makes cassava one of the oldest cultivated
plants in the world. From Brazil cassava spread over the entire tropical South America and
the Caribbean, where it became a staple food within Tropical Forest cultivation zones (Jones
1959, p. 28; FAO 2013, p. 3). Together with maize, sweet potatoes and tobacco, and as a part
of the Columbian exchange in the 16th century (cf. Crosby 2003, pp. 133-136), cassava was
brought by European mariners to trading bases in West Africa. Compared to cassava, maize was
adopted by the African population much faster, this is most probably because of its similarities
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Figure 2: Cassava plant. Source: Pearson Scott Foresman [Public domain] via Wikimedia
Commons.
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Table 1: Main cassava varieties in Malawi (adapted from Nyirenda et al. 2011)

Variety/cultivar (lo-
cal names)

Source, characteristics and use

Thipula Leaf bitter, but tasty once cooked; stem good for making soda ash;
high yielding, 6–7 roots per plant; roots spread/easy to harvest;
mature at 6 month; palatable roots; immerses completely when
soaked; not fibrous; good white flour; good nsima texture/ consis-
tence. Identification: red petioles, green leaves, whitish roots and
stem, susceptible to mosaic virus (brown streak inside)

Twenty-twenty Similar characteristics to Thipula but can yield up to 20 roots per
plant, hence the name 20:20. Identification: leaves, petioles and
stem yellowish green

Mbundumali
(manyokola)

Mbundumali is regarded a superior variety; same characteristics
as Thipula; this variety is good for tea and for fresh market; eaten
roasted, boiled or fried, and as futali (cooked in groundnut sauce,)
chimbofwa, chibaman chindongwe (thebwa) and porridge. It is
sweet and highly desired by people, monkeys and rodents. Identi-
fication: leaves and petioles green, stem whitish

Mpapa Same characteristics as for 20:20, thipula and mbundumali; resis-
tant to pests and diseases. Identification: leaves and petioles green,
stem light green

Nyamphyutu Sweet but low yield, roots not uniform – round at butt end and
slender towards root tip; early maturing (6 months); leaf not good
for relish; very susceptible to mosaic virus; easy to harvest; liked
by monkeys

Gomani High yielding; easy to harvest; too fibrous; susceptible to diseases,
especially mosaic virus; early maturing; short root storage under
ground; bitter leaves not good for relish; low flour yield; gives
poor quality nsima; ferments within 2 days but disintegrates when
removed from water. Identification: dark green leaves, green
petioles, light green stems

Koloweki Long root storage under ground but low yield; thin and long
roots; difficult to harvest; low leaf retention; leaves not tasty; very
white flour of good quality, but low yield of starch; late maturing.
Identification: leaves yellowish, petioles and stem with many
branches, hence the name koloweki (means excessive branching)

Matakolembwende Low yield; long and big roots; difficult to harvest; matures at 12
months
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Figure 3: Crop calendar for cassava and maize in Malawi (adapted from FAO 2019; Droppel-
mann et al. 2018, p. 36; FEWS NET 2016a)

to the indigenous crops sorghum and millet when it comes to processing (Jones 1959, p. 74;
Hillocks 2001; Maddox 2006, p. 82). Therefore substantial cassava cultivation and consumption
in West Africa only started in the 19th century when African slaves came back from the New
World with the knowledge of proper cassava processing. Prior to the knowledge transfer from
these returning former slaves, the growing and use of cassava posed many problems, among
them were the unknown farming regime and the lack of knowledge of the safe preparation to
eliminate its poisonousness when it comes to bitter cassava. Although data shows that cassava
plants grew around human settlements in West Africa in the early 18th century, no available
sources verify cassava cultivation until the 19th century in the same region (La Fleur 2012).
With the successful adaption of cassava cultivation and use in Africa, the root crop spread along
the Portuguese trading routes from West Africa to East Africa. During the 19th century, cassava
became established in the rain forests of Central Africa and gained its present importance in the
Congo and Angola region in the beginning of the 20th century (Jones 1959, pp. 64-70; Maddox
2006, pp. 76-135). Cassava was especially important in regions of population pressure, because
of its adaptiveness to poor soils reduced the fallow time for fields. It has been suggested, that
the plant was adopted by communities by copying climate change adaption strategies from other
ethnic groups (Maddox 2006, pp. 76-135). Although cassava played a minor role in savannahs
and semi-arid areas, it became a significant food crop for Bantu speaking people in the rainforest
regions, where a type of agroforestry was practised similar to that of South America (Jones
1959, pp. 64-70; Maddox 2006, pp. 76-135). Around the same time as cassava was introduced
to Central Africa, Portuguese and Arabian traders also brought the plant to the Swahili coast,
from where it gradually found its way to the hinterlands of East and Southern Africa. The
shores of Lake Tanganyika has been pinpointed as the meeting point for cassava introduction
from East and West (Jones 1959, p. 81).

Travel reports by David Livingstone show that cassava was well adopted for cultivation in the
northern part of what is today Malawi by the 1860s, but rare south of Lake Malawi. According
to Livingstone, cassava was mainly used by ethnic groups who were being put under social
pressure due to the expansion of the Ngoni and associated military campaigns7. As these groups
were being harassed and attacked by the Ngoni armies, they switched to cassava cultivation,
because of its in-ground storage capacity and also its ability to be harvested quickly. It therefore
became a major crop for instance amongst the Chewa and Tumbuka. By contrast, the Ngoni
groups in Malawi grew mainly maize in the late 19th century (Jones 1959, p. 84; McCracken

7 More information about this can be found in Chapter 2.4: Brief History
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2012, p. 13).

After World War I, non-traditional cassava farmers have been encouraged to plant cassava as
a famine crop and a research facility in Karonga started to breed improved cassava varieties
from 1930 (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 35; Rusike et al. 2010). The famine in 1948/49 showed
the capacity of cassava as a fallback crop during food scarcity and the British settlers therefore
enforced the cassava production (see Chapter 5.1). Unfortunately, the distributed cassava
cuttings were infected with the mosaic virus8. The virus decreased the expected productivity in
the following years and the experiment did not fall out well. Additionally, sufficient rainfall
in the 1950s secured the maize production again and decreased the interest in cassava roots
(Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 35; Rusike et al. 2010). Due to increase of maize on the market,
cassava surpluses did not find any market and the government suggested to limit cassava
cultivation to small plots as a famine reserve. Cassava became a cash crop only in the southern
districts between 1950s and 1960s, where, for a short time, dried cassava chips were exported
to East Africa, especially Tanzania (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 35; Rusike et al. 2010). But this
external interest in cassava chips had declined by 1984, while the national and local demand of
cassava continued to be low. Finally, a mealybug9 outbreak in 1985 led to a near collapse of the
cassava production (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 35; Rusike et al. 2010). In the last years some
non-governmental efforts have been made to re-introduce and to improve cassava production
in central and southern Malawi, however apart from these initiatives cassava is today mainly
grown in the northern part of Malawi and on the shoreline of the eponymic lake, as can be
interpreted from FEWS NET (2016a, pp. 36-37). I will go more into detail in present situation
of cassava in Malawi in Chapter 8.

4.1.3 Production and Post-harvest Processing

Like most of the other staple food crops in Malawi, cassava is mainly produced by smallholder
farmers in Malawi. These farmers typically cultivate less than two hectares of land (Droppel-
mann et al. 2018, p. 2). Only around 2500 hectares of cassava are cultivated by estates on
the western shore of Lake Malawi (Chipeta and Bokosi 2013). Figure 4 shows the cassava
production and acreage in comparison to maize. An dramatic ascent of the annual cassava
production is suggested by the official data from 1999 onwards. The numbers suggest that the
acreage is stagnating while yields appears enormously boosted, but this increase in numbers
is owed to the shift from measuring dry to wet weight of the roots. Cassava roots contain
significantly more water than maize seeds, around 60% for cassava compare to 13% for maize.
Furthermore, maize is, from my experience, normally dried before shipping to avoid spoilage
and to increase its shelf life. With these differences and from lack of documentation of the
numbers, it is not entirely clear under which conditions estimations of yields have been made.
In addition, both crops are mostly cultivated for home consumption and traded within small
areas, numbers that are rarely included in national statistics. Therefore national production
numbers can only be roughly estimated. In addition, a distinction between sweet and bitter

8 Cassava mosaic disease or African cassava mosaic is caused by cassava mosaic geminiviruses (CMGs) and was
first documented in 1894 as ’leaf curl’ or ’crinkle’ illness afflicting cassava plants in Tanzania. In 1906, it was
discribed as a virus. The virus is transmitted by whiteflies or infected cuttings and can cause yield losses up to
95% (CABI 2019).

9 Cassava mealybug (Phenacoccus manihoti), indigenous arthropod species to South America but introduced to
the Congo in 1973 from where it spread rapidly over sub-Saharan Africa. The pest causes damage by stunting
the growth points of cassava plants, which can lead to total defoliation of the plant (CABI 2018).
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Figure 4: Cassava and maize production in Malawi (own compilation, data from FAOSTAT
2019)

cassava varieties has not been done in the official data, although it seems that cultivation of
bitter cassava varieties exceeds the cultivation of sweet varieties by far (see Chapter 8.1).

As stated before, bitter cassava roots have to undergo a specific treatment to make them safe
for human consumption. Chiwona-Karltun (2001, pp. 17-18) lists several cassava processing
techniques which are employed in different part of the world and can be both manual or
mechanised. All modern methods have in common that they derive from indigenous practises
of processing from the Amazon Basin (Jones 1959, p. 29). In Malawi, the transition of cassava
roots into cassava flour is based on inherited knowledge of food preparation in the households.
Major steps in the process are soaking of the peeled roots, then cutting or grating, with the
final step of drying the cutted roots or grated flour. Due to fermentation processes within these
steps, the hydrogen cyanide content will be reduced by more than 99%. This long fermentation
process in several stages makes cassava pieces or flour safe for human consumption. The steps
are illustrated in Figure 5. Especially the peeling and pounding is time consuming and like
other food preparation activities usually done by women (Bokanga 1996; Chiwona-Karltun
2001, pp. 17-18; Chipeta and Bokosi 2013). Traditional, manual processing on household level
consumes about 300 labour hours per 10 tons of fresh cassava roots. Mechanised processing
can reduce the needed time to less than 90 labour hours for the same amount of cassava roots
(Bokanga 1996). For the low toxic varieties processing methods are less time consuming, simply
drying of sliced cassava roots and boiling or frying of fresh cassava pieces is enough (Haggblade
et al. 2012).

Industrial or mechanised processing of cassava is comparatively rare in Malawi. At the mo-
ment only one to two percent of the national cassava production is used for industrial food
production and/or processed mechanically. Therefore the market for cassava is basically limited
to household consumption as mentioned in the introduction. Causes for this situation will be
discussed later in this thesis. There are many uses for cassava, for instance 10% (rarely 20%) of
the used wheat flour in most industrial baked products in Malawi, like toast bread and cookies,
can be substituted by cassava flour, with out any significant change in the products taste and
appearance (Haggblade et al. 2012). As locally produced cassava flour is only half the cost
of imported wheat flour, there is a market interest in high quality cassava flour that cannot be
satisfied at the moment (idem). Figure 6 shows the cassava value chain in Malawi based on

22



Figure 5: Rale/gari production (modified from Haggblade et al. 2012), which can be practised
on household and small-scale industrial level. * The traditional Malawian method is similar, but
without the steps grating and roasting. ** Fermentation is often also referred as soaking. ***
Due to the lack of mills, manual pounding is mostly used within rural households.

studies undertaken by Haggblade et al. (2012). When assessing the figure it has to be noted that
the retailing of fresh cassava is mainly based on sweet varieties which can be consumed raw
(see Chapters 4.1.1 and 8.1).
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Figure 6: Cassava value chain (modified from Haggblade et al. 2012)

4.1.4 Use of Cassava in Malawi

Like other starchy tuber and root crops, cassava is mainly seen as a source of carbohydrates as
depicted in Figure 7. Its fresh roots contain less protein than other root crops but have higher
amounts of various micronutrients. Due to the necessity of the processing before consumption,
micronutrients might be altered or washed out, which makes cassava inauspicious as a stand-
alone food (Jones 1959, pp. 6-11). Boiled cassava leaves used as a side dish in combination with
external protein like meat or fish can buffer the imbalance (Jones 1959, pp. 6-11; Raheem and
Chukwuma 2001). There has been discussions on the possibility of fortifying cassava flour with
nutrients for a higher nutritional value. This is already done for maize flour and other foodstuffs
(cf. WHO 2016) and can become a way to mitigate malnutrition. The different cassava products
used in Malawi, have already been shown in Table 2. I will refer to some of the products in the
following chapters, especially to kondowole respectively nsima and high-quality cassava flour,
as they are especially important for the country and the people’s livelihood. A dish with nsima
is shown in Figure 8. The consumption of fresh sweet varieties as a snack is also increasing in
urban areas as it will be explained in Chapter 8.1.

24



Figure 7: Common staple foods in Malawi and their composition in terms of 100 g edible
portion (own compilation, data from FAO 1968)

Figure 8: Nsima (bottom) with various side dishes (top). Source: author
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Table 2: Cassava use in Malawi (adapted from Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 25)

Product Processing Use

Traditional use of (semi-)bitter varieties

Kondowole Traditional processing of cassava
into fermented flour.

