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Abstract
The “Unleashing the Power of Cassava in Africa in Response to the Food Price

Crisis” (UPoCA) project carried out by the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture
from 2008 to 2010 aimed to assist farmers to increase food security and improve livelihoods
through promoting cassava cultivation. In this study, 120 beneficiary households of the
UPoCA project in Kasungu and Dowa provinces in Malawi were interviewed using a semi-
structured questionnaire together with key informant interviews and focus group discussions.
The aim was to find out their perceptions of the UPoCA project, food security situation and
gendered differences, through which sustainability of the project was discussed. Using the
SPSS 19 software, descriptive statistics, chi-square tests and logistic regressions were
generated for statistical results. In general, despite issues regarding quality and timeliness of
the seed distribution service the majority of the beneficiary households were satisfied with
the project stating that it helped improve their food security and livelihoods. However there
emerged issues of exclusion of the most vulnerable households and the low participation of
female-headed households which were initially targeted by the project. The study also found
out the prevalence of seasonal hunger among the studied households and challenges facing
the farmers in growing cassava which affect the adoption of the crop and the project’s
sustainability. The study suggested that future similar projects should be designed for a
longer duration than UPoCA. They should use clear criteria to identify target beneficiaries,
exercise thorough monitoring on quality of distributed planting materials and time delivery as
well as put more focus on training. Moreover, a package assistance of seeds and training
provided with short-term food aid was also recommended to be considered in future
interventions.

Keywords: sustainable development, UPoCA, Malawi, cassava, food security, seasonal
hunger, perceptions
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“A safe and nutritionally adequate diet is a basic individual right and an essential
condition for sustainable development, especially in developing countries.”
-- Gro Harlem Brundtland
Former Director-General of the World Health Organization

“…the first essential component of social justice is adequate food for all mankind. Food is
the moral right of all who are born into this world.”

-- Norman Borlaug
Father of the Green Revolution
1970 Nobel Peace Prize Winner

“There are genuinely sufficient resources in the world to ensure that no one, nowhere, at
no time, should go hungry.”
-- Ed Asner
Social Activist
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I. Background to the study
1. Introduction

The world food situation is facing a lot of challenges due to pressures from both natural
and human environment. Climate change and more frequent disasters such as floods and
droughts have caused poor harvests and crop failures in many places of the world. Natural
resources including land and water have become much scarcer. Prices for energy are
constantly increasing. In the meantime, the world population keeps increasing rapidly,
officially reached 7 billion in October 2011 (Coleman, 2011). All these pressures have
pushed global food price to climb up. In an Oxfam’s report, Willenbockel (2011) predicted
that under the impact of climate change the world food price may increase up to 180% over
the next 20 years compared to the current level (see figure 1).

Recently the Horn of Africa has been reported to experience the worst food crisis of the
21st century. According to Oxfam (2011) climate change and more severe droughts have
worsened food security in the region. In Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia alone, the number of
people needing urgent help with food and water has reached more than 12 million (Oxfam,
2011). The food crisis demands urgent efforts from international community to help these
countries overcome this severe situation.

At global level, extreme poverty and hunger eradication is the first target of the
Millennium Development Goal which aims to halve the proportion of hungry people between
1990 and 2015. The due date is close but the number of people lacking of food remains high.
FAO (2010) estimated that the number of hungry individuals worldwide was 925 million
people in 2010, an unacceptably high level despite being a decline from the historic level of
1.02 billion people in 2009. However, the world hunger situation was predicted to even get
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worse and likely to increase again in 2011 to 1 billion people (see figure 2). Most of the
world’s hungry are farming families living in rural areas in South Asia and Sub-Sahara
Africa, among whom women and children are the most vulnerable (WFP, 2011). According
to statistics used by the World Food Program (WFP), women account for over 60 per cent of
the world’s hungry. 146 million children (one in four) in developing countries are
underweight. 60 per cent of the deaths among the children under five are due to nutrition and
hunger related diseases (WFP, 2011). Despite a 25 per cent decrease of the world’s GHI
(Global Hunger Index) score compared to the 1990’s, the statistics indicate that the world
hunger situation remains at a serious level (IFPRI, 2011).

Figure 2. The number of hungry people worldwide

Hunger originates from a number of interelated causes. Among them, natural disasters,
deteriorated farming system, incapability of purchasing inputs, shortage of labour and
backward farming tools, all combined have reduced harvest while polarized policy and
unstable prices furthur maginalized poor farmers from access to food. The poor are unable to
satisfy their nutritional needs and hunger makes them sink furthur into poverty. This might
explain the high number of hungry people worldwide while the aggregate global food
production is well capable of feeding all the population of the planet.

To address this hunger-poverty cycle and reduce poverty and inequality, a number of
reponses have been made by international organizations. The support ranges from emergency
food aid to long-term capacity building to enhance resilience and capacity of the poor.
Among the latter, helping the poor diversify their agriculture and assisting them with inputs
are among commonly used approaches. However, through literature study there seems a lack
of research on their effectiveness in addressing the issue. Therefore, it was of the author’s
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great interest to do an empirical investigation on impacts of such interventions on ending
hunger. The ‘Unleasing the Power of Cassava in Africa in Response to the Food Crisis”
project (UPoCA) which aims at increasing food security through cassava planting material
distribution and capacity building appeared as a good case study. The following research was
done on the case study with a focus on Malawi, one of the project’s seven countries.

2. Malawi and the UPoCA project
2.1. Food security situation in Malawi

Malawi is a land-locked country in South East Africa (figure 3) with a population of
approximately 15 million and density of 128.8 per square kilometer (FAOSTAT, 2009). The
majority of the population (83%) is working in agriculture with 73% producing subsistence
crops mostly for their own consumption (Chiwona-Kalturn, 2001). About 55% are small-
scale farmers of less than 1 hectare cultivable land. According to Sahley et al. (2005), the
average per capita arable land holding is 0.23 hectares.  Moreover, Malawi is dependent on
tobacco for export earnings which accounted for 61% of total export revenue (FAO, 2003).
The country is categorized as low income and food deficient, ranked among the world least
developed countries (FAO and IFAD, 2005). Malawi is highly dependent on aid as it receives
40% of its government budget (83% of its development budget) from international donors
(Rubin, 2008).

Figure 3. Maps of Malawi (Source: http://www.worldatlas.com)

The food security situation in Malawi has gone through an unstable history. With the
application of input subsidy enabling most farmers to buy hybrid maize seed and chemical
fertilizer, until the mid-1980s, Malawi generally achieved food security nationwide. After
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adopting Structural Adjustment Programs by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the
World Bank since late 1980s, the subsidies were gradually removed reducing the use of
hybrid maize and fertilizers and maize market prices were liberalized becoming more
volatile. As a result, production per capita went down and a structural food deficit situation
emerged (Cromwell et al., 2001).