In Nkhotakota, for example, kon-
dowole is eaten as the staple dish
nsima.

Makaka / Mtan-
daza

Sun-dried roots are milled into
non- to semi-fermented flour that
is of lower quality than cassava
flour.

In the Shire Highlands, e.g.
Zomba, nsima is prepared from
makaka flour.

Non-traditional use of sweet and bitter varieties

Fresh roots At the point of consumption,
sweet cassava is peeled, washed,
and chewed raw or cut into pieces
and boiled.

It is a popular snack and substi-
tute for bread in urban areas like
Lilongwe.

Cassava flour Fresh roots are peeled, washed,
grated, pressed, sun dried and,
later, milled into flour.

Available in local markets and
supermarkets, it has wide appli-
cation. It is frequently used to
substitute HQCF despite is lower
quality.

High-quality cas-
sava flour

HQCF is industrial-grade cassava
flour (repeated processing steps)
containing over 90% starch.

HQCF can replace wheat or corn
flour and starch in baked goods
like bread and biscuits.

Starch Cassava starch is of even higher
purity than HQCF which re-
quires additional sedimentation.
It serves as the base for a variety
of uses.

Starch can be used for glucose
syrup for breweries, glue extender
in cardboard and plywood man-
ufacturing or livestock and fish
feed.

Cassava peel /

waste products
Products made from cassava by-
products are bio-ethanol and cas-
sava bricks.

One example is a Norwegian
funded project in Nkhotakota ex-
perimented with bio-ethanol from
cassava.
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4.2 Maize

Maize or corn is commonly known in the Global North compare to cassava, but nevertheless
I want to give a short overview about this crop. Maize is the American Indian word for "that
which contains life" and is one of the most important cereal grains worldwide. It can be used
for human consumption and animal fodder, but also for instance to produce starch and alcohol
for industrial purposes (FAO 1992).

4.2.1 Biology

Maize (Zea mays) is a member of the grass family (Gramineae) and a tall annual and cross
pollinating plant. The grain develops in cobs attached to the stalk. A cob can have up to
1000 kernels and the sum of kernels on one plant can extend 42% of the plant’s dry weight.
Various types of maize exist and developed according to different cultural practices and climatic
conditions (FAO 1992).

4.2.2 Origin

The origin of maize is said to be in Mexico and its use can be traced back by 7000 years. From
Mexico it spread into the entire American double-continent. After the discovery of America
through Cristopher Columbus in the end of the 15th century, sailors brought maize into the Old
World. Nowadays, maize is grown in all agricultural suitable regions of the world, from latitude
58◦ in the Northern Hemisphere to latitude 40◦ in the south, in areas below sea-level and up to
an elevation of 4000 m above sea level (FAO 1992). All maize main types have already been
cultivated in America, before spreading to other continents (idem). Like in the case of cassava,
maize spread into Southern Africa with the help of European traders (see Chapter 4.1.2) and
replaced the indigenous grains millet and sorghum slowly, but not entirely. Because of using the
same term for millet and maize in the past, historical records cannot really verify the time when
maize was fully adopted in South-East Africa (Hair 1977). Nowadays maize is the major staple
food crop in most of the sub-Saharan countries and the most important food crop in Malawi.

4.2.3 Usage in Malawi

In Malawi, the main utilisation of maize is milling or pounding its kernels into flour. Cooking
the flour with water creates a stiff porridge, Malawi’s main dish nsima. Equivalents can be
found in Zambia under the same name, named as ugali in Tanzania and Kenia as well as the so
called pap in South Africa and Namibia. Especially during the harvest season (see Figure 3
in Chapter 4.1.1) street vendors offer steamed or roasted maize cobs as a snack for travellers
and urban people. This is comparable with the fresh roots from sweet cassava varieties but
in my perception maize cobs are more common. In rural households, beer brewing is often
an important source of income (Vaughan 1987, p. 39). Beer brewing is undertaken both on
industrial and household level and maize is an important ingredient for beer, since wheat and
barley has to be imported.
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5 The Role of Cassava in Earlier Food Crises

Malawi has been largely self-sufficient in maize production between the independence in
1964 and the 1980s (Phillips 2009), although droughts and regional food shortages have been
reoccurring events in Malawi and several severe food crises have occurred in the past 100 years.
In these contexts, cassava has often been referred as a famine crop. In this chapter, I will look
into three of these food crises and explain the role of cassava in these times. I will start with
the famine in 1949 during the late British colonial reign and then discuss the food crisis in
2001. These food crises haven been selected as they are well documented and discussed by
various scholars. Furthermore I will explore the food crisis, which started in 2015/16 and is still
ongoing in 2019. This crisis is documented primarily through news reporting and humanitarian
aid reports that I will use here.

5.1 The Famine of 1949/50

A severe drought affected Blantyre and the lower Shire valley in the rain season 1948/49 and
a famine resulted from the failure of maize production. The political events and the effects of
the famine are well discussed by Megan Vaughan in her book The Story of an African Famine:
Gender and famine in twentieth-century Malawi. As a response to the famine the entire British
protectorate was set under emergency conditions (Vaughan 1987, pp. 27, 28). Internal and
informal food distribution systems begun to collapse in 1949, and officials somewhat belatedly
started relief programmes by arranging grain imports from other British colonies in Africa
as well as from North and South America (idem, pp. 37, 41). Better conditions in the 1950s
resulted in good harvests and the famine was stopped but with long term repercussions on
society.

5.1.1 Possible Causes

At that time, the official explanations of the cause of this food crisis was that it was a Malthusian
crisis10. The European point of view was that ecological destruction due to population pressure
and bad African farming practises led into the maize failure. Neo-Malthusian thinking was
widespread at the time and also influenced colonial ’development thinking’ in Africa (Vaughan
1987, p. 50) and elsewhere (Davis 2002, pp. 306-309). However, the cause of the famine
can be found in the colonial regime itself. Before the arrival of African slave traders and
later on Europeans, the production and exchange of agricultural and crafted goods between
the ethnic groups in the highlands and valleys in Malawi and to some extend with the coast
in Mozambique had been in a balance. Farming and crafting was undertaken on household

10 Malthusianism, a famous theory of famine, is named after the English priest T. Malthus who argued in 1798
that population growth is limited by natural resources and thus famines regulate population growth to balance
demand and supply of food (Devereux 2014)
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and village level and the majority lived through self-sufficiency. Within the first third of
the 19th century, warlike Ngoni groups overran large parts of the Lake Malawi region and
intensified agricultural production through slaves from Nyanja and Chewa groups. Surplus
through intensified production supported the war economy of the Ngoni and enhanced the
trade with other regions. Warfare with Arabian slave traders and their cooperating local ethnic
groups, as well as diseases and pests conjured major economic and social disruptions the
region in the late 19th century. Migration from the fertile valleys, rivers and other water
sources to the drier hinterlands, highlands and forests in fear of raiders had a negative effect
on population distribution and economic development. When the people wanted to move
back to their ancestral homes as slave trade was stopped, most of the fertile land had been
taken by European speculators through colonial expansion (cf. McCracken 2012, pp. 77-78).
Land-grabbing was justified because of the negative European opinion towards traditional
African agriculture (Vaughan 1987, pp. 61, 64). The overall occupational patterns changed
from subsistence farming to trade and wage or tenure labour on European estates and under this
regime, local ethnic groups found themselves in a similar position as during the Ngoni reign
(idem, pp. 53, 58-60). The control of agricultural production was therefore mainly in the hand
of the European landlords, who promoted tobacco production. Tenant farmers were encouraged
to grow tobacco on a large scale for reduced rents depending on production rate (Vaughan 1987,
pp. 80, 85-87; McCracken 2012, p. 248). High tobacco prices also pushed independent farmers
into cash crop production encouraged by the British regime. Though large tobacco producers in
some ways had less problems in terms of food sufficiency as they could purchase food based
on the income from tobacco (Vaughan 1987, pp. 86-87), the focus on tobacco cultivation in
combination with the drought caused a shortfall in maize production (Vaughan 1987, p. 77;
McCracken 2012, p. 253). The assigned land to smallholder farms was not sufficient to support
food and cash crops production at the same time. Miscalculation of land yields resulted in
distributions of land sizes of 11.75 acres per household, which was too small to be viable. With
the agricultural system of resting ley, the sizes of fields should have been doubled (Vaughan
1987, pp. 67, 70-71).

5.1.2 The Role of Cassava

During the year 1949 more drought resistant food crops, such as cassava, as well as fish
sustained the population for various months, but these foodstuffs were depending on the region
and the households themselves. Due to the initially positive effect of drought resistant crops, the
government supported the cultivation of root crop gardens in what was to be called Operation
Njala. The programme recommended planting of cassava and cassava cuttings were distributed
to farmers (Vaughan 1987, pp. 28, 38). But against all hopes, even as in the midst of 1949 the
roots could already be harvested, they "could in no way replace the failed maize crop" (idem,
p. 38). This disappointment was largely ascribed to the fact that a high extend of the cassava
cuttings had been infected with the mosaic virus (cf. Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 35; Rusike et al.
2010), as already mentioned in Chapter 4.1.2. Nevertheless, cassava maintained its status as
famine crop and local farmers increased cassava production to some extend as a food insurance
(Vaughan 1987, pp. 153-154).

Vaughan (idem, pp. 31-33) also lists other survival strategies, like migration in search for food
and the usage of wild plants. How big the role of cassava in this case was, is not discussed by
Vaughan. But as I have explained it in Chapter 4.1.2, the in-ground storage capability of cassava
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supported several ethnic groups in time of external pressure and therefore feral cassava plants
could also have supported scavenging people in 1949. In addition not only the roots of cassava
are important in times of food shortages, cassava leaves might have helped people to survive as
well. Menon (2007) discusses for example how pumpkin leaves saved people during the food
crisis in the early 2000s. Leaves from both plants, cassava and pumpkin, are edible and cooked
in the same way as I have observed it in Malawi in 2016.

5.1.3 Mitigation and Consequences

Operation Njala was not the only strategy of the British rulers to mitigate the maize shortage.
The persecution of illegal crop cultivation within the town of Blantyre had been suspended.
Food distribution became regulated and markets closed, not least in order to fight food theft
(Vaughan 1987, pp. 31-33). Furthermore the governor of Nyasaland supported labour migration
from the famine affected districts to South Rhodesia and South Africa (idem, p. 40) and also
initiated food for work schemes (idem, p. 43). As a result of the scarcity of maize, beer brewing
became prohibited. However this acted against the tradition of work-parties in the agricultural
sector, where beer is a means of payment and brewing is an important income generator for
women (cf. Vaughan 1987, p. 39; Otto 2018). The ban also affected the country’s revenue
through taxes and brewing licences, which resulted in low implementation of the prohibition
until the law’s abolishment in 1950 (Vaughan 1987, p. 39).

As a response to the famine the government of the British protectorate started an agricultural
training programme for traditional leaders and supported the schooling of their heirs. The so
called Master’s Farmers Scheme had already been proposed in 1946 and was aimed at fostering
’role model’ farmers. The main goal was also to establish a different work ethic to fit the bill
of the British and therefore hopefully solve political problems and tensions between locals
and colonists. Furthermore, to mitigate similar crises in the future, it was proposed that the
agricultural economy should become stabilised to prevent food shortages. Unfortunately for
the British, the average Malawian farmer did not care much for the European practises. Only
wealthy farmers, participating in the practice of landlord-tenant relations, fulfilled the strict
requirements for model farmers. Later analyses of the results of the programme show that
participating farmers could not gain a significant monetary surplus based on the colonial ideas
of model agriculture. Huge fines for small deviations from the directives made the programme a
burden for the farmers. In addition to this policy, the colonial government restricted tobacco
cultivation to Native Trust Land to increase food crop production (McCracken 2012, p. 253).
Although the scheme actually failed in terms of impact, it was still running until 1962 and was
abandoned only when Malawi’s independence was inevitable (Vaughan 1987, p. 152; Kalinga
1993).

5.2 The Famine of 2001/02

A drought with following floods caused this time by abnormal rainfall led to dramatically
reduced maize harvests in Malawi and its neighbouring countries in the first years of the 21st

century. The extreme climate variability in combination with bad political decisions caused a
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food crisis worse than the famine in 1949/50 and in 1991/9211. The famine of 2001/02 affected
more than three million households in central and southern Malawi. Food aid was delayed
due to faulty and overly positive estimations of available secondary food crops and also due to
logistical problems. In February 2002, when the general food deficit was finally acknowledged,
the government announced a ’State of Disaster’. However food aid from other countries was
slow to come and only reached Malawi when the famine was nearly over due to the incoming
harvest (Tiba 2011).

5.2.1 Possible Causes

Although strategies have always existed in Malawi to cope with food shortages in the lean
season, these strategies could not be implemented in 2001/02. The Strategic Grain Reserve
(SGR) was established in 1981 and serves as a national maize stock to buffer three months of
grain supply. In 2001 the SGR had been emptied and sold on the recommendations of the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in order for Malawi to repay international
loans (Devereux 2002b). These recommendations had been made due to over-positive harvest
estimations from the Malawian government in 2000/01 and the fact that the stocked maize
was nearly two years old and needed to be replaced. Instead of selling the maize within the
country, it was exported to maximise the profit as advised by the IMF (idem). The lack of local
surpluses in the following harvest season and crop failures in neighbouring countries hindered
Malawi from replenishing the SGR. Other staple food crops did not exists in adequate amounts
to counter the maize shortage (idem). The high dependency on maize, which in normal years
counts for 75% of the Malawians calorie intake (Menon 2007), has therefore been explained as
the result of a failed crop diversification strategy (Devereux 2002b).

Apart from the mismanagement of the SGR and the faulty crop estimations which had direct
impacts on the food crisis, there are a number of contributing factors that exacerbated the
situation. Policies had for a long time favoured businesses and urban centres in contrast to
rural areas. This led to a socio-economic change in the years before the crisis with an increase
of urban population on the one hand and highly limited off-farm incomes on the other hand
(Devereux 2002b; Charman 2006, p. 1; Menon 2007). In addition, the spread of HIV/AIDS had
a negative effect on rural areas as it reduced the work force and thus household income, which
led to structural poverty (Devereux 2002b; King 2002; FFSSA 2004, p. 10; Charman 2006,
p. 1; Menon 2007). Market liberalisation and price decontrol had been part of the Structural
Adjustment Programme (Devereux 2002b; Charman 2006, p. 1; Menon 2007; also mentioned
in Chapter 2.4). This situation was new compared to earlier times when in the 1970s to 1990s,
agricultural products had been subjects to price regulation from the state to maintain stable
prices. As a result of deregulation and crop failure, an immense increase in food prices due to
the shortage emerged. Therefore, poor rural households could not afford basic foodstuffs, like
maize flour, anymore (Tiba 2011).

11 The food crisis in 1991/92 is often mentioned in the literature related to the crisis in 2001/02 and policy
documents (see for instance MoAIWD 2016, p. 2), but not in the same detail described as the other crises.
Therefore I have not included an analysis of this crisis.
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5.2.2 The Role of Cassava

When the severity of the maize shortages was realised by the government, all hope was put into
root and tuber crops, especially cassava, to buffer the loss of maize. But due to the changed
methods of reporting cassava yields from dry to fresh weight implemented in 1999 (see Figure
4 in Chapter 4.1.3), cassava yields were widely overestimated. Nevertheless on local level, farm
households with diversified agriculture were able to cope with the maize shortage, whereas
small-scale farmers, who only cultivated maize, suffered the most (Charman 2006, pp. 2-3).
More specific estimates on to which extent cassava played a role on local level is not available
from the literature. Due to the faulty overestimations of root and tuber crop production, officials
and donors assumed there were root crops available that were not being consumed and blamed
the Malawian inhabitants for being ’stubborn’, when it comes to their eating habits. As discussed
above this faulty assumption delayed the food aid and mitigation of the effects of the famine.
The tone at the time was, that the people would rather starve to death than to switch from the
maize flour nsima to eat other foodstuff. As an example Devereux (2002a) quotes the following
phrase from FEWS NET12:

"’Malawians have a strong consumption preference for maize and the majority
regards other foods as simple snacks. There is therefore usually an outcry when
maize is in short supply despite the availability of these other crops, as is the case
this year’ (FEWS NET, October 2001)."

But in fact during the famine the entire opposite of what is claimed by FEWS NET happened,
as people scavenged for all edibles (cf. Devereux 2002a). Still, the debate shows that cassava
was not perceived as a traditional food crop in central and southern Malawi as it will also be
discussed further in Chapter 8.1. These regions were also exactly the regions were the food
crisis had been most severe (idem). There may be a link here. Nyirenda et al. (2011) argue that
regions with cassava cultivation are rarely launching food aid appeals. For instance the food
crisis did not occur in the northern part of Malawi, where cassava is a traditional food crop (cf.
Chiwona-Karltun 2001; FEWS NET 2016a, pp. 21, 24). In a comment to the national report of
the Livelihood Baselines 2015, FEWS NET (2016a, p. 11) argues that areas with a balanced
maize and cassava production have a higher degree of food security. Looking at data from the
National Statistical Office (NSO) in Malawi regarding the harvests in 2000/1 and 2001/2, the
argument of FEWS NET can be supported. In the Central and Southern Region, where the
famine was most severe, only around two percent of the population used cassava as their main
staple food, compared to the Northern Region where 12.5% use cassava as main staple food (cf.
NSO 2002, p. 86).

5.2.3 Mitigation and Consequences

Although all hope during the actual crisis was put into root and tuber crops the government
subsequently implemented a programme of input subsidies solely focusing on maize to increase
its yields as I will discuss further in Chapter 6. In this sense the government supported and
manifested the idea that the problem of food scarcity was due to the inflexible eating habits.
The presumption of the state was that all Malawians felt: "If you haven’t eaten ’nsima’ [maize
porridge] today, you haven’t eaten." (as phrased by Devereux 2002a).
12 FEWS NET: Famine Early Warning Systems Network funded by USAID
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5.3 The Famine of 2015/16

In the agricultural season 2015/16, droughts and floods afflicted various regions in Malawi and
caused crop failure and a high degree of food insecurity. For these more recent events scientific
literature about their causes and consequences are not yet present, thus the analyses of this event
is based on bulletins and reporting from FEWS NET, DW13 and reliefweb 14 (see also OCHA
2014; Oneko 2016).

5.3.1 Possible Causes

There is general consensus in the reporting, that the crisis had been exacerbated by the maize
dependency in combination with the negative effects of population growth and deforestation.
Similar to the food crisis in the early 2000s, Malawi was declared as a state of disaster. In a news
report, Oneko (2016) quoted the declaration by the president and reflected on the acuteness of
the situation:

"’I declare Malawi in a state of national disaster following prolonged dry spells
during the 2015, 2016 agriculture season,’ President Mutharika said in a statement
on Wednesday (13.04.2016). [...] At the time, the price of maize, the main staple
food, was already 60 percent above the country’s three year average."

This quote also shows again the importance given to maize as a reference for food shortages
compared to other staple food crops.

Besides the drought and floods in the preceding years, pests like the armyworm outbreak in
2014 and 2017 had additional negative effects on maize production (OCHA 2014; Khumalo
2017). These outbreaks demonstrated again the vulnerability of maize mono-culture. In the
next chapter I will explain, how this maize culture developed, but in terms of the recent food
crises I will anticipate the coming discussion with the following statement from a newspaper
article about the Malawi’s food insecurity written by Chirwa (2018):

"Civil Society Agriculture Network (CisaNet) programmes director Alfred Kamb-
wiri says the Farm Input Subsidy Programme (Fisp) has failed to address the
problem as it benefits the same people targeted by relief food items. So, it is not
solving the problem of food insecurity. ’The Mvac [Malawi Vulnerability Assess-
ment Committee] clearly outlines that the Southern Region districts are the worst
hit districts almost every year. So, we need to find lasting solutions in mitigating
the impacts of climate change,’ he says."

Chirwa (idem) shows a critical opinion towards the input subsidies, which will be discussed in
the following chapter, and concludes that subsidies are not able to mitigate food crises. One of
the alternative mitigation solutions could have been the increased cultivation of drought resistant
crops like cassava and the turning away from the maize mono-culture as several NGOs advocate
for (see Chapter 7).

13 DW: Deutsche Welle is Germany’s public international broadcaster
14 reliefweb is provided by OCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
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5.3.2 The Role of Cassava

As maize is such an important crop and its demand cannot always be fulfilled through small-
holder production, the government has to import and distribute maize to avoid country wide
hunger. Therefore the government is explicitly subsidising the costs of maize imports and
is passing on the saving to consumers through the distribution network of the Agricultural
Development Marketing Cooperation (ADMARC) (see also following chapter). But because
of financial deficits and corruption within the institutions, ADMARC cannot always fulfil its
task. When I was in Malawi in 2016, every morning I saw long queues in front of the local
maize distribution centre. People from the entire district where waiting for hours, sometimes
even days, just to get one bag of maize. Often, even after waiting for days, the maize was never
provided, despite government promises it in official bulletins (cf. Nyasa Times 2016). An article
in Nyasa Times (idem) suggests that cassava was available in the Central Region at that time.
But due to hunger and the unawareness of the poisonousness of bitter cassava, people tended
to eat the root raw, which can be lethal (cf. idem). A report from the International Federation
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC 2018) concerning the food crisis shows that
the harvest of the root crops cassava and sweet potato were stable compare to the years before
2015, where as the production of grains declined. Furthermore in the regions, especially in
southern Malawi, where the food crisis was most severe, the prices of all food crops increased
(cf. FEWS NET 2019a). This means that cassava, although not a traditional food crop in the
Southern Region was demanded, but could not produced in adequate quantities to buffer the
maize shortage.

5.3.3 Mitigation and Consequences

To mitigate the effects of maize shortages and especially the increasing maize prices in affected
regions, the government issued maize export bans. Regions with sufficient maize production
were no longer allowed to export to neighbouring countries, so that the maize would rather be
traded within Malawi (FAO 2015, p. 28; Aragie et al. 2018; Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 20).
Furthermore, food aid programmes from the international humanitarian community, like the
United Nations World Food Programme (WFP), supported the most affected households (cf. UN
News Centre 2015). Future prospected mitigation measures from the government now includes
supporting irrigation schemes for commercial maize farmers (Kaminjolo 2016; MoAIWD
2016, pp. 13-14, 39-42) and the government has set targets to increase the yields for the most
common food crops in Malawi within the agricultural policies (cf. MoAIWD 2016, pp. 12-13).
Furthermore the government wants to give incentives to farmers who diversify their crops and
livestock (idem, p. 38). I will refer to policies in relation to cassava in the next chapter.
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6 Cassava in Policy and Agricultural Programmes

"Malawi, like other countries, is policy rich but implementation poor. The policy
sounds about right, and there are lots of institutions and processes which look right,
but which don’t work right – what is termed ’isomorphic mimicry’."

I start this chapter with the quote above from Mills (2019), commenting the latest presidential
election in Malawi. I am not intending here to dismantle the political system in the country,
but as Mills says, Malawi is a policy rich country. There are numerous and a large variety of
policies and governmental programmes affecting the Malawian agriculture as can be read in
FAO (2015, pp. 21-28). The most important policies targeting agriculture are summarised in
Figure 9.

MALAWI VISION 2020

Economic Recovery Plan 
2012

Malawi Growth and Development Strategy (MGDS)

2011-16 (a new version was adopted in 2017)
National Export Strategy

(NES) 2013-18

National Irrigation Policy and
Development Strategy 2010

National Adaptation Programme of
Action to Combat Climate Change

(NAPA) 2006

National Fertilizer Strategy

National Agricultural Policy
(NAP) 2010-2016

Agricultural Sector Wide Approach
(ASWAp) 2010-2014 and updated

ASWAp 2011

Green Belt Initiative (GBI)

Farm Input Subsidy Programme 
(FISP) since 2005/06

New Alliance for Food Security
and Nutrition (2013)

Malawi CAADP Compact 2010

Figure 9: Main policy frameworks (top) and agricultural policies (bottom) (adapted from FAO
2015, p. 22)

The decisions and policies of the national government are crucial to ensure food security, as
was discussed for the case of the food crisis in 2001/02 in the previous chapter. Food security
is an important political issue and the goal to ensure food availability and access is expressed
in many policy documents. One example is The Malawi Growth and Development Strategy
(MGDS) from 2007, where one of the six key priority areas was Agriculture and Food Security
(cf. GoM 2017, p. 31). In the 2017 national umbrella strategy for development under the SDGs
and the Agenda 2063 of the African Union (titled MGDS III) the key priority area was renamed
Agriculture and Climate Change Management. The Government of Malawi (GoM)(idem, p. 55)
states that MGDS III

"[...] will contribute to national food security status, nutrition enhancement, envi-
ronmental management, agro-processing and value addition, manufacturing and
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trade."

The key priority area Agriculture and Food Security respective Climate Change Management
was and is the priority area in the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy and shows the
importance of agriculture in the country. Agriculture is crucial insofar as estimations suggest
that one-third of the Malawians have problems meeting their minimum food requirements
(Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 19). To ensure food security the agricultural policies are focusing
mainly on "[m]aize self-sufficiency through increased productivity and reduced post-harvest
losses" (MoAFS in FAO 2015, p. 23). A number of policy instruments have been used to
stimulate maize production and here I will discuss them in light of Malawi’s high degree of
maize dependency.

6.1 A History of Agricultural Policies

Between the 1960s and 1980s, basically in the following two decades after the independence of
most sub-Saharan African countries from colonial regimes, development policies in independent
countries were based on universal agricultural input subsidies to improve the hitherto poor
rural economies. These subsidies were implemented as price subsidies for fertilisers or seeds,
and often restricted to smallholder farmers. Although these subsidies put a large hole into the
countries’ budgets, subsidies were seen as the best way to increase agricultural productivity
by also encouraging the introduction of technology (such as artificial fertilisers), which was
new at that time for sub-Saharan Africa. The lower prices ensuing from the subsidies reduced
the financial risks for the farmer when using a new ’untested’ technology. Subsidies were
therefore thought as a form of start-up incentives. The initial intention was for subsidies to be
withdrawn after the successful implementation and adaption of new agricultural inputs. The
gradual withdrawal of subsidies were intended to encourage farmers to buy inputs for market
prices over time. However the policies of subsidies have been long lasting. The logic behind the
input subsidies was for them to act as an instrument of social protection policies and indirectly
decreasing staple food prices to increase real income (Chirwa and Dorward 2013, pp. 15-16, 22,
26). Throughout the past two decades, all agricultural input subsidies in Malawi have focused
on one staple food crop, namely maize. In addition to input subsidies, other market regulation
benefiting the domestic market were also implemented, like export tariffs and fixed domestic
prices for agricultural products.