Up until the first years of the 21th century, Malawi still experienced food insecurity of
varying intensity. The most recent food crises are of 2002 and 2005, with the former regarded
as Malawi’s worst recorded famine and the latter putting more than one third of the country’s
population in food shortages (Devereux, 2002; Phiri, 2006). All the incidents were triggered
by erratic rain leading to crop (particularly maize) failure and exacerbated by a number of
other political and institutional factors. The multifaceted reasons behind the 2002 famine
have been well documented in literature. In 2001, Malawi’s major donors (EU, World Bank
and IMF) advised the country to export 105,000 MT of its stock (from 165,000 MT to 60,000
MT) in the Strategic Grain Reserve to pay its $1 billion debt and reduce storing expense of
the old maize stock. However, the advice was taken too far when most of the stock was sold,
mainly in the domestic market without being replenished. As a result, the grain reserve was
completely depleted by mid-2001. By then floods had occurred in Central and Southern
Malawi cutting maize production by 30% leading to a national maize deficit of 273,000 MT.
What’s more, the structural adjustment programs of the World Bank and IMF since the 1980s
allowed more liberalization of the agricultural market to private traders. As a result, the low
food supply caused sharp increase in food price making many poor people unable to afford
food when their own crops failed. Despite different statistics in the amount of death tolls, the
number of hunger and hunger-related deaths during the period was believed to reach
thousands of people (Devereux, 2002; Rubin, 2008).

The frequent occurrence of food deficit situations in the country until 2006 was attributed
partly to its adherence to the World Bank’s Structural Adjustment Programs. Among the
consequences of the adherence were rising fertilizer prices, low maize production resulted
from low input and volatile maize prices. All combined added with unfavorable weather
patterns have worsened the food security situation of poor farmers.

After the serious food deficit of 2005/2006, the newly elected president Bingu wa
Mutharika launched a significant fertilizer and seed subsidy that has proved to be very
successful. Under favourable rain conditions the maize yield in 2006 was unprecedentedly
high. It was reported that the success of the subsidy program not only made Malawi self-
sufficient in food but also provided a surplus for export to its neighbouring countries
(Chinsinga, 2007). According to Mwale (2009) under the impact of the subsidy program, in
2009 65% of the households produced enough food for the whole year and 60% could afford
three meals per day. Even though the subsidy program has helped generate more food and
hence improve the food security situation in this donor-dependent country, its sustainability is
questionable while many Malawian families still experience food shortage. According to GHI
index of 2010 the country food insecurity is at serious level (see Appendix 1).

Another aspect worth consideration when discussing food security in Malawi is the
dominance of maize in the country. In Malawi, maize remains the most important staple crop,
accounting for two thirds of the annual calorie consumption. Malawi is among the countries
with the highest maize consumption per capita in the world with 160 kg per person per
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annum (Byerlee and Eicher, 1997). To most Malawians, chimanga ndi moyo - maize is life
(Smale, 1995). The food security situation in the country hence depends mostly on maize
production. However, maize is a highly sensitive crop to weather conditions, especially
rainfall level and soil quality. This reliance added with the unpredictability of rainfall and
input prices has made Malawian small-scale farmers highly vulnerable to food crises (Menon,
2007). Policies from government and donors have historically favoured maize, increasing this
vulnerability.

Realizing the gap, donors such as the Department for International Development of the
United Kingdom (DFID), the European Union (EU) and the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) have implemented livelihood diversification programs
to introduce other crops for cultivation and reduce the dependence on maize. Cassava is
among those that have been complimented as a suitable crop for food security.

2.2. Cassava in Malawi
Cassava has been one of the key crops in Malawi especially in such lakeshore districts as

Karonga, Nkhata Bay and Nkhotakota where it is cultivated by more than 90% of the
households. In these lakeshore areas, cassava is used as main staple food while in other
districts cassava is more considered a minor crop and is often used for snack either raw or
simply processed (boiled or roasted) (Kambewa and Nyembe, 2008; Haggblade, 2007). At
national level, despite remaining the second most important crop after maize, cassava has
enjoyed an increased importance and gradual favourable policy in the country. In recent
decades, under the same trend as other African countries Malawi has experienced a cassava
surge due to changes in the natural and human environment. The maize subsidy system was
eliminated during the late 1980s making maize inputs (fertilizers, seeds, etc.) more costly,
resulting in negative returns in some years while improved cassava varieties increased yields.
Moreover, the high rate of HIV-AIDS prevalence in both rural and urban areas of Malawi
(12%-25%) has also attributed to the shift to cassava, which is featured as a low labour and
low input crop. Demand for cassava is increasing rapidly due to population growth, rural-
urban migration and economic decline. Food insecurity and hunger also lead to a shift from
cereals to cassava, which can be stored underground for long and harvested at flexible times.
The drought that occurred during 1991/1992 triggered more interest from both government
and farmers in such drought tolerant, less risky crop as cassava. As a result, cassava
production has increased spectacularly, as much as 20% per year since the mid-1990s
(Nweke and Haggblade, 2010; Chiwona-Karltun, 2001). The production quantity of 2009 was
approximately 3.9 million tonnes, over four times more than that of 1999 (FAOSTAT, 2009).

According to Nweke and Haggblade (2010), the cassava surge in Malawi has brought
beneficial impacts financially, socially and environmentally. Food security is more
achievable among subsistence farmers in Northern lakeshore districts while farmers who
market their crop, especially in Central and Southern Malawi, is gaining higher returns. The
transformation is said to contribute to equity as major small-scale poor farmers can benefit
from it. In terms of sustainability aspects, cassava requires low inputs thanks to which
farmers can sustain their production easily through appropriate fallow and soil restoration
practice without depending on any external financial resources for fertilizers or pesticides. In
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the long-term, this practice is also beneficial to the environment and ecosystem (Nweke and
Haggblade, 2010).

In terms of research extensions, cassava also receives an increased interest. During 1970s,
the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA) was the only institution that bred
improved cassava varieties, especially for resistance against the African mosaic virus from
crossing with certain wild species (FAO and IFAD, 2005). In Malawi, the surge of cassava
has been accompanied by more attention from both the government and donors to promote
research on the once neglected crop.  The “Unleashing the Power of Cassava in Africa in
Response to the Food Price Crisis” (UPoCA) project was born taking advantages of
preceding research results aiming to popularize cassava as a remedy against food insecurity
and poverty.

2.3. UPoCA Project
2.3.1. Background of UPoCA project

The UPoCA project was developed in response to the world food price crisis of 2007-
2008, when the World Bank reported that the world food prices had increased by 83% over
the three previous years. The number of people suffering from hunger was increasing among
whom poor people in sub-Saharan Africa accounted for a significant number. The two-year-
long UPoCA project was conducted in the seven countries of Democratic Republic of Congo,
Ghana, Malawi, Mozambique, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and Tanzania by IITA in collaboration
with national partners and Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) partners. The countries
were chosen based on the relevance with food crisis concern and the potential positive
impacts under immediate interventions to increase cassava production. The project was
funded by USAID with the goal of “enhancing food security in vulnerable communities in
Africa in the face of global food price crisis”. The project aimed to “provide adequate supply
of cassava products at economically affordable prices through availability of improved
varieties, production processes and farm-gate processing”. It was to realize three specific
objectives:

(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.