From 1998 to 2000 two Starter Pack (SP) programmes were launched to increase the maize
production on smallholder farms by using chemical fertiliser. The SP was followed by the
Targeted Input Programmes (TIP) lasting until 2002, providing maize and legume seeds as well
as fertilisers for an equal of 0.1 ha to poor farmers. For each programme the maize output
was higher than if the same investment had been used to buy maize to stock up the national
Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR). Both policy programmes have in common, that they were mostly
donor funded with some contributions from the government (Charman 2006, pp. 39-40). In the
beginning, the SP was more cost effective than what pure fertiliser subsidies and food imports
or food aid would have been, because the national maize harvest increased due to the use of
new, improved seeds. This situation changed after a few years, when the government started
to distribute cheaper, lower-yielding seeds (Menon 2007). Furthermore, a lot of non-destitute
people benefited from the free SP, which resulted into an overall decline of commercial seeds
and fertiliser purchases (idem). As can be imagined, this had a negative effect on the national
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economy. The result was that donors, like DFID15, stopped the funding of SP and focused rather
on TIP (Chirwa and Dorward 2013, p. 81). When TIP ran out in 2002 and maize seeds and
fertilisers became unaffordable for the poorest, smallholders also switched to cassava cultivation
in the following seasons (Rusike et al. 2010). But because of the introduction of the Farm Input
Subsidy Programme (FISP) in 2006, this trend did not last long.

The Farm Input Subsidy Programme did not differ much from TIP in its design, idea or execution.
The main purpose was to increase the access to maize and legume seeds and fertilisers for
smallholders to build food self-sufficiency. The aim was also to create conditions for income
generation through surplus production and to ensure national food security in the long run.
Later on tobacco and cotton became subsided through FISP to support smallholder cultivating
cash crops (Chirwa and Dorward 2013, p. 124; FAO 2015, p. 25; Asfaw and Carraro 2016).
Although, FISP was mostly successful when it comes to the distribution of the subsidies, it
did not actually increase maize productivity and furthermore there were problems in retailing
necessary fertilisers (Chirwa and Dorward 2013, p. 106; Asfaw and Carraro 2016). The
possibility to receive a subsidy depended on the region where the farmer lives, his political vote
and donations during elections, as shown in a countrywide study by Asfaw and Carraro (2016).
Another study shows how farmers in regions with good weather conditions and therefore higher
agricultural output had a much higher chance to become subsidised than farmers under worse
conditions (see Chirwa and Dorward 2013, pp. 233-235). Farmers with larger land sizes and
with intentions of commercialisation also reaped more benefits from FISP, whereas less educated
and/or female-headed households had been ignored (Chibwana and Fisher 2011; Chirwa and
Dorward 2013, pp. 233-235, 237). This result was absolutely contradictory to the goals of FISP,
which was intended to support primarily poor smallholders. Furthermore agricultural extension
services, which should have monitored, provided and taught good agricultural practises in
relation to FISP, did not exist in the necessary scope, so that inputs had been used without proper
advice (Chirwa and Dorward 2013, pp. 118, 142).

Through the dependency on maize, this cereal became the backbone of the country (FAO 2015,
p. 3) and therefore an important and social variable as reflected in the national Food Security
Action Plan (FSAP) in 2008. Although it was acknowledged that maize yields were regressive
at that time (cf. MoAFS 2008a, p. 35), the plan mentions cassava only as a minor and famine
crop:

"Cassava is the food crop in the lakeshore areas of Nkhota-Kota, Nkhata-Bay,
Rumphi and Karonga. In some districts such as Mzimba, Kasungu, Lilongwe,
Dedza, Dowa, Machinga, and Mulanje cassava is increasingly becoming a major
cash crop. It is also grown in other parts of Malawi as a food security crop." (idem,
p. 37)

Though this document is now more than ten years old, it is still the latest document on national
food security and we can therefore take it as indicative of current policy. The FSAP do indicate
that the government understands the constraints of the cassava production as is also shown in
the following quote:

"Cassava production is mainly constrained by limited use of improved varieties,
poor husbandry practices including pest and disease incidence, lack of processing

15 Department for International Developement of the UK
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to add value and poor linkages to markets for processed cassava products." (MoAFS
2008a, p. 37)

Despite this recognition of the problems related to diversifying away from the maize dependency,
only few efforts were made to improve the situation of cassava and the situation is basically
the same now 10 years later (see also discussion in Droppelmann et al. 2018). The second
volume of the FSAP provide operational guidelines for good agricultural practices and promotes
cereals like maize as staple crops, but gives little attention to other crops like cassava. This is
reflected in the amount of information given about maize (five pages) compare to cassava (two
pages) (cf. MoAFS 2008b, pp. 18-22, 26-28). Four years after the publication of the FSAP, a
newspaper article from 2012 mentions the initiation of the so called Cassava Transformation
Programme by Malawi’s president Joyce Banda. In the newspaper article Banda highlights the
drought resistance and the opportunities of cassava for commercialisation (cf. Nyasa Times
2012). Unfortunately, I could not obtain any official proceeding or publication about the Cassava
Transformation Programme or any study about its implementation or results. One clue may
come from a follow-up article in the same newspaper one year later. The article discusses how
due to logistical and financial problems the project progress had been delayed and also added
that the overall technical expertise to process cassava to meet the potential demand of the food
industry was also missing (cf. Nyasa Times 2013).

The goal to increase maize and agricultural outputs in general was not only pursued to ensure
food security, but to support the process of industrialisation. Many scholars (see review in
Diao et al. 2010) still see agriculture as a motor for development, but voices against this idea,
that agriculture should be the driving force in development in the Global South, cannot be
neglected. Dependence on agriculture for funding development is increasingly problematic
today due to the high degree of globalisation resulting in decreasing world food prices but also
due to the negative effects of climate change on agriculture as explained in previous chapters.
The review by Diao et al. (idem) also recognised that economic growth through agriculture is
therefore not on the scale to support industrialisation processes. But we should also not forget
that improving local agriculture and the national processing of local products, can stimulate the
national economy and prevent food crises at the same time. If we look at cassava, both avenues
can be possible. Processed cassava can be used to supply the domestic food market, but also be
exported. Already before the implementation of the first round of FISP, Charman (2006, p. 72)
proposed in his report about agricultural development and food security in Malawi for the FAO
three slightly different Farmer Investment Packages to support 2.6 million households. Two
investment packages focused on food security and one on commercialisation. The packages
regarding food security include root and tuber crop planting material for the same area as
maize. These two packages aimed to encourage crop diversification. The commercial package
only includes maize and no other staple food crop. From the viewpoint of the low degree of
cassava processing his idea is understandable, but negative in regards to the former discussed
maize dependency. The intention of the Farmer Investment Packages is to move from direct
subsidising to an actual improvement of general agricultural services (idem, p. 74). If we go
back to the first stages of FISP, we can see that it did support agricultural diversification and
thus by extension as a government document neither did the government. This is somewhat
surprising as the government should have seen the need for diversification during the food crisis
in 2001/02 and the following years of unexpected low harvests. Especially since the official
authorities overestimated root and tuber crops which in their eyes could have buffered the maize
failure (see Chapter 5.2).
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That maize became the favourite and most supported food crop, was not just owed to the
country’s geoecological conditions, but also through the promotion of maize through political
decisions as the effects of TIP and FISP show. But the reliance on a limited number of crops
under rain-fed conditions causes vulnerability to climate change and to external economic
shocks, especially for an agrarian state like Malawi. Irrigation is still in its embryonic stage in
Malawi and probably not feasible in the entire country all year round, countrywide resilience
can therefore only be created through the introduction and promotion of drought tolerant crops
like cassava. Furthermore, it has been shown that households with a wide range of different
crops, including cassava, are less likely to be poor, have access to better nutrition and are less
vulnerable to external shocks than households which rely on one crop (Kankwamba et al. 2018).
It may seem premature to blame the officials for the precarious maize dependency and to say
that an increase in cassava production and processing could have averted the past famines.
However, the history of famines as discussed in Chapter 5 clearly shows that the reliance on one
food crop within an agricultural society causes many problems and therefore that the shift to a
diversified agriculture is imperative. The modern call to develop cassava production and the
cassava value chain in Malawi through NGOs and local farmers is thus logical albeit seriously
delayed. This is especially apparent when comparing with West African countries as Nigeria
and Ghana, which are the leaders in African cassava production (cf. FAO 2018, p. 15).

Recently, especially crop diversification has come more and more into focus and sustainable
agriculture is seen as a key to African development. The need for crop diversification is stated
in agricultural policies and programme papers, but not yet actively pursued in policy. The
following sentences from the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security (MoAFS 2010, p. 13)
explains the problems in this field:

"Despite the country’s agro-ecological diversity providing a conducive environment
for crop diversification, some crops are grown in unsuitable areas resulting in poor
yields and returns to investments. In addition, there is lack of programmes that can
enhance value addition to crop products thereby making the sector not realizing its
full potential."

Although the promotion of drought tolerant crops like cassava are considered as we see in the
quote above, these crops still get little attention in agricultural policy (Droppelmann et al. 2018,
p. xiii). One of the questions I am exploring in this thesis is: why is this the case?

6.2 The Effects of Input Subsidies on Cassava

An explanation could be that, because FISP counted for a large share of Malawi’s agricultural
expenditures, the lack of money prevented investments in other staple food crops, such as
cassava, due to the sole focus on maize (Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 20; Kankwamba et al.
2018). No detailed analyses of the effects of these policies have been undertaken, when it comes
to cultivation patterns of Malawian farmers. However, parallels can be made with a case study
from two districts in Zambia16. The Zambian study shows that maize input subsidies are also an
incentive for farmers to move away from other food crops, which for instance hinders NGOs to

16 The study was carried out in the Mkushi District in Central Province and Mazabuka in Southern Province,
Zambia (see Haantuba et al. 2010, p. 240)
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successfully promote and implement agricultural diversity through sorghum seeds and cassava
cuttings (Haantuba et al. 2010, pp. 243-245). The same process seems to have taken place in
Malawi, as subsidies promoted maize on the cost of other crops (cf. Haggblade et al. 2012; FAO
2015, p. 25; Asfaw and Carraro 2016; Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 20). With this process in
mind we can look again at the statement from MoAFS (2008a, p. 37) in the FSAP:

"Cassava production is mainly constrained by limited use of improved varieties,
poor husbandry practices including pest and disease incidence, lack of processing
to add value and poor linkages to markets for processed cassava products."

From the formulation of the above quote, it sounds as if the low cassava production in Malawi,
was the fault of the farmers, especially due to the ’poor husbandry practises’. But in fact the
constraints were rather caused by the government sole priority of maize, as explained before.
Although activities and operational guidelines, which are mentioned in the FSAP (cf. idem,
pp. 37-38), could potentially have supported cassava production, the rather unsuccessful Cassava
Transformation Programme in 2012/13 was the only governmental venture in favour of cassava.
Still, until today, no official standards for cassava products have been adopted by the government
(Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 27), to name only one constraint which cassava processors are
facing in Malawi.

Besides the lack of money to implement projects regarding cassava in Malawi, the governmental
strategy to improve agriculture and therefore food security in 2016 was to push irrigation for
maize cultivation. Irrigation started with commercial farms to maintain the SGR to ensure
food availability in the lean season (cf. Kaminjolo 2016) and to strengthen the support for
commercial farmers in favour of smallholders (cf. MoAIWD 2016, p. 8). Following this path,
the country would still depend mainly on maize, which is quite ironic since, the newest version
of the National Agricultural Policy from 2016, recognises the problems with the undiversified
agriculture due to the maize subsidies as can be understood from the following quote:

"The agriculture sector in Malawi is dominated by two crops, maize for food
security and tobacco for export earnings. As such, most policy instruments for
agriculture have focused on these two crops, resulting in an undiversified crop,
livestock and fisheries production mix. This has exposed the sector to commodity-
specific risks, narrowed the country’s export base, and limited agricultural income
potential. Moreover, the lack of agricultural diversification has hampered progress
on addressing malnutrition among Malawians." (idem, p. 3)

The support of commercial farmers is understandable, because they can produce surpluses which
can be sold on the domestic markets, which increases food availability, or they can export high
value cash crop, which increases the country’s revenue. But if smallholders are ignored again,
as happened before and shortly after the independence (cf. Tchale 2006; Chirwa and Dorward
2013, p. 66), it could hinder effective food crop production and therefore national food security.
Right now, various NGOs and foreign governmental organisations are supporting smallholders
to ensure local food security and income generation through promoting low-input crops like
cassava as a way out of the maize-reliance misery. Some of these projects and initiatives will be
shown in Chapter 7.
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6.3 Positive Effects of Input Subsidies?

Around 75% of the agricultural land in Malawi is currently devoted to maize production, even
in areas which are not suited for that crop (Chipeta and Bokosi 2013). This, I suggest, is
partlybecause of the effects of FISP and earlier policies. Input subsidies in general can enhance
of soil fertility through the increased application of subsidised fertiliser. More arable land can
reduce soil erosion, but also increase biodiversity according to Chirwa and Dorward (2013,
p. 27). But this would, in my eyes, only work on the condition that a variety of different crops
are being subsidised. In the case of Malawi it was only maize seeds that were distributed, and
consequently the focus of the farmers was on that crop. The distribution of high yielding maize
by the Malawian government, should have decreased the necessary maize acreage to make
space for other crops, but with the increasing population this was not possible. The population
has increased fivefold since the independence, but the maize yield only increased twofold (see
Figure 10). Therefore, the maize acreage had to increase as well (see Figure 4 in Chapter
4.1.3). But even if a variety of food crops had been subsidised, it does not necessarily mean
that input subsidies would have been used as officially intended. For example, a farmer might
rather apply fertiliser to a cash crop which promises higher financial return than applying the
fertiliser to a staple crop for surplus production to ensure regional food security (cf. idem, p. 19).
Furthermore the first years of FISP included subsidies for tobacco inputs, which caused farmers
to switch from food crops to the cash crop tobacco (cf. idem, pp. 79, 90). In areas where cassava
is seen as a viable cash crop, the allocation of fertiliser subsidies orientated towards cassava
could mitigate the above mentioned issue. As I will explain in Chapter 9, cassava as cash crop
is likely to be traded and processed within the country. Cassava then increases food security,
as the products from cassava to a higher degree are also consumed within Malawi. Countries
which are subsidising the entire agricultural sector, have built out processing and structures for
commercialisation of cassava to a higher extent. One example is Mozambique where the entire
agricultural sector is supported. In Mozambique, cassava is also a major staple crop in some
regions, but policies have not been targeting cassava or any other crop directly (cf. Dias 2012).
The Nyasa Times article from 2013, introduced before, also brings up the problem of processing
and explains how a mobile cassava processing plant is successfully running in Mozambique,
which offers employment and reduces the dependency on imported grains of the involved food
industry. The article ends by concluding that a success story like this can only be realised for
Malawi with the emergence of a political will (cf. Nyasa Times 2013). Based on what has been
discussed here I can only agree with Nyasa Times.

Figure 10: Population development in comparison with maize yields in Malawi (own compila-
tion, data from FAOSTAT 2019; Worldometers 2019)
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7 Cassava and NGOs

As governmental policies have ignored cassava its promotion is mainly driven by non-governmental
organisations and donors (cf. Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 23). NGOs see in cassava and other
low-input crops a high potential for market development, especially in the rural-urban periphery
and for smallholder commercialisation. The main interest lies in cassava as a cash crop and
less in its function as a staple food to secure food security in households. Cassava is said to be
a perfect remedy for poverty because of its low input requirements and adaptiveness to poor
soils (Forsythe et al. 2016). Nweke et al. (2001, p. 4), in the book The Cassava Transformation:
Africa’s Best-Kept Secret aimed to inform international donors and NGOs about cassava, frame
its potential with the following words:

"[...] cassava has the potential to increase farm incomes, reduce rural and urban
poverty, and help close the food gap."

In addition to farm incomes, Nweke et al. (idem) point out that cassava products are cheaper
than other staples and that:

"Cassava has several other advantages over rice, maize, and other grains as a food
staple in areas where there is a degraded resource base, uncertain rainfall, and weak
market infrastructure."

This representation of cassava as a ’solution to poverty’ was brought up already in the intro-
duction and is strongly prevalent in many NGO publications such as the report: CASSAVA - A
Poverty Fighter in Africa of the Pan-African Cassava Initiative (cf. Anga 2008). In the coming
chapter I will discuss how and with what motivations NGOs are promoting the various positive
aspects of cassava cultivation.

7.1 Cassava as Cash Crop

Compared to pure cash crops like tobacco or coffee for export, raw cassava roots or products
can be traded more easily on local level between producer and processor or processor and
consumer. This means that potential market accessibility of cassava for poor farmers is higher
than the market accessibility of other cash crops (Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 2). But the
reality is slightly different, smallholder farmers are often lacking access to urban markets and
are therefore dependent on middlemen (Weigand 2018, p. 73). Furthermore farmers cannot
effectively participate in the cassava value chain (Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 3). To improve
the situation of cassava in sub-Saharan Africa several market-led development initiatives have
been launched in the past years. Examples are the Pan-African Cassava Initiative (PACI)
launched by the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and the International
Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA) in 2004 that gives some attention to cassava. Another
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example is the Regional Cassava Processing and Marketing Initiative (RCPMI) launched by the
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) in West Africa starting in 2007 (IFAD
2009). In 2009, the Cassava: Adding Value for Africa (C:AVA) project17 was launched through
support from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Natural Resources Institute, University
of Greenwich 2019). In the same year and as a response of the world food crisis in 2007/08,
the US Agency for International Development (USAID) also funded an Africa-wide project,
named Unleashing the Power of Cassava in Africa (UPoCA) to promote cassava. This project
ran for two years in seven countries including Malawi. UPoCA was implemented by IITA in
cooperation with local NGOs and national partners (Vuong 2012, pp. 15-17). According to
Vuong (idem), the project objectives were:

1. Rapid mass propagation of improved varieties with at least 30% better yield potential
than traditional varieties,

2. Promotion of farm gate processing, reducing food loss and adding value to the products
and

3. Training farmers in cassava production and processing.

Vulnerable farming households were prioritised for this project, mainly female-headed and
HIV/AIDS affected households in six districts18. Although the project worked well in the
beginning when it comes to distribution of cassava cuttings, later nearly 30% of the beneficiaries
in the districts Lilongwe and Dowa stopped cassava cultivation in 2011 due to problems
procuring propagation material in the following years (Vuong 2012, p. 27). A more recent
project in Malawi is the KULIMA-project of the European Union, which focuses on income
diversification through supporting different cash and food crops in specific regions, such as
cassava in Chilumba, Northern Region, from 2015 to 2019 (GIZ 2018). The many cassava
projects listed above show the strong interest in donor organisations in cassava. However,
considering the efforts and investments spent in promoting cassava and the comparatively
limited results both amongst farmers and on policy level show that there are still obstacles in
adopting cassava cultivation in many regions.

To stress and advocate the success of cassava when promoting the crop, NGOs often quote
successful cassava farmers in their publications. In a publication by AGRA (2017)19 for example,
the farmer Kaliwo is quoted saying:

"I started making money right from the first harvest [...] My main source of income
is now cassava. One of my children has graduated from university while one is now
in second year, another one is in secondary school. All these children are being
educated by Cassava money."

As a result of the success of Kaliwo, and inspired by his ’cassava money’, more farmers in
this region showed interest in the cultivation of cassava according to the AGRA publication.
The positive experience with cassava here is ascribed to the distribution of improved cassava

17 According to https://cava.nri.org/ the project has ended in 2019
18 The districts were: Mzimba (an interior and southern district in the Northern Region), Kasungu, Dowa, Ntchisi,

Lilongwe (all Central Region) and Blantyre (central Southern Region) (Vuong 2012, pp. 15-17)
19 AGRA: Alliance for Green Revolution in Africa (https://agra.org/)
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varieties, replacing the indigenous varieties20, which are less resistent to diseases and have
lower yields. A similar description can be found in a report from the UNDP (2017) where it is
said that:

"By adopting improved planting, cultivation and processing techniques for her cas-
sava crops, Maman Geneviève is making more money, creating better opportunities
for her family, and finding a sustainable path to adapt to the wide-scale impacts of
climate change."

Although this particular statement is actually about the Democratic Republic of Congo, the
constraints regarding rain-fed agriculture due to climate change are the same in Malawi, as can
be understood from the report.

7.2 A Low Input Crop in Times of Climate Change

In previous chapters, I explained the maize dependency in Malawi and the challenges this
dependency brings in the context of climate insecurity and a globalised trade market. Because
of these challenges, NGOs are promoting cassava as the ultimate crop which helps adapting
agriculture to climate change and implicitly also to fight hunger. Below I list some quotes that
give a quick impression of how some NGOs promote cassava in this context:

"Cassava is also highly adaptable to changes in climate. Among the major food
crops of Africa (including maize, sorghum, millet, beans, potatoes and bananas),
cassava is the least sensitive to the climate conditions predicted by 2030. It’s
drought resistant, can grow almost anywhere, and is not easily destroyed by heavy
rains." (UNDP 2017)

"However, in many countries cassava lags behind maize in importance. Moreover,
it is a versatile crop that performs relatively well on poor soils, with low rainfall
and little inputs such as fertilizer compared to most crops." (IITA 2015)

"Farmers can grow cassava indefinitely, without having to depend on seed suppliers,
fertilizer distributors, or rural credit programs. The crop is easily reproduced [...]"
(AFSA 2015)

The biological advantages of cassava that are stressed in these quotes and which I have also
explained in Chapter 4.1, are impressive and personally I also see the strong potential of cassava.
This is also the reason why I decided to work on this topic. However some of these promotions
also strike me as overoptimistic. The quote "Farmers can grow cassava indefinitely, without
having to depend on seed suppliers [...]" from AFSA21 is insofar interesting, because it is slightly
contradictory to the efforts of IITA, which is breeding and distributing new cassava varieties

20 As said in Chapter 4.1.2, cassava’s origin is in South America. I am using the term ’indigenious varieties’ to
distinguish the ’old’ cassava from the improved varieties as it is done in AGRA (2017)

21 AFSA: Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa, which is, according to their webpage (https://afsafrica.
org/), a network of networks of various NGOs promoting agroecology.

44

https://afsafrica.org/
https://afsafrica.org/


under its administration. But for most farmers improved varieties are often not available or not
affordable and therefore the vegetative reproduction of already established cassava varieties
through local farmers and the distribution of cuttings between neighbours is often the only way
to get planting material. The importantce of propagation from own or neighnours cuttingngs has
been shown by Weigand (2018, pp. 72-73) based on interviews with farmers around Lilongwe.
Hence, vegetative propagation of cassava is the easiest way for farmers to multiply cassava
plants, therefore patenting cassava varieties and the selling of hybrid seeds to grow them is
not as profitable for seed companies as it is for instance with maize (cf. GRAIN 2010; Audet-
Bélanger et al. 2016). This situation means that on one hand, farmers growing cassava are less
dependent on seed suppliers compared to other crops, but on the other hand, the interest of
large commercial seed companies to invest in cassava breeding programmes is low. This puts
the responsibility of propagating clean planting material into the hands of NGOs like IITA, the
government and the farmer. The NGOs have limited resources and the Malawian government
has not shown much interest in the breeding of cassava so far and thus there is little development
in the cassava breed. Selling of cutting can also become a business as the following quote from
AGRA (2017) describes:

"Today, Nasawa area in Zomba is awash with farmers growing modern cassava
varieties which are mostly sold as seed to other farmers and organizations."

However, the distribution of locally grown cassava cuttings from farmer to farmer can also
cause problems, if with diseases affected plants are passed on. The distribution of, for instance
brown-streak or mosaic virus infected cassava does not only reduce the yields significantly, it
also helps spreading the disease into regions with healthy cassava plants. This happened for
instance in during and after the famine in 1949, which led to a long-lasting lack of interest in
cassava cultivation (see Chapter 4.1.2 and 5.1.2). Benefits of improved cassava varieties are
pointed out by AFSA (2015) with the following quote:

"Improved varieties are resistant to pests and high yielding, with no need for chemi-
cal inputs. Lastly, low-input cassava production generates none of the acidification
or pesticide residue that occurs with other crops."

Unfortunately, these benefits are not long lasting, as even a new introduced improved varieties
needs to be replaced after a few years, as it gradually loses its resistance against diseases
(Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 23).