(IITA, 2008)

The expected impacts included:

(1) Increased yield by at least 30% due to improved pest and disease resistant
cassava varieties disseminated,

(2) Increased cassava production, added value and reduced harvest loss and
(3) Enhanced food security, improved wellbeing and nutrition and increased

income generating capacity of producers.
(IITA, 2008)
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2.3.2. UPoCA project in Malawi

In Malawi UPoCA was implemented in the 6 districts of Mzimba, Kasungu, Dowa,
Ntchisi, Lilongwe and Blantyre (figure 4). The project was conducted in collaboration with
partners including Ministry of Agriculture (particularly the District Agricultural Development
Offices of Dowa, Kasungu, Ntchisi and Mzimba), Evangelical Lutheran Development
Services (ELDS) and Total Land Care (TLC), two Non-Government Organisations (NGOs)
operating with long-time experience in Malawi. According to the project proposal, priority
would be given to vulnerable households especially those who are female-headed and HIV-
infected.

Figure 4. Cassava multiplication sites of UPoCA in Malawi (Source: IITA Malawi)

UPoCA carried out a number of activity components including base line survey, mass
propagation and distribution of improved planting materials, value adding/product
development, capacity building and advocacy/publicity. In Malawi, distribution of improved
planting materials was the key activity. To generate quality planting materials for the project
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distribution, seed farms in Kasungu and Lilongwe were established to multiply improved
varieties (Manyokola, Sauti and Silira). Besides, the project also identified potential good
planting materials in the localities, purchased and distributed them to interested farmers in the
targeted districts. The project ensured the quality of the seeds through verification exercise at
the seed farms, technical assistance as well as monitoring visits. Planting materials were
distributed to farmers in bundles. Each bundle consisted of 50 cassava stems of one meter
length. According to its final report, a total of 33,799 bundles of cassava were distributed to
Kasungu, Dowa, Ntchisi and Mzimba districts covering an estimated area of 514.4 hectares
(IITA Malawi, 2010). In 2009 alone the number of beneficiaries reached 1,031 farmers,
among which 149 were female. The target number of beneficiaries was 100,000 farmers both
directly and through passing on system (multiplier effect).

In addition, the project promoted farm gate processing and value added activities through
supporting selected processors with equipment and capacity building. Machines and
technology like graters, presses, hammer mills, stainless steel sieves and solar driers were
provided. Since the project ended recently, it is not advisable to evaluate the project
according to its objectives but to look at its implementation and immediate impacts.
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II. The study
1. Objectives and research questions

The overall objective of the research reported here was to explore the perceptions1 of the
beneficiaries towards the different activities conducted by the “Unleashing the Power of
Cassava in Africa in Response to Food Crisis” (UPoCA) project.

Research questions:

1) What are the beneficiaries’ perceptions towards activities implemented by the
UPoCA project?
2) What are farmers’ perceptions of impacts that cassava seeds from the UPoCA
project might have on food security situation of the households?
3) Can the beneficiaries sustain the benefits beyond the project’s life?
4) Are there any gendered differences in project implementation and adoption of the
crop?

2. Key concepts
2.1. Food security and food insecurity

Food security is a dynamic concept whose varied definitions have been developed in
the last decades (Maxwell and Smith, 1992). The World Food Summit (1996) introduced a
widely adopted definition “Food security exists when all people at all times, have physical
and economic access to sufficient safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and
food preferences for an active and healthy life”. The definition, despite being comprehensive
and widely used, has been commented upon as “an ideal that no country could hope to reach”
(Timmer, 2004).

Food insecurity is the concept at the other side of the same coin. According to FAO’s
official webpage on hunger, food insecurity “exists when people lack access to sufficient
amounts of safe and nutritious food, and therefore are not consuming enough for an active
and healthy life. This may be due to the unavailability of food, inadequate purchasing power,
or inappropriate utilization at household level.” (FAO, n.d.) Food security and food insecurity
are the two concepts in parallel. Discussing one concept includes implications on the other.

Food security can be discussed at different scales and consists of four dimensions, 1)
Physical availability of food, 2) Economic and physical access to food, 3) Food utilization
and 4) Stability of the other three dimensions over time (FAO, 2008). At national level, food
availability is determined by both production level and the ability to import food to meet the
nation’s consumption needs. Though an adequate aggregate quantity of food available is the
prerequisite condition for food security, it does not necessarily denote food security situation
of the population, especially at such lower levels as households and individuals. As early as
1981, research by Sen (1981) showed that many hunger and famine cases did occur in time of
increased food production. Sen used the entitlement approach to examine the causes of food
insecurity, which addressed not only the availability dimension but more significantly the

1 Perceptions in the context of this research are understood simply as whether the beneficiaries were satisfied
(positive) or dissatisfied (negative) with the interventions.
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access to food. It covers “the ability of people to command food through legal means
available in the society including the use of production possibilities, trade opportunities,
entitlement vis-à-vis the state and other methods of acquiring food” (Sen, 1981). In the case
of a rural Malawian family, their access to food is determined mainly by their own food
production or income gained from selling produces or off-farm work. While off-farm income
is scare and low, the rain-fed agriculture makes food entitlement of Malawian farmers more
vulnerable to failure under the changing climate, especially when droughts occur more
regularly (Sahley, 2005). In the same hierarchical order, access to food does not ensure
adequate nutrition without appropriate utilization of food. The dimension is mostly affected
by psychological and social factors including culture, values, habits and preferences.

In terms of the time dimension, food insecurity is generally divided into two types: chronic
and transitional (FAO, 2008). Chronic food insecurity is persistent shortage or lack of access
to food that prevents nutritional requirements from being met for a sustained period of time.
Transitional or transitory food insecurity occurs when food needs are not met within a shorter
duration. Maxwell and Smith (1992) (referred from CIDA, 1989) further divided transitory
food insecurity into seasonal and temporary food insecurity. While the former occurs
repeatedly and predictably after a sequence of known events, the latter occurs within a
limited time caused by unexpected irregular events.

As this research uses household2 level as its unit, household food security will be our
focus. Food security at household level means that all the household members should have
access to an adequate supply of nutritious and safe food to meet their nutritional needs. Due
to the fact that most studied households are of subsistence farming, food security in this
research is determined by the level of production of the household to meet their own needs.
Households whose production is insufficient for consumption are characterised as food
insecure. Moreover, food security in the context is, as expected, a dynamic concept that might
be not the same to all farmers. Within its scope, the research does not examine individual
food consumption nor the number of meals nor the amount of food intake per day of each
household. In these regards, the classification of food secure and food insecure is not based
on fixed criteria but rather on perspectives of the respondents.

2.2. Beneficiary vs. Non-beneficiary
As the research focuses on the perceptions of UPoCA’s beneficiaries of their activities, the

subjects of the research were sampled from the list of beneficiaries provided by the project
partners (i.e. involving only households considered to have benefited from the project).
However, the survey discovered that a number of respondents who did not benefit from the
interventions were also included.  This discovery divided the studied households into two
different groups: beneficiary and non-beneficiary.