The term ’improved’ is commonly used within the NGOs publications, hence the majority of
NGOs also focus on breeding and distributing of improved cassava, like the IITA or initiatives
such as C:AVA or the KULIMA project. According to these initiatives, it is only with the
improved cassava cuttings that successful cassava cultivation is possible. To stress this point
‘moral’ stories about the risks of growing non-improved cassava is recounted in the publications:

"’We have the opportunity but we are failing to produce more flour because cassava
is scarce. It pains us to see that we are losing money in such a manner’, she [chair-
person of a cassava processing cooperative] explained. As such, Sandifolo [C:AVA
Malawi manager] has emphasised that farmers should adopt improved varieties
of the lake shore districts cash crop so that they embrace economic opportunities
currently owing on the market." (Nyondo 2017)
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Although from the quote here it appears as if farmers do not want to adopt improve varieties,
much of the main problem lies rather in the availability of improved cassava varieties as
discussed above. For instance NGOs like IITA want to breed new varieties and support farmer
with these, but NGOs have limited funding. Therefore NGOs are rarely able to work cross-
regionally, which means that only a trickle of interested farmers get access to new varieties (cf.
Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 82)

7.3 Bitter or Sweet?

In the past NGOs and researchers tended to promote the breeding of improved bitter cassava
varieties for industrial processing and ignored sweet cassava varieties in their programmes (cf.
idem, p. 30). An example is the Malawi Food for Progress programme which ran from 2011 to
2016 with support through the United States Department of Agriculture (USAD). The following
quote from the project report reflects the attitude of the programme:

"Whereas farmers in Malawi traditionally grew ’sweet’ cassava varieties used for
snacks, Land O’Lakes promoted ’bitter’ varieties such as Sauti, Manyokola, Mulola
and Sagonja, which deliver higher yields and have shorter maturation periods."
(Land O’Lakes 2016)22

Weigand (2018, p. 78) interviewed stakeholders in cassava processing and the promotion of
cassava in the Lilongwe District. In her study, Weigand came to the conclusion that NGOs or
projects like C:AVA are only promoting bitter varieties despite the wider application range and
acceptance of sweet varieties around Lilongwe. The problem is made very clear in the following
quote from Weigand (idem):

" I [Weigand] also asked one of the C:AVA staff, if it is also possible to process
sweet varieties and if he can estimate how this would reduce the profit. He briefly an-
swered that processing of sweet varieties is not profitable and they only recommend
processing bitter varieties."

Furthermore, Weigand argues, based on her study, that the cultivation of only bitter varieties
would make cassava growers more dependent on the cassava processing industry, and industry
which is quite unreliable at the moment. Sweet varieties on the other hand can be consumed
raw or after minimal processing, like boiling, or sold as snacks. Farmers in regions without a
cassava tradition or the proper knowledge of cassava processing in households tend therefore
to grow sweet varieties due to their larger application range. Commercial cassava processors
in these regions (for instance around Lilongwe) are aware of these benefits and are currently
processing mainly sweet varieties (idem). Studies from Oluwole et al. (2007) in Nigeria and
Tanzania, where cassava is the major staple crop, are also showing the main preference for
sweet varieties in cultivation, and that all local present varieties, bitter and sweet, are eaten
raw and processed and the same time. Thus Weigand’s scepticism of the sole promotion of
bitter varieties as viable both for farmers and the processing industry is supported by this study.

22 That sweet varieties might be dominant in the project areas Salima and Nkhotakota (cf. Land O’Lakes 2016)
might be correct, but to deduce from this situation to the entire country is wrong, as it will be explained in
Chapter 8.1.
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Nowadays, IITA also breeds both varieties in Malawi (Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 30), so
that farmers, which are usually consulted in the breeding process, have greater access to the
preferred root. IITA’s research thus shifted from focusing on food security to a demand-driven
research emphasising on the private sector and income generation besides food security (idem).

7.4 The Value Chain

Besides the distribution of improved cassava cuttings, the cassava value chain now moves more
into focus to improve rural livelihoods (cf. IITA 2015; Land O’Lakes 2016; GIZ 2018). The
need for processing is for instance mentioned in IITA (2015) with the following statement:

"However, the main disadvantage is its bulky roots which are difficult to transport
and store - they start going bad after two days."

It is not only important to increase the income of rural people through employment opportunities
but also to reduce the workload within the cassava processing households to strengthen gender
equality (cf. Forsythe et al. 2016; Kanyamuka et al. 2018). Consequently IITA (2015) stresses the
need of a higher degree of mechanisation and professionalisation with the following sentences:
"The products from traditional processing were often unsafe and of poor quality." Concerns
regarding the poor quality of traditional produced cassava flour relates to the requirements of the
food industry. UNDP (2017) also comments this problem through quoting a cassava processor
in the Democratic Republic of Congo in an online article promoting the successful work of an
UNDP-project specifically and the crop cassava generally:

"It used to take up to two weeks using the traditional processing technique to make
flour. Now it takes around five days. And because the product is whiter, drier and
more hygienic, it sells at a higher price."

In terms of food safety, ’blaming’ traditional processing techniques might be more a catch
phrase to justify the focus on a higher degree of industrialised cassava processing. Research
from Nyirenda et al. (2011) and Haggblade et al. (2012) show that in areas with a high cassava
consumption and a long processing tradition, cassava products are safe and basically free from
toxins. Nevertheless, when it comes to food security and especially its dimension of food
availability, investments into the cassava value chain are important, because mechanised cassava
processing reduces post-harvest losses significantly (Bokanga 1996; Sanni et al. 2009) and
would therefore automatically increase food availability (see further discussion in Chapter 9).

7.5 The (Dis)Advantages of NGOs

NGOs play an important role in promoting cassava, especially by introducing cassava into new
regions. The main focus group of the NGOs are smallholder farmers who have the highest share
in the African population (cf. Anga 2008) and therefore are the most important contributor to
food production. Governmental programmes officially focus on smallholders, but the reality
diverges with the ambitions due to political dependencies and corruption, as mentioned in
the case of FISP (see discussion in Chapter 6). NGOs are subject to other conditions than
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governmental institutions and at least local NGOs, which are usually performing fieldwork, are
closer to the beneficiaries so that projects tend to be more efficient. NGO projects also have
a more immediate accountability as projects have to be efficient and successful otherwise as
a failed project can cost their existence. But this can also be reflected upon that NGOs can
exaggerate success to create attention and are not always correct when it comes to cassava
cultivation23. However, the biggest problem with NGOs in my eyes is that their approach tend
to be top-down, the same way as with government agricultural policies. When it comes to the
governmental input subsidies although they can be taken voluntarily, lack of alternatives forces
rural people through economic incentives into the production of one specific crop. The same
situation is present in the promotion of primarily bitter cassava varieties by NGOs in the past
as discussed in Chapter 7.3. Furthermore, because of funding constraints NGOs cannot cover
the entire country and so they have to focus on single villages or a small region according to
the interest of their inhabitants, which makes the dialogue between all parties crucial. The
EU-project KULIMA for instance supports various villages cultivating different crops for
income generation and food security, so that the farmers will become less vulnerable to maize
and tobacco failure. But with all the good intention of the NGOs, their work is depending on
donors and donors’ willingness to fund specific projects or areas (cf. Temple 2014). Besides
this, projects, especially donor funded ones, have a limited time frame. For instance, as Vuong
(2012, p. 39) shows in the case of the UPoCA project, two years for a project is too short to
successfully and sustainably promote cassava, especially because of the long maturity time
of the root crop. Even a successful implemented project like the promotion of cassava in a
new region does not mean that farmers will stick to cassava. If farmers do not see or have the
benefits from growing that plant in the long run, for instance due to bad access to the market
for fresh cassava roots or for processed cassava products, farmers may switch to a more in the
short run more promising crop. As I have shown here in the case of some NGO directed cassava
projects, the success has been limited. Thus there are similarities here with the governmental
agricultural input subsidies, like TIP, where harvests decreased after the subsidies ran out,
because farmers could not afford the seeds and fertilisers any more. Follow ups and evaluations
of the already implemented cassava promoting projects would be important to analyse, but they
are difficult to obtain. Newspaper articles quoted here suggest that the promotion of cassava into
non-traditional cassava regions have been successful to some extend, and have had the added
benefit of cassava being more acknowledged by farmers. On the other hand, the factual content
of these publications might also be questionable as discussed above. Most of these articles
are quoting NGOs employees in the context of cassava promotion. This kind of promotion is
of course important to create awareness for their work, but as governmental officials or other
officials are not cited, these reports are difficult to assess in terms of its real world applications.

NGOs are often donor driven, which means they have to conduct projects which are on the
agenda of the donor. Without the financial support of donors NGOs would be powerless as
they would be without funding. The donors on the other hand, might have economic ulterior
motives other than altruism (see discussion in Temple 2014). This problem is especially acute in
sub-Saharan Africa, with the legacy of colonialism. Former colonial powers and other European
countries still seek to obtain cheap resources from African countries and are also looking for

23 One examples is the reporting by AFSA (2015), that gives the wrong impression about the success of the cassava
breeding programme in the 1990s: "In Malawi, the production increase was massive: from 144,760 tons in 1990
to an estimated 4,813,699 tons in 2013." Although the numbers are correct official data, AFSA (idem) ignores
or is uninformed about the modified measuring method of cassava in Malawi after 1999 (see Figure 4 on page
22). Instead of the real increase of 13 times, AFSA suggests 33 times.
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markets for their own products. Development projects and NGOs, controlled by donors from the
Global North, therefore risk sustaining the inequality between North and South (Shivji 2006).
In this light Shivji (idem) critically discuss the role of NEPAD saying:

"NEPAD, or the New Partnership for African Development, as the very name
suggests, is a donor dependent programme seeking more aid and assistance from
the erstwhile ’international community’ predicated on further integration of Africa
in the unequal global structures."

Despite all these constraints, NGOs are an important factor to improve the livelihoods and to
promote cassava in Malawi, because the past has shown that direct funding of governmental
institutions and projects does often not work due to corruption (cf. Rose-Ackermann 2014).
A problem that I see, is that NGOs take away the responsibility of the state in terms of agro-
diversification in relation to cassava. Acting to promote cassava cultivation and agro-biodiversity,
the government should be more actively involved in shaping national policy. Until then the
promotion of cassava will continue to be mainly driven by NGOs and institutions outside
Malawi through regional projects which will not be sustainable in the long run.
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8 Status of Cassava in Malawi Today

As shown in Chapters 5 and 6 the perception on cassava in Malawian policies has varied over
time. As I have suggested many times before the perception of the root crop also varies in
different parts of the country. In some areas cassava is a staple crop, while in others it is
an insurance against food scarcity or the main source of income. The differences in cassava
cultivation has its origin in the divers Malawian landscapes and a high variety of ethnicities
and language groups within a relatively small country. More than ten indigenous ethnicities
and an equal number of languages are documented (cf. CIA 2019). The multitude of different
agricultural practises and food preferences are a consequence of this diversity. Since the
introduction of the New World crops maize and cassava, maize became the major food crop
for most of the country, whereas cassava gained importance only in the northern lake shore
region. As discussed in Chapter 4.1.2, cassava became established amongst the Tumbuka and
Tonga groups in the northern part of Malawi. This adoption is generally interpreted as a survival
strategy against pressure from Ngoni groups and Arab slave traders. In other parts of the country,
Ngoni groups and later on European settlers implemented a landlord-tenant farming system
with maize as the main food crop. However, in the Northern Region, the poor sandy soils at the
lake shore never supported reliable maize cultivation and cassava with its low requirements on
soil became the food crop of choice. This agricultural legacy still has implication on today’s
farming practices and will be discussed in this chapter.

8.1 Cassava Cultivation from the Perspective of the Farmer

In the lake shore districts of the Northern and Central Region in Malawi cassava has been
cultivated as the preferred staple crop for more than 100 years by now (cf. Chiwona-Karltun
2001, pp. 28, 35). The importance of cassava is reflected in the following quote from Chiwona-
Karltun (idem, p. 35) who highlights the multi-facet purposes of the root crop:

"[...] cassava nurtures the destitute, the top is the relish, the middle is both planting
material and firewood and the bottom the staple food [n]sima."

To lower the risk of theft of the roots and damage from wild animals, and to promote higher
yields, most households in the north of Malawi prefer to grow bitter cassava varieties. Due to
the tradition of cassava cultivation in the northern part of the country, processing methods to
effectively reduce the amount of toxic substances in the roots are well known within the local
communities. In Nkhata Bay, one of the districts in the Northern Region, 54 cassava cultivars
were known in 1994/95. Two thirds of these cultivars were bitter varieties and one third sweet
varieties according to Chiwona-Karltun (idem, pp. 28-29). Because of the associated problems
in the cassava value chain, including missing mechanised processing units (as I have already
explained in previous chapters) and also unreliable yields as well as poor infrastructure, cassava
roots are mainly produced in these regions for the local food supply. Therefore the processing of
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cassava into valuable and over-regional end-products like cassava flour or chips, as it is the case
in Nigeria or Ghana, is not a current practice (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 39). Sweet varieties are
also grown to increase income through selling and trading to urban centres, especially to Mzuzu,
which is the administrative centre of the Northern Region. During my stay as a volunteer in the
Rumphi District from December 2015 to November 2016, I barely saw sweet cassava varieties
within other towns or market centres in the Northern Region. Chiwona-Karltun (2001, p. 39)
explains this absence with the dichotomy of the two cassava varieties. Although raw sweet
cassava has a small market, there are risks with growing too much of it in terms of food security,
because farmers are tempted to sell it rather than to use the sweet varieties for food at home.
Market sales could thus have a negative impact in terms of household’s food security, if the
income from sales is not sufficient to buy enough food or the income is spend on other things
than food. Bitter cassava on the other hand has no real market in the north and is produced as
staple crop to be consumed only within the households. Basically the same situation applies to
the lake shore district Nkhotakota in the northern part of the Central Region (cf. Droppelmann
et al. 2018, pp. 44-49).

In interior central and southern Malawi, the cultivation of cassava is more recent. Most of
the farmers interviewed by Weigand (2018, pp. 71, 89) did not grow cassava before the year
2000 and farmer grew cassava never as main staple food crop (idem, pp. 74-75). In these areas,
cassava is mainly used as a cash crop to buy maize in times of maize shortages rather than as
an emergency food crop, although most families are using sweet cassava to diversify their diet
(idem, p. 75). There is a demand and interest in bitter cassava because there is at least one
industrial cassava processing facility in Lilongwe and another one in Zomba. However, even
though processing plants are available and there is a market for bitter varieties, households stick
with sweet cassava despite their lower yields. The main reason is that farmers are afraid of bitter
cassava because it cannot easily be eaten at household level without appropriate knowledge on
processing methods. From 29 interviews and three focus group discussions with smallholder
farmers carried out by Weigand (idem, p. 77), it is clear that the knowledge of processing does
not exist in central and southern Malawi. Although the economic potential of bitter cassava
is higher here, tradition and lack of knowledge seems to impede the expansion of cassava
cultivations and usage. Thus based on the study from Weigand there is no or little impetus to
adapt food processing habits in favour of bitter cassava in the central and southern districts.
Bitter varieties are also not locally available nor easily accessible according to Weigand (idem).
Furthermore, the demand of processed cassava fluctuates markedly, this means that growing
bitter cassava only as a cash crop does not seem to be viable for the farmers in the central
and southern parts of Malawi. Instead sweet varieties are processed in this region as can be
understood from a conversation between Weigand and a cassava processor in the Lilongwe
District:

"[...] I [Weigand] asked him whether he had experience with processing sweet
varieties. He responded that he processes only sweet varieties. [...] Since he can
never estimate in advance how much cassava he needs for the next season, because
that depends on external orders, he cannot arrange contracts with the farmers about
the specific amount of bitter varieties he will buy from them." (idem, p. 78)

Although differences between the regions in terms of cassava cultivation exist, similar constraints
concerning its marketing and cultivation are present in all regions. Due to bad infrastructure
and lack of transportation access to the cassava market is often limited. Therefore farmers have
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to trade with middlemen, which decreases the profit through of selling of cassava roots. The
distance to the markets also decreases the information a farmer can access about current prices
and cassava variety trends (Vuong 2012, p. 45; Weigand 2018, p. 73). In addition, the trade with
cassava is carried out through informal markets, as opposed to the trade with maize. This puts
the farmers in an economically vulnerable position and makes quantitative analyses of cassava
production and trade very difficult, if not impossible (Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. xiv).

The differences in the cultivation and perception of cassava within the communities in Malawi
and access to improved or different cassava varieties is a problem within the entire country and
can be traced back to three main constraints. Firstly, farmers often lack of the financial capital
to buy new cuttings from commercial distributors and use their own or neighbours’ cuttings
instead. Furthermore the distribution of improved cuttings is unstructured and unreliable, so
that farmers often lost their trust in external cuttings (see analyses in idem, p. 81 and Weigand
2018, pp. 72-73). Thirdly, research in propagation of improved cassava varieties has long been
neglected and proper training as well as educational material for agricultural extension workers
in terms of cassava production does not exist (Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 80). The lack of
extension support also has a negative impact on the introduction of improved cassava varieties.
A farmer, quoted by Forsythe et al. (2016), phased this well and I will therefore repeat the quote
here:

"’We didn’t receive any training when we got the new varieties. We didn’t know
how to manage them and we haven’t seen improvement in yield. They said that
people would be trained but this has not happened’ (female producer, Nkhotakota
district, Malawi)."

Although the main purpose of cassava cultivation are the starchy roots, cassava leaves are
also consumed in areas where either bitter or sweet cassava varieties are grown (cf. Weigand
2018, pp. 89, 93). However, studies regarding the consumption of cassava leaves have not
been undertaken (cf. Chiwona-Karltun et al. 2015) and although the usage of cassava as a
multi-purpose crop seems to occur across different areas and ethnic backgrounds, it is poorly
documented.

The different perceptions of cassava as a cash crop are also interesting from a gender perspective.
Post-harvest processing within the households as well as the management of cassava fields is
mainly done by women as a part of ensuring the household’s food security (Chiwona-Karltun
2001, pp. 28, 35; Weigand 2018, p. 71). Hence, while the men’s main task is to gain income for
the family (cf. Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 35), the management of cassava might change if it
would become a pure cash crop. But it seems that this transition also depends on the variety, for
instance fresh sweet cassava is often managed and sold by men, whereas products from bitter
cassava are predominantly managed by women for the household’s food supply (Droppelmann
et al. 2018, p. 22).
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9 Cassava and the Three Dimensions of Food Security

In Chapter 3.1, I wrote about the three dimensions of food security, which are namely food
availability, food access and food use, and the reason for food insecurity in Malawi. In this
chapter I finally want to connect my analysis regarding cassava cultivation and processing in
Malawi and the three dimensions of food security. In Figure 11 I illustrate the various aspects
of cassava cultivation and processing and how they are interwoven. The figure summarises the
possible positive and negative effects of an increased cassava industrialisation in Malawi.

9.1 Food Availability

In Chapter 6, I have discussed how the development of the maize dependency in Malawi was
caused by agricultural policies. I also mentioned that the problems of climate change, land
pressure and soil degradation have amassed, resulting in pressure on the maize production
and that maize shortages nowadays occur annually in Malawi. The switch from maize to
cassava in drought prone regions can by itself have a positive effect on food availability. An
article by Africa Renewal24 about the promotion of cassava by the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD), discusses the potential of cassava. The text contains a quote from a
female farmer from the neighbouring country Zambia and to me it captures how cassava can be
seen as a viable alternative amongst farmers also in Malawi:

"I used to grow maize, but it was difficult and I would lose my crop whenever the
rain was poor. But I don’t worry about the drought since I turned to cassava, [...]
Cassava is easier to grow. All I do is keep the weeds out - no fertilizers, no long
hours of hard work. I have more time to meet with other women and do things that
I enjoy." (Madamombe 2006)

In addition, Vuong (2012, p. 38), who has researched the impact of the UPoCA-project in
Malawi, shows the positive impact of cassava on food availability with the following quotes
from farmers:

"’Before we lacked food for 3 months of the year but now with cassava only one
month’, said a respondent in Kasungu. [...] A respondent even appreciated the
aggregated impact of cassava, stating ’cassava helps fight hunger in the village as
farmers can now assist each other in food’."

As discussed in Chapter 7, the promotion of cassava in Malawi has been mainly driven by
NGOs through the introduction of improved cassava varieties with the ambition to increase

24 Africa Renewal is an information programme by the UN, which works with the media in Africa to promote the
work of the UN and its international partners in Africa (see https://www.un.org/africarenewal/).
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food availability through higher yields and higher resistance against cassava related diseases.
Processed cassava can be transported to areas which are chronically suffering from food
shortages to increase food availability there. In Chapter 7.3, I have discussed the fact that in
the past mainly bitter cassava varieties had been promoted by NGOs due to their higher yields
compare to sweet varieties. Bitter varieties therefore seem to have been portrayed as having
a higher effect on food availability than sweet varieties. Besides higher yields, bitter varieties
have advantages for food security in terms of reducing theft and crop loss from wild animals.
Because the processing of bitter cassava is time-consuming and mainly undertaken by women
on household level, the selling of stolen roots from bitter varieties to generate ’quick cash’ is
less acute compared to sweet varieties or other food crops (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 39).

9.2 Food Access

Cassava products cannot only increase food availability but also food access. Local or nationally
produced cassava flour is generally cheaper than maize flour or imported grain flour, which
means that people with low income can afford sufficient foodstuffs even in the lean season
(Haggblade et al. 2012). This advantage of cassava flour is important, as the procurement
of food counts already for the highest share of the expenditures in the poorest households in
Malawi and because especially maize prices are increasing in the lean season (cf. FEWS NET
2016a; Droppelmann et al. 2018, pp. 40, 49; see also Chapter 3.1).

There are two ways cassava can be and is already used for income generation. A farmer can
breed cassava varieties and sell the cuttings to other farmers as I have explained in Chapter 7.2.
The study from Weigand (2018, p. 73) shows that most of the distribution of cassava cuttings is
done on local level within a village or between neighbouring villages, because of the unreliable
distribution of cuttings through external actors like NGOs or input retailers (cf. Vuong 2012,
p. 39; Weigand 2018, p. 72). The income from cassava sales can also help the farmer to procure
more cassava cuttings or other varieties to cultivate more cassava which can have a positive
effect on food availability as discussed before. The second way to generate income from cassava
is the selling of cassava roots to either a processing facility or in the case of sweet varieties as a
fresh snack for the urban population as discussed for instance in Chapters 4.1.4 and 8.1. The
selling of cassava processed within the households is rather marginal and barely existing outside
of villages as mentioned in Chapter 8.1. Therefore, I have not presented a link between ’income
through cassava’ and ’traditional cassava processing methods’ in Figure 11. Although, these
traditional cassava products could have a positive effect on food access on the village level as
well.

Since cassava can be sold directly there is an advantage with cassava over other export cash
crops, like for instance tobacco, in terms of food security. If farmers cannot sell their cassava
harvest, they can still eat the cassava within their households (Weigand 2018, p. 77). However,
the consumption of cassava can be hindered by the negative attitude towards cassava based
foodstuffs in non-traditional cassava cultivating communities (Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 83).
In other words, possible existing prejudices against cassava need to be mitigated in the country.
A positive example is a cooperative near the town Zomba in the Southern Region, which is
presented in an news article from The Nation Online (Sharra 2016). In this article, a local
farmer and member of the cooperative, who switched from maize to cassava in 2006, claims that
the benefits from producing and selling cassava are higher than maize. The produced cassava
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flour is used in the area for baking purposes, but also sold to traditional cassava cultivating
communities in the lakeshore districts to cook nsima from cassava flour (Sharra 2016). This
example shows that cassava can contribute to food security and income generation at the same
time. In traditional cassava cultivating communities, selling of cassava roots to processing
facilities and the reward of obtaining cassava flour from the processors would reduce the
workload within the families through the repeal of home processing. Processing facilities offer
also employment opportunities (cf. Malawi News Agency 2014; IITA 2015) which can be
positive for income diversification of the rural population, especially for women since most
workers in cassava processing facilities are female (Sanni et al. 2009). A higher income or
monetary income in general, can be spend on education or health to increase livelihoods. The
income can also improve the access to various types of food as one female farmer, interviewed
by Forsythe et al. (2016), explained:

"’We buy good food. Before we ate a lot of pigeon pea, cowpeas and okra. But
now that we sell we buy fish, meat and even fresh chambo [a fish species]. We buy
cooking oil which we didn’t use before’ (female producer, Zomba district, cassava
factory area)."

9.3 Food Use

In traditional cassava cultivating regions, cassava is processed on household level to ensure
the household’s food security, rather than to trade with cassava products (cf. Chiwona-Karltun
2001, p. 35). This focus is maintained although rural people are aware of the convenient food
products which can be made out of cassava flour (Weigand 2018, p. 90). When cassava is
used as a cash crop and sold to processing facilities, various cassava products can be produced,
sold either directly to households, wholesalers or the food industry. Furthermore, mechanised
cassava processing halves the post-harvest losses (cf. Bokanga 1996), which has a positive
impact on food availability. The dimension food use, in the definition of food security as defined
in Chapter 3.1, also considers the utilisation of food in a cultural appropriate way, which means
that cultural food consumption and cooking preferences should be considered when promoting
cassava cultivation and processing. One example is fermented cassava flour (kondowole or gari)
which has an acquired taste (cf. Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 100), thus it might not be the first
choice of all Malawians, even though it could increase national food security.

Products from cassava can also be used for industrial purposes which are not food related.
Starch from cassava can for instance be used for the paper and plywood industry or processed
into industrial alcohol (cf. Nuwamanya et al. 2012; Chetty et al. 2013). Sales to industry for
secondary products are also beneficial for the participants in that specific cassava value chain
and would also support the country’s industrialisation efforts, but it would take cassava out of
the food chain and would keep the country relying on staple food imports. The positive effect
could be, if the revenues from this cassava value chain are used to purchase maize for the grain
reserve, to make Malawi less donor dependent regarding food imports or food aid in the lean
season. But on the other hand, the food crisis in 2001/02 has shown that supra-regional food
shortages can cause import problems of staple food crops, which are especially severe for a
land-locked country like Malawi (cf. Devereux 2002a). Using cassava for food production
should therefore in my eyes be the first objective.
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9.4 Constraints and Risks

A lot of constraints regarding cassava cultivation and processing have been discussed in the
previous chapters. The perishableness of the fresh roots in combination with the generally bad
infrastructure in Malawi makes it necessary to process cassava in the region where it is grown.
Therefore the promotion of cassava cultivation has to go hand in hand with its processing,
meaning that investments are required in the cassava value chain. Another important issue,
which has a negative impact on cassava commercialisation, is that there are no standards for
cassava products or standardised processing methods are existing in Malawi at the moment
(Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 27). Although Haggblade et al. (2012) argues that formal standards
have been developed in Malawi, they have not been enforced by the authorities. Therefore,
respective policies have to be adopted to ensure hygienic and widely acceptable cassava products.

From the positive aspects which I have raised here, it may seem as cassava as a drought resistant,
low-input crop should replace maize entirely. However, the specialisation in cassava can also
incur risks. Forsythe et al. (2016) summarise these risks as follow:

"However, the risk is with commercial specialization, particularly in agriculture, if
there is crop failure or market fluctuation. Despite the low-risk nature of cassava,
in the context of limited resources, producing and selling large amounts would
detract farmers from other crops and businesses. Selling in large quantities could
also threaten future food supply."