According to Britannica Concise Encyclopaedia, a beneficiary is “a person or entity that
receives a benefit from something”. All households that received any benefits from one or
more components of the project (i.e. planting materials, trainings or processing equipment)

2 “A household is the 'smallest coherent social unit of people who reside together and maintain collective
organization of food procurement and use, as well as other joint activities.” (H Pelto and Pelto, 1984)
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first-hand were categorized as beneficiaries. As only the two first components were
implemented in Kasungu and Dowa, the third component of processing support will not be
considered without affecting the research results. On the other hand, households that did not
benefit directly from any of the activities above belong to non-beneficiary category. The
analysis is hence added with another aspect, discussing the differences (if any) of the two
groups. However, it should be noted that the non-beneficiaries in the study could not be
considered representative of all households in the two districts that did not receive benefits
from the projects.

3. Study areas

Malawi is divided into 8 Agricultural Development Divisions (ADDs) covering 28
districts. The study was conducted in Kasungu ADD, central Malawi in the two districts of
Dowa and Kasungu (figure 5). The districts share borders and both are bordered with the
capital Lilongwe to the south. Table 1 compares some characteristics of the two districts.

Table 1: Kasungu and Dowa - basic figures (Malawi Population and Housing Census 2008)
District Area

(km2)
Population
(people)

Population
density

(people/km2)

Total number
of

households

Average
household size

Kasungu 7,878 616,085 78 127,265 4.8
Dowa 3,041 556,678 183 121,884 4.6

Kasungu covers an area of 7,878 square kilometres with a population of 616,085 people
(National Census, 2008). The district enjoys a tropical climate with temperature ranging from
12 to 30 degree Celsius and annual rainfall of 500-1200 mm. The wet season starts in
November/December and ends in March/April. Kasungu is topographically flat with the
highest point of 1272 metres (Kasungu District Assembly, 2003).

The population density in Kasungu is 78 people per square kilometre (2008). There are
127,265 households of 4.8 people on average in size. According to Kasungu District Socio
Economic Profile (2003), 34% of the households are female headed. The average land
holding size is 1.9 hectare. Major crops includes tobacco, maize, groundnuts, and sweet
potato in which tobacco has been the key cash crop of the district. Kasungu is considered the
tobacco capital of Malawi. Statistics shows 49% of the population in Kasungu lived below
the poverty line in 2002 (Kasungu District Assembly, 2002).

Dowa has a smaller area of 3041 square kilometres. Like its neighbouring district, Dowa
has a tropical climate characterised by a unimodal rainfall pattern. The rainy season runs
from November to March. However in June and July some parts of the district can also
experience rain showers. The annual rainfall ranges from 500–2000 mm while range of
average temperature is from 15-35 degrees Celsius. In terms of topography, Dowa is divided
into two distinctive parts. The eastern part is dominantly hilly covered with sticky laterite
soils that are suitable for dimba crops (vegetable, fruits and sugar cane). The western, on the
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other hand, is quite flat and open to such crops like maize, tobacco and groundnuts. The
highest peak in the district is at 1698 m above sea level (Nyirenda, 2010).

According to the National population and housing census of 2008, there are 556,678 people
living in the district making a density of 183 people per square kilometre. The district
accommodates 121,884 households with the average household size of 4.6 people. The
average land holding size is 0.8 hectares. Main crops include maize, cassava, sweet potatoes,
groundnuts, beans, soya beans, fruits and vegetables. Agriculture remains predominantly
rain-fed subsistent covering 86% of cultivable land. The main cash crops are tobacco,
paprika, and legumes with supplements of maize, cassava and sweet potatoes as well as
vegetables and fruits. According to Dowa District Assembly (2002), 54% of the population in
the district live below the poverty line.

Food insecurity is considered the first problem to be addressed in the Development Plan of
both districts. The two districts also share other problems of poor accessibility, low
household income, high morbidity and mortality among others (Dowa Districts Assembly,
2002; Kasungu District Assembly, 2002). According to FAO (2003), both Kasungu and
Dowa are major tobacco areas of Malawi where tobacco sales accounted for 89% and 95% of
a household’s cash income respectively. However in recent years, tobacco prices have
dropped significantly, far from covering farmers’ production cost (Ngozo, 2011). The
situation demanded a diversification in crop cultivation if improved food security and
livelihoods in these tobacco-dependent areas were to be achieved.

Figure 5 shows the positions of the two districts and the distribution of cassava production
in Malawi. Cassava is more of a traditional crop in districts along Lake Malawi. Although
cassava should have a big market potential in Lilongwe, only 25-49% of the households in
Kasungu and Dowa are growing it. Due to that situation, UPoCA mainly conducted two
activities in the two districts: 1) mass propagation and distribution of improved planting
materials, and 2) training on production and processing.
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Figure 5. Cassava production distribution in Malawi and study districts (in
blue boundary) (Adapted picture from IITA Malawi)

4. Methods

Out of the project districts, Dowa and Kasungu were selected as research sites because
there were more activities and it was also more convenient in mobility within the limited time
of the research. To answer the above questions of the UPoCA project case study, both
quantitative and qualitative methods were used in combination:
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4.1. Quantitative methods

Lists of beneficiary farmers were provided by UPoCA partners namely Kasungu District
Agriculture Development Office (DADO), Dowa DADO, ELDS and TLC who in
collaboration with IITA implemented the project at the localities.

Sampling
In total, the sampling frame includes 414 beneficiaries (187 from Kasungu and 227 from

Dowa), 67 of which were females. Two sampling techniques, disproportionate stratified
random sampling and systematic random sampling, were employed in combination to select
120 farmers for the study. As there were much fewer women than men in the sampling frame,
the former technique (dividing the sampling frame into two strata of males and females and
purposely designating a disproportionate proportion of males and females) helped avoid
underrepresenting female farmers in the study. The latter was used to select the number of
respondents needed after nth interval from a random start. The two techniques combined also
ensured an optimal geographical distribution of the sampled. In total 40 female farmers and
80 male farmers were sampled for the study.

Questionnaire
A semi-structured questionnaire was developed and pre-printed. The questionnaire

included both multiple choice and open-ended questions and was divided into 7 sections: 1)
household identification, 2) general profile of the household, 3) food security situation, 4)
cassava production, 5) perceptions on UPoCA interventions, 6) cassava utilization and
income, and 7) overall perceptions, recommendations and free comments on cassava and
UPoCA. The pre-testing was conducted prior to the actual survey to test the questionnaire
and estimate the time needed for each interview. After revision, the survey was conducted
within 30 days from May to June 2011.

Individual households were visited and beneficiaries interviewed. In the absence of the
main beneficiaries, other members of the family were the substituted respondents. The
questionnaires were in English but the interviews were conducted in Chichewa with the help
of local translators. Each questionnaire took 1-2 hours to complete. On average 4-8
questionnaires were administered per day depending on time taken to reach the beneficiaries.

4.2. Qualitative methods

Key informants interview
Partners from Dowa DADO and Kasungu DADO, local facilitators of ELDS and TLC,

and staffs of IITA Malawi who directly involved in the project were interviewed. In total, 11
key informants were interviewed following unstructured checklists to get more insights about
the project implementation and cassava production as well as food security situation in the
areas.
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Focus group discussions (FDGs)
FDGs were organized to provide a free environment for participants to express their

opinions. Two FDGs in Dowa and one FDG in Kasungu were held to cross-check the
information from the interviews and get more information that might not previously be
covered. The FDGs included both male and females farmers and encouraged an equal chance
to talk for each participant. The numbers of participants in the three FDGs were 10 (7 males,
3 females), 7 (5 males, 2 females) and 12 (5 males, 7 females) respectively. Unstructured and
open checklists were used to maximize the information received but still focused on
information about cassava production, the distribution and how the farmers perceived it.
Each FDG lasted around one hour.

4.3. Method of data analysis

The unit of analysis in this study was the household. A polygamous family whose
members lived together in the same house was considered one household. The statistical
package SPSS 19 software was used for data analysis. Simple descriptive statistics
(frequencies, descriptive, cross-tabulations) and output generated from techniques like chi-
square test, logistic regression were utilized to draw out patterns and compare groups.

Information from FDGs, interviews and open-ended survey questions was the main
information source to explain statistical data as well as for discussion.

5. Scope of the study

The study only considers the UPoCA project implemented by IITA Malawi in Dowa and
Kasungu districts of Malawi as a case study. It does not cover other project sites of UPoCA.
Moreover, this small scope research does not take HIV-AIDS infected households who
constituted an important prioritized targeted beneficiary group of the UPoCA project into
consideration, due to complicated nature of the group.
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III. Results of the survey

The results are organized thematically corresponding to the research questions with the
issues of gendered differences examined accordingly.

1. Socio-economic characteristics of the studied households
The final number of female beneficiaries interviewed was 39 accounting for 32.5% of the

interviewed sample while that of male beneficiaries is 81 representing 67.5%.
The emergence of non-beneficiary group as explained in chapter II enabled comparison
between beneficiaries and the unofficial control group of non-beneficiaries though the latter
could not be considered representatives of all non-beneficiary households. Table 2 shows
socio-economic characteristics of the studied households. In general, there were not big
differences in characteristics of beneficiary and non-beneficiary groups. The most noticeable
difference was of land size variable. The mean land size of beneficiary households (3.53 ±
0.36) is almost 1 hectare bigger than that of the non-beneficiaries (2.68 ± 0.65). However,
results from Chi-square tests for independence between each variable in the table and
beneficiary status (beneficiary/non-beneficiary) indicated no significant association between
location of household, household type, age and education of household head, number of farm
labour, land size, number of crops and the fact if they received direct support from the project
(p>>.05).

Table 2. Socio-economic characteristics of households by beneficiary and
non-beneficiary groups

Variables Beneficiary Non-Beneficiary Total
(N=107) (N=13) (N=120)

District: Kasungu 51.4% (55) 46.2% (6) 50.8% (61)
Dowa 48.6% (52) 53.8% (7) 49.2% (59)

Household type: Male-headed 94.4%(101) 84.6% (11) 93.3% (112)
Female-headed 5.6% (6) 15.4% (2) 6.7% (8)

*Age of HHH 47.26 (1.17) 46.46 (3.51) 47.18 (1.10)
*Education of HHH 6.41 (0.36) 6.62 (1.33) 6.43 (0.35)
*HH size 6.59 (0.36) 5.62 (0.47) 6.48 (0.33)
*Land size (ha) 3.53 (0.36) 2.68 (0.65) 3.44 (0.33)
*No. of people working on the farm 4.09 (0.21) 3.54 (0.42) 4.03 (0.19)
*Number of crops 4.38 (0.40) 4.86 (0.11) 4.81 (0.10)

*: Mean value ± standard error of the mean (SEM) in pathenthesis

Characteristics of household heads
8 out of 120 households (16.7%) were female headed which were divided evenly between

the two districts. Among 112 households that were male headed, 11 (9.2%) had more than
one wife.
In terms of age, the mean age of the household heads was 47.18 ± 1.10, quite evenly
distributed within the wide range from 22 up to 73. There was a high proportion of household
heads from 35 to 50 years old (42.5%) or older than 50 years old (41.7%). This might explain
why there were 10% of household heads lacking formal education. The mean number of
years of schooling was 6.43 ± 0.35 and the mode was 8 years (25%) while 21.7% of the
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household heads had 10-16 years of education. All the household heads did farming as their
main occupation except for one working as a vendor.

Socio-economic characteristics of the households
The studied households were featured by the mean household size of 6.48 ± 0.33. The

majority of 120 households had from 3 to 10 members with an exception of one polygamous
household having 32 members. Though some households could manage to hire ganyu (casual
labour), the household’s main source of labour was the family members themselves. The
number of labour working on the farm ranged from 1 to 12 people with the mean of 4.03 ±
0.19. According to answers to an open ended question asking the respondents to list all farm
tools that the family owned, all the households used very simple, basic tools such as hoes,
slashes, panga knives and axes. Mechanical farming machines including tractors was
completely absent. Moreover, the majority of the households (86.4%) considered farming as
their most important income source. Regarding land, 95.8% of the land ownership was
customary. Most of the households own a bigger area of land than 1 hectare, 16.7% having
more than 5 hectares of land. The mean area of land is 3.44 hectares ± 0.33.

In terms of cultivation, in the 2010/2011 season the vast majority of the household grow a
combination of different crops with 98.3% growing at least 3 crop types. The mean number
of crops grown is 4.81 ± 0.10. Maize is the crop grown by 100% of the studied households.
Groundnut and cassava were also common crops which were grown by 90% and 89% of the
households respectively. Tobacco, known as a historic cash crop of Malawi, was cultivated
by 61.2% of the households studied. More households in Dowa grew tobacco than their
couterparts in Kasungu, 67.8% vs. 57.4%. Other common crops were soya (44.2%) and other
beans (40.8%).

2. Cassava production and utilization

Cassava production
Qualitative interview data revealed that the households in the survey had different

experiences in growing cassava. Some households started growing the crop as early as the
1970s, some started during the 1980s or 1990s and some started lately. The majority of the
households started taking the crop in recent years, especially during the period of UPoCA
project as 64.7% first grew the crop between 2008 and 2011.

Among the households growing cassava, the majority (70.8%) started growing the crop
with free planting materials from projects or other farmers. Among those, 40.8% received
their first cassava planting materials from UPoCA project. Other farmers either sourced their
first seeds from exchanging produces/labour or buying from their peer farmers. 98 out of 107
beneficiaries (93.3%) stated that they would multiply the seeds themselves for following
seasons.

In addition to those who started cassava with the help of the project, 64.1% of the
households had increased their cassava production area in the previous three years. On the
other hand, there were 19.2% who decreased their cassava area and 16.7% keeping the same
level of production due to different reasons as listed in the table 3:
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Table 3: Reasons for changing land use for cassava
Reasons for increasing area Reasons for decreasing area
For more income/a substitute for tobacco as a
cash crop
For assisting hunger time/for more food
Availability of planting materials
Realizing the overall benefit
Climate change (less rainfall, dry spell, etc.)
Availability of land
Availability of labour

Lack of planting materials
Lack of land
Lack of labour
Prioritizing other crops
Climate change (less rainfall, dry spell, etc.)
Being attacked by animal
Being stolen by thieves
Being attacked by diseases
Poor seed quality
Lack of market

In terms of the most preferred characteristic of a cassava variety, three characteristics
deemed as important are early maturing, sweet taste and disease resistant according to 25.7%,
25.7% and 20.4% of the households respectively. Furthermore, 97.2% of the respondents
preferred sweet variety. The preferences reflect yield, food and market driven aims of the
farmers.
Among 120 households, 34 (29.6%) had previously stopped growing cassava at least once
due to a number of reasons including diseases, thieves, failure to preserve planting materials,
animal attack, lacking of planting materials and difficulty in selling the products.

At the time of interview, the mean area of cassava cultivated land by the studied
household was 0.33 ha ± 0.31. The majority of the households (88.4%) grew less than 1 ha of
cassava, 13.3% had from 1.2 ha to 2 ha while 8.3% did not grow cassava at all. All of the
respondents confirmed the absence of fertilizer use in cassava field. Giving acceptable yield
without fertilizer is one of the most popular advantages of cassava compared to other crops
especially to poor, modest-income households in the research.

Cassava utilization and marketing
Among all the households, cassava production was just at the first stage, i.e. subsistence

crop with very little commercialization. Most of the households processed and consumed
cassava in a simple manner. They either ate fresh cassava or made simple dishes like boiled
cassava or futali3. A miller was used when some households (29.4%) made flour for nsima4.
Cassava leaves were popular among the majority of the households (84.6%) as a relish.
Fresh cassava was reported to be the main form of generating income from cassava. Very few
households sold boiled cassava (7.3%) or cassava stems (4.9%). Cassava flour had no market
in studied districts and was solely made for family consumption.

Perceived advantages of cassava
Many farmers acknowledged the usefulness of the crop from which they could get ready

food, nsima, cash, relish and seeds (stems) for the following season. Many respondents
agreed that cassava was a good source of both food and cash. As a food source, it could assist

3 boiled cassava cooked with groundnut flour
4 a thick porridge used as staple food in everyday meal of Malawians.
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maize and helped sustain the maize stock longer. Some farmers called cassava a food security
crop as it was the crop that they could rely on during food scarcity period of January –
February, when maize had run out of and the cash from such crops like tobacco had already
been spent.  More respondents praised cassava as a much better source of cash than maize or
tobacco. Cassava gave them better income especially during the current situation of
plummeted tobacco price. Cassava gave tobacco farmers hope for a substitute crop for their
traditional cash crop. Moreover, farmers received immediate payment after selling cassava,
unlike tobacco that took days until the payment was made. Thanks to its long underground
storage capability, farmers could save cassava in the field and sold a small amount whenever
they needed cash for soap, sugar, salt, etc. Another advantage mentioned was that cassava
was easy to sell fresh at farm gate, which saved farmers sweat, time and money for not
having to process and bring the bulky roots to urban markets for sale. Therefore, cassava has
strongly enhanced farmers’ food security through both increased food provision and access to
food. Also in line with literature, the respondents described cassava as an easy crop to grow
even in condition of little rain, tolerant to the change of climate, needing no fertilizer and
requiring less labour. Cassava was considered the best crop to grow according to some
respondents.

Perceived difficulties in growing cassava
Although most of studied farmers acknowledged advantages of cassava over other crops,

some did mention challenges of growing cassava. Figure 6 condensed main challenges that
the households faced in all stages of cassava cultivation.

Figure 6. Perceived main difficulties in cassava cultivation

Cassava and gender
In general men remained the main person in a household to take the decision on crops

including cassava cultivation. However, who made the decision varied between different
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tasks and issues. In terms of land use, it was decided by the husbands of 55% of the
households. Women got the right to decide on their own mostly in case of female headed
households (in 7 out of 8 households). Women also had a say with their husbands when both
of them decided which crops to grow (35.9%).
The decision to grow cassava was made by the husband of 52.1% households. In 33.3%, it
was made jointly by husband and wife. 12% women of the studied households decided to
grow cassava on their own which is higher than the case of total land use.
Moreover, a higher percentage of women among the households decided which cassava
varieties to grow with 17.2% solely choosing the varieties on their own.  Another 37.1%
more women decided together with their husbands.
In different tasks of cassava cultivation, it was common that women and men in the family
jointly do the work. These tasks include land preparation, planting, weeding, harvesting and
selling cassava.  Some other tasks like sourcing of the seeds and processing were more
gendered. While the former was taken care of solely by the husband in majority of the
households (63.2%), the latter (peeling, boiling, etc.) was more the work of women and
children (in 82.8% of the households).

3. Food security situation
Among 120 households, there were 44 (36.7%) saying that they were food insecure for a

period of the year (figure 7).

Figure 7. Annual food security situation of the households at the time of the study

Dowa district had almost double percentage of hungry households compared to Kasungu,
45.8% vs. 27.9%. However, the food security situation across household type was quite
evenly distributed. Although there was a disproportional ratio between female-headed and
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male-headed households in the study, the proportion of hungry families in each household
type was roughly equal with 37.5% and 36.6% respectively. Chi-square tests for
independence indicated no significant association between household type or beneficiary
status and food security situation (p>>.05). There was not much difference in food secure
situation between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries (figure 8).
The number of hungry months varied with the mode of 2 months. Particularly there was a
family that suffered food shortage over 9 months of the year. Figure 9 illustrated the hunger
prone period to be from November to March every year. February was the month when most
households had to look for food elsewhere.

Figure 8. Annual food security situation at the time of the study

Figure 9. Hunger months according to farmers
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4. Perceptions of UPoCA interventions
Out of 120 studied households, 13 (10.8%) including 2 female-headed and 11 male-

headed, did not receive any planting materials or trainings from the project due to various
reasons (which will be discussed later).

The benefiting farmers were asked about their perceptions on planting material
distribution and training activities of the project with a focus on the former as the main
component of the project. It included perceptions on type, quality and quantity of the seeds
delivered as well as timing, information provided and delivery method of the distribution.

Perceptions of the distribution of cassava planting materials
The perceptions of the distribution are presents in figure 10. The main cassava variety

distributed was Manyokola, a local selected sweet variety that all the households preferred
over bitter varieties. The majority of the beneficiaries were satisfied with the type of planting
materials they received. Only 1.9% of the households (all male-headed) was not happy as
they received varieties different from what had been promised (figure 10a).

In terms of the quality of the planting materials distributed, 22.4% of the beneficiaries
stated that the materials were not in good condition when they received them. Among the
complaints mentioned were that the materials were dry or bruised. Half of the female-headed
households receiving the planting materials were not satisfied with the quality, which was
shared with 20.8% of the male headed households (figure 10b).

The quantity distributed to each household varied within a wide range, from 1 up to 75
bundles. The mean quantity was 15.08 ± 1.34.bundles per household. Some households
received seeds only once while others received several times during the project.  Most of the
farmers would like to have a bigger quantity of seeds as 62.6% stated that the quantity
distributed was not enough. In this aspect, there is a marked difference between male-headed
and female-headed households. While 66.7% of the female-headed households were satisfied
with the quantity, the percentage of the male-headed households was only 34.7% (figure
10c).

More than half of the respondents (52.4%) stated that the timing of the distribution was
not appropriate saying that the materials came either too early or too late in regard to the
planting time which corresponded to rains. The male-headed households gave the same
percentage while 83.3% of the women heads were dissatisfied with the distribution time
(figure 10d).

The majority of the farmers (79%) were satisfied with the information provided about the
varieties and the distribution. Approximate the same proportions were found in both
household groups (figure 10e).

Regarding methods of delivery, 86.8% of the farmers liked the way that planting materials
were distributed despite some contrary opinions on the best methods (figure 10f). Some
stated that they should be distributed right near their houses for easy transportation as they
had no or few resources to bring the bulky seeds home. On the contrary, others voiced the
opinion that it was good not to distribute the stems too close to the houses because distance
ensured that only farmers serious enough and willing to make an effort could get the seeds.
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Figure 10. Perceptions of the planting material distribution according to household types
(FHHH: Female- headed household; MHHH: Male-headed household)

Perceptions of training
As more focus was put on the seed distribution activity, not all beneficiary farmers have

received training from the project. In total only 47 of 120 (39.2%) households reported to
attend trainings of some form. Among those, there was only one female-headed household
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who benefited. Out of the other 46 male-headed households benefiting from the training, the
husband alone attended in 36 cases. In three households both husband and wife attended and
in seven cases a wife or daughter attended alone. In total, out of 120 households only 11
women experienced training from the project.

Almost all of the households who received training (91.5% of 46 households) were
satisfied with the activity. Three respondents did not give their comments and one farmer was
dissatisfied and considered the training session too short (figure 11).

100
91.3 91.5

0

2.2 2.1

0 6.5 6.4

FHHH (%) MHHH (%) Total (%)

Satisfied Dissatisfied No answer

Figure 11. Perceptions of training according to household type

Overall perceptions
The overall perceptions are presented in Figure 12. All the beneficiaries agreed that the

project was of great help in improving food security in the region, but only 87.9% stated that
they were satisfied with the project. While most of the beneficiaries in Kasungu were
satisfied with the UPoCA project, there were 23.1% of their peers in Dowa dissatisfied with
it.  In terms of household type, all the female-headed households were happy with the project
while 12.9% of the male-headed households were not. However, all the respondents shared
their gratitude to the project for providing them a chance to improve their livelihoods. They
appreciated the support from UPoCA and recognized the project in promoting a good crop
like cassava, which helped many households in the village improve food security and
livelihoods.
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Figure 12. Overall perceptions of UPoCA project according to district and household type

Direct logistic regression was performed to assess the impact of a number of factors on the
likelihood that households would be satisfied with UPoCA project or not. The model
contained eight independent variables including household type, household size, farm labour,
land holding size, district, food security situation, total bundles of materials received and
training attendance. The model as a whole containing all predictors was statistically
significant, Chi-square (8, N=120) =24.40, p=.002, indicating that the model was able to
distinguish between respondents who were satisfied and dissatisfied with UPoCA project.
The full model correctly classified 85.6% of the cases. As shown in table 4, all the individual
independent variables made no statistically significant contribution to the model except for
the district variable (p=.019 < .05).

Table 4. Logistic Regression predicting likelihood of satisfactory with overall UPoCA project

S.E. df Sig.
District 1.126 1 .019
HH Type 15504.920 1 .999
Land area .245 1 .573
Food security status .810 1 .773
HH Size .281 1 .300
Farm labour .370 1 .662
Seed quantity received .052 1 .141
Training .906 1 .105

Chi-square tests for independence were performed to test relationships between household
types and perceptions on the interventions. Results showed no significant association between
household type and perceptions on type, quality, quantity of planting materials distributed,
methods of delivery, information provided as well as the overall perceptions on the project
(p>>.05).
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IV. Discussion

In this section, I discuss the implications of the findings in relation to the UPoCA
activities. The discussion will be divided into the following 4 components 1) Identifying
beneficiaries - Targeting and inclusion 2) Cassava, UPoCA and food security, 3)
Implementation aspects of the UPoCA project, and 4) Sustainability aspects of the project.

1. Identifying beneficiaries - Targeting and inclusion
Identifying target beneficiaries and ensuring to include them in project implementation

have been considered crucial to the effectiveness of a development project. According to
Jaspars and Shoham (1999) targeting has been emphasized since the 1990s especially in
projects where there are limited resources and a need to concentrate on the worst affected
population. UPoCA project was well aware of the importance of targeting as its overall goal
was clearly stated in its proposal as “enhancing food security in vulnerable communities”
with a priority on the more vulnerable female-headed and HIV-infected households.
However, as targeting challenges have been well acknowledged, awareness is not easily
translated into implementation.

According to the project’s final report, out of 1031 beneficiaries in 2009 only 14.5% (149)
were female. Proportion from the sampling frame of the research shows the same finding that
male beneficiaries were dominant. 16.2% out of 414 beneficiaries submitted by the partners
were female. However, the proportion of female-headed households benefiting from the
project was even lower as a female beneficiary is not equivalent to a female-headed
household. The fact that 32.5% female beneficiaries were purposely sampled but there were
only 6.7% female-headed households supports the statement. With the average percentage
30.9% of the households in Malawi (34% in Kasungu) headed by women (National Statistical
Office and IFPRI, 2002; Benson et al., 2002), it can be concluded that the project failed to
include the more vulnerable households targeted.

Although Malawi has seen an increase in women’s participation in extension and the
government officially considered increased participation of female household heads in
agricultural extension as one of strategies to reach its national goals as early as 1990
(Sigman, 1995), much work needs to be done on the issue. As commented by Malindi (1995)
the high ratio of female- headed households in Malawi may explain the low participation of
women in development programs. Results of a study from Uganda showed that poor women
had limited access to extension due to a number of issues including cultural restrictions, lack
of access to land and control of land as well as women’s daily workload (Christoplos, 2010).
When discussing the participation of rural women in Malawi National Development Program,
Malindi (1995) quoted the same hindrances found by a number of researches that prevented
participation of women. The hindrances put on women who are heads of households are
generally even exaggerated due to factors like more family responsibility, less assistance
from the family, and less availability of labour and capital. However, as Sigman (1995) put it
“...the successful implementation of effective agricultural extension activities for women
farmers is likely to be the most difficult to achieve, but also perhaps the most significant in
the long-term.”
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Another important finding from the study is that 13 households (10.8%) were listed as
UPoCA’s beneficiaries without receiving any benefits from the projects for different reasons.
Looking at these reasons in retrospect offers insights in further aspects of the project. Three
households listed as the project’s beneficiaries were not involved in UPoCA but other
projects in the past. This revelation indicates that the number of real beneficiaries could be
well smaller than the reported number. A number of farmers were registered to receive seeds
never delivered due to shortage of planting materials, which was well-recognized by the
project. However, there was a case of a household in Kasungu that failed to get the planting
materials because its members were hungry and occupied in efforts to find sources of food
during the time of the distribution. The household had seven members, only two of whom
could work on the farm. The family owned over one hectare of land, had two hoes as the only
farming tools and grew maize and soya for their own consumption. However, the production
was far from meeting their demand. They went hungry for the longest period among the
sampled households, nine months from September till May. The family wished to grow
cassava and was added to the beneficiary list. However, when the planting materials were
distributed, they could not manage to collect the planting materials as they had to go away to
search for ganyu to get food. The household experienced food insecurity at alarming level
and was clearly visible as a vulnerable household. They might not represent the poorest in the
studied areas, yet their exclusion reflects a critical fact. The poorest and most vulnerable that
are targeted for support often lacked capacity and resources even to receive the support to
remedy their situation.

Though the project was aware of the more vulnerable groups, no practical measures
seemed to be exercised in implementation to actually materialize the awareness. No set of
criteria was developed to specify the target group of the project.  In practice, the participation
in UPoCA project was observed to be exercised on a voluntary basis. Interested households
in the project areas registered to be part of the project, in the most cases through a farmer
club. This voluntary approach has some advantages such as encouraging only farmers that
really intend to adopt the crop (, which is good in the context of the project site where
cassava had not been popularly favoured among local farmers), saving time and efforts in
implementation. However as there was a limited quantity of seeds, the lack of clear criteria
might marginalize more vulnerable groups due to their weaker social relations and less
capacity. Without being especially prioritized, the more vulnerable groups could easily be
excluded as shown in the study.

Participation has been well acknowledged as very important in development interventions.
In the UPoCA project, however, only passive participation or very low levels of participation
was observed throughout the project. The beneficiaries had little influence on the project and
according to the survey, were inadequately informed of what, when and how they would
benefit from the project. It was even very uncertain if they would actually be participants.
Farmers already have to cope with a lot of uncertainties coming from nature and market.
They have not many choices, yet the decision of which crops to grow should be made on
time, as the household’s food provision for the following year depends on it. The uncertainty
to be supported will not only affect the project’s effectiveness but also create distrust of
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farmers on development projects. In the worst case, contrary to its initial objectives, it might
also bring further unexpected mishaps to the farmers’ livelihoods. Therefore, a strategic plan
on participation and inclusion should have been developed and applied if goals and objectives
of the project were to be better achieved.

2. Cassava, UPoCA and food security

36.7% of the households in the study reported food deficit within one to nine months
every year. Some experienced both chronic hunger (long period) and seasonal hunger
(repeated yearly). The figure was revealing, not only about the food security situation among
the studied population but at a larger scale. A distinctive feature of the studied beneficiaries
of UPoCA project was a big land holding size compared to both national average and
regional average. The mean land size of the households was 3.44 ha while that of Malawi in
general was 1.12 ha (Dorward, 1999) and of Kasungu and Dowa were 1.9 ha and 0.8 ha
respectively. This reflects a requirement of UPoCA project that land should be available and
readily prepared to plant the distributed cassava planting materials as soon as possible.
Therefore, an average household in the study belonged to the small group of 11% households
in Malawi owning more than 2 hectares of land (Dorward, 1999).  These facts and figures
allow us to make the following points.

First, food insecurity at household level is prevalent in Malawi. A household belonging to
the 11% owing 2 ha of land or more still has 36.7% chance of experiencing food insecure.
The inference implies a much bigger percentage of food insecurity if all households in
Malawi are to be surveyed. It is likely to be much higher than the national figure of 35%
(Mwale, 2009). Put another way, the official figures of food security at national level likely
underrepresent the real situation at household level. Second, food security is multi-factorial.
While the hungry tend to be landless, households with available land can still suffer food
deficit if other factors like capital and supporting rain are not in place. All of the households
owned no mechanical farming machines but utilize solely basic manual farming tools for
cultivation. As a result, low efficiency requires more labour and time to cultivate a certain
amount of land. The consequence is the total output from the cultivation is low, which
explains the existence of food shortage.

Looking at different household groups, the food security situation was quite similar (see
figure 8). Regarding beneficiary status of the households, households that received support
from UPoCA were only by 2% more food secured than non-beneficiary households. The
insignificant difference might result from the fact that this two yearlong project had ended not
long before this study was carried out. Notable impacts would need more time to be visible.
In terms of household type, the proportion of food insecure households in both male-headed
and female-headed groups is about one third. Again, we saw no difference despite importance
of gendered targeting discussed above. The Chi-square tests showed no significant
association between household types or beneficiary status and food insecurity situation due to
reasons stated above. However, it is important to note that the number of female-headed
households in the study was too small compared to its male counterparts to make any
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comparison valid. The same observation was seen in other statistics of household type in the
study. As the percentage of female-headed households was so small, they had little influence
on the overall results of the studied population. The data of the study was male-dominant,
which well represents the male-dominant participation of UPoCA. However, the food
security situation was geographically more divergent. Food shortage was as twice prevalent
in Dowa as in Kasungu, (45.8% vs. 27.9%) (figure 8). The statistics show the larger
proportion of poverty in Dowa, which might be explained by less availability of land (0.8 ha
vs. 1.9 ha per household on average).

Despite the statistical differences and the fact that the area dedicated for cassava among
the studied households remained modest (0.3 ha on average), the respondents shared positive
impacts that cassava has had on their livelihoods. Many respondents were happy to list the
changes that cassava had brought to their life. Among the dimensions of food security, the
most notable improvement was of food availability as cassava helped increase the quantity of
food in the household for a longer period. “Before we lacked food for 3 months of the year
but now with cassava only one month”, said a respondent in Kasungu. The households could
either become sufficient in food or reduce the number of hunger months. The children no
longer went to school with empty stomachs as they now had boiled cassava for breakfast. 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”.

Moreover, cassava also enhanced the households’ access to food through increasing their
cash income. The households were now able to buy more food, salt, sugar and seasoning for
relish, soap, clothes and other necessities. “Whenever I want soap I just sell some cassava for
50kw (~$0.3) and buy it”, as a female respondent illustrated the improvements in her
household. Some used income from cassava for fertilizer for other crops or to buy goats and
chickens, which further improved their livelihood. According to a respondent, money from
cassava also helped the family to build a house. What’s more, fresh cassava could be a form
of payment when hiring ganyu. The impacts could be summed up in the comment of one
respondent, who stated “cassava given by the project has really lifted us up in many ways”. In
enabling farmers to grow the crop with free distribution of planting materials, UPoCA’s
approach