As discussed throughout this thesis, the income through selling of cassava can improve the
access to other and higher nutritious foods. But since the yields of entire cassava fields are
usually sold to vendors (cf. Weigand 2018, p. 99), a higher capacity for managing household
finances, especially saving money for bad times becomes more important (cf. idem, p. 53).
According to Forsythe et al. (2016), female Malawians are rather saving money for bad times
compare to men, who are usually spending the money in direct and often large investments,
like purchasing land or for construction purposes. But because of a weaker market position
of women in Malawi, it is usually the men who are selling the cassava to vendors and not the
women who are otherwise traditionally in charge for the households’ food security (idem).

Although, maize failure due to climate change seems to have had a positive effect on cassava
cultivation, it should not be forgotten that an increase in growing maize within traditional cassava
growing communities was owed to a cassava failure between 1985 and 1990 (Chiwona-Karltun
2001, p. 28). Modern pest control has stabilized the cassava production and reduced the risk of
crop failure in the following years. Therefore, the distribution of improved cassava varieties
are an important factor for cassava promoting NGOs, as presented in Chapter 7, but delays and
uncertainties in the distribution of planting material can stress successful cassava cultivation
and food security (cf. Weigand 2018, pp. 72-73).

In addition, and as I have shown many times here the myths and half-truth about cassava, such
as its poisonousness25, or its attribution as the food of an impoverishing rural Africa, have
led policy makers to focus solely on maize as the main food crop (Nweke et al. 2001, p. 19;
Vaughan 1987, pp. 64-65). This blocked the development of a market for processed cassava and
thwarted the cassava market in urban areas (Chiwona-Karltun 2001, p. 38).
25 Cyanide can cause the disease konzo, which is often related to bitter cassava, but usually only occurs in regions

where access to proper processing and divers food sources is not available. The disease can then cause a spiral
of impoverishment and malnutrition (cf. Maxmen 2017).
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10 Conclusion

With this thesis I wanted to explore how the perception of cassava in Malawi has been shaped
over time and what cassava means for food security in the country. I started with giving an
overview over the country Malawi, its geography, population, administration and economy.
Due to the fact that Malawi is an agrarian state and crop cultivation is predominantly rain-fed,
climate and the effects of climate change are important factors when it comes to discussing food
security in the country. In Chapter 4.1, I introduced cassava in more detail and discussed its
biological characteristics. In this chapter I also set the stage for the thesis by discussing the
general advantages of cassava in terms of food security and climate change, in particular in
contrast to maize, but also which overall constraints cassava cultivation has to face. Therefore
I will start here with summarising the results of the analyses regarding the role of cassava in
earlier food crises and the emergence of the maize dependency. Following, I will summarise
the results of the analysis of the promotion of cassava by NGOs and finally I will discuss the
benefits and challenges of cassava in Malawi

10.1 The Historical Negotiations of Cassava in Food Crises and the Emergence
of the Maize Dependency

To explore the potential of cassava in relation to food security, I have presented historical case
studies from Vaughan (1987) and Devereux (2002b), who investigated the food crisis in Malawi
in 1949/50 and 2001/02 respectively. Both food crises were triggered by unfavourable weather
patterns, which decreased maize harvests, the effects of which was exacerbated by badly thought
political decisions. I have discussed the role of cassava as famine crop in these periods of food
shortages. The most recent food crisis occurred in 2015 and is still ongoing and I have also
analysed the debate around this crisis. In Malawi, food shortages are aggravated through land
scarcity and the effects of special weather events like El Niño in combination with climate
change. To mitigate food shortages, the Malawian government has adopted several agricultural
policies to support maize production as discussed in Chapter 6. The most recent and prominent
policy, is the Farm Input Subsidy Programme (FISP). But instead of increasing food security
in the country, the agricultural policies has led Malawi into a maize dependency and fostered
the perception of cassava as a poor man’s crop. Although, agricultural diversity is stated as a
goal in the more recent agricultural policies, the expenditures of the maize input subsidies have
blocked the governmental support of other food crops like cassava.

This historical experience from famines stresses how important the promotion and implemen-
tation of a diversified agriculture is in times of climate change. Improvements in cassava
cultivation and processing can therefore be seen as important steps to ensuring food security
and rural income generation. Constraints in the cassava sector are acknowledged by all involved
parties, from the small-scale farmer, to the industrial processor to the Ministry of Agriculture,
Irrigation and Water Development. Many of these constraints, like bad infrastructure or bad
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access to markets, are not only affecting cassava but also other agricultural products. However,
with its high variability of possible applications, cassava can be seen as a model and indicator
for agricultural, economical and infrastructural change. The support of cassava is thus not
only interesting from the perspective of food availability but also from the perspective of food
access, as cassava is perceived and used as food and cash crop in parallel. This multiplicity
of uses creates several possible actions for farmers to mitigate or impede the occurrence of
food shortages. As a food crop it can support the caloric need of the rural population and
as a cash crop it can increase the income of the farming households, which can allow food
purchases in times of harvest shortages and to enhance nutritional intake to avoid malnutrition.
Processed cassava can also support the increasing urban population and could therefore decrease
for instance the demand on maize flour.

10.2 The Promotion of Cassava

In Chapter 7, I have shown that the promotion of cassava has been and is still mainly driven by
NGOs. This has been necessary in some ways as government policy has obstructed promotion
of other crops than maize. In the same chapter I have discussed the importance of the cassava
campaigns, but also their weaknesses.

One main conclusion of Chapter 7 is that NGOs focus predominantly on the opportunities for
cassava as cash crop, rather than a pure food crop. This does not seem to be optimal in terms of
food security, but as Sen (1982) argues that famines are often caused by missing entitlements in
terms of access to food rather than the mere lack of food, it is a valid point. If cassava is grown
as a cash crop it can reduce household vulnerability to food crises as household income increases
and they can purchase food as I have explained in Chapter 9. Furthermore, in Chapter 8.1, I
have shown how farmers in different regions perceive cassava and which constraints cassava
faces on local level. It is therefore important to look at the specific needs of these regions. At
the moment cassava promotion is generalised for the entire country by the NGOs, as explained
in Chapter 7. This strategy might not be wise, due to the high degree of (agro-)cultural diversity
of the country. Furthermore, the acceptance of cassava depends on several factors, as pointed
out by van Vark (2013):

"Though market-driven, the impact of that progress goes beyond improving the
crop’s potential as a cash crop. As well as boosting yields, nutritional qualities, and
resistance to certain diseases, there are also varieties which are known to simply
taste better. For the development sector, this means cassava is rapidly becoming
a more versatile tool than it once was, better able to address specific objectives in
localised contexts."

The success of cassava promotion therefore depends not only on biological or economical
factors but also on cultural factors like the taste of the cassava products, but this root crop can,
when all circumstances are considered, be an important factor for rural development.

The promotion and distribution of improved varieties are in the focus of initiatives and or-
ganisations like IITA. This focus makes a lot of sense for countries with a high degree of
industrialisation in cassava production and processing, since improved cassava varieties can
boost yields and be the key to increase food security (Long et al. 2017). However, in Malawi
there are very few processing plants thus the promotion of improved varieties could actually
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be detrimental to the expansion and adoption of cassava. Although on the positive side, higher
yields and disease-free cassava means more available foodstuffs, but higher yields can also be
negative if the consecutively necessary processing stages are not improved. A rapid increase in
availability of cassava roots without any outlet can wipe out the interest in cassava production
again, as happened in the second half of the last century (see Chapter 4.1.2). Because of the very
diversified cassava production and use in Malawi, the awareness of the benefits of cultivating
cassava, for household food security and income generation, should also move more into focus
in promotion campaigns and in policy. Especially, farmers in regions where cassava has not
been grown traditionally and who are regularly prone to experience maize shortages should, in
my opinion, get the chance to be educated in proper cassava processing, so that they are less
dependent on vendors buying the fresh roots (cf. Weigand 2018, p. 99) and become confident to
use (bitter) cassava for household consumption. The agricultural extension services, provided
by the Malawian government could play an important role here, but unfortunately at the moment
they focus solely on maize and are badly organised and understaffed (cf. MoAIWD 2016, p. 12;
Droppelmann et al. 2018, p. 80).

As I wrote before the demand of cassava for the existing processing plants cannot always be
fulfilled in Malawi. An increase in cassava will meet the actual demand and there is potential
for much more cassava cultivation considering the increasing interest of industrial cassava
products. With the constraints in arable land and high population density in Malawi this could
be a challenge. Due to land constraints, cassava could drive out other food crops, including
protein rich or nitrogen fixating crops. A switch to monoculture of cassava could lead into
a decrease of soil fertility as Forsythe et al. (2016) warns. This problem is also picked up in
the study of Dorward and Chirwa (2014), which compares several cash and food crops under
different aspects, including their effects on soil, to suggest the best investment targets. In this
study, cassava looses against maize in nearly all points, especially in terms of stakeholder
sustainability, food market access, food quantity and nitrogen fixation. Dorward and Chirwa
(idem) conclude that maize should continuously be supported as major food crop and cassava is
not further mentioned in their paper. But here I think cassava is given an unfair treatment, the
low investment into cassava over the years is also the reason for its bad performance. In general,
investments should be made to diversify crops and especially for areas where maize cultivations
is a challenge. Of course cassava is not able to bind nitrogen like legumes and in some ways
maize, but that cassava can be grown on poor soils and that it can enhance their fertility through
humus generation, when its leaves and other crop residues are used as mulch (cf. Nweke et al.
2001, p. 22) is unfortunately totally neglected by Dorward and Chirwa (2014).

10.3 Maize as a Complement to Cassava

It may sound as I am advocating that maize should entirely become substituted by cassava, but I
do not think that anyone wants that nor thinks that this is worthwhile when referring to food
security. Cassava cultivation also bears risks as I have discussed here several times already. Pests
and plant diseases can destroy the majority of the harvest as happened in the 1950s and 1980s
(see Chapter 4.1.2). Furthermore maize still offers good yields in some areas under favourable
conditions. Maize also has other advantages like easier storage capability. Continuing growing
and using maize for the national grain reserve is important to ensure food security in case of
natural disasters, but cassava could certainly expand to serve as the major staple crop in the
entire country. However, the improvement of cassava production and processing is not the only
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aspect on which policies should focus. In the report on agricultural development and food
security in Malawi, prepared for the Policy Assistance Unit of the FAO Subregional Office for
East and Southern Africa, Charman (2006, p. 62) points out the continued need for imports:

"Malawi’s exit from food insecurity cannot be based on production enhancement
strategies alone. The country will remain reliant on food importation to meet
structural food deficits in key foods, including wheat, dairy produce, fish / meat and
vegetable oils."

Revenues through cassava products, especially through export, can enable the needed imports
and would make Malawi less depended on donors. This is somehow related, to the development
to the expanding gari production in West Africa. Because of its long shelf life, gari became a
convenient food appreciated by urban and rural people. These kinds of instant cassava products
are also promoted by FAO (2013, p. 13) to ensure urban food security. I will take the example
of Nigeria here to show the importance of a positive attitude of the government and how it has
promoted a new ’cassava industry’. In Nigeria, several low-cost technics and machinery to
process cassava, including solar driers, have been introduced, and political support for cassava
products has had a positive effect on the demand of cassava flour and on investments in the
cassava processing sector. These new processing methods visibly contribute to the Nigerian
economy, including export. This is despite that fact that Nigeria has similar challenges as
Malawi, for instance imperfect infrastructure, high processing costs and low investment capital.
In contrast to Malawi, the official policy in Nigeria and in other West African countries like
Bénin and Sierra Leone has been quite positive and unison for a long time, so that cassava
is as much as a food crop and a cash crop (Sanni et al. 2009). In Malawi there has been no
similar encouragement from the government despite awareness of the role of cassava in times
of famines and despite the many years of promotion of cassava through NGOs. Despite efforts
cassava is still disregarded by official authorities and perceived merely as a ’poor man’s crop’ as
have been discussed many times here.

Although cassava was and is still perceived as a famine crop from official authorities, a strong
tradition with cassava as a major food crop is existing in several districts in Malawi and the
introduction of cassava as a cash crop into new regions is ongoing. Due to the wide range of
differences in the purpose of cassava cultivation and preferred cassava products in different
regions (see for instance Table 2 in Chapter 4.1.4), the promotion of cassava should be adjusted
in relation to the preferences and traditions in the specific region and not be generalised for the
entire country as discussed above.

The history of Malawi shows that the dependence on one major food crop is dangerous and bears
many risks. The effects of climate change will therefore increase the importance of diversifying
from focusing on a single crop to many different crops and varieties. Cassava with its drought
resistance, low input requirements, high yields, easy propagation and multiple uses shows high
promises to enhance the needed crop mix as a major staple crop and to complement maize for
entire Malawi. The perks of cassava as as both food and cash crop can increase food security in
all its three dimensions as explained in Chapter 9, and here I am picking up the statement from
the World Food Summit in 1996 once again, so that:

"[...] all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe
and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active
and healthy life." (cf. FAO 1996)
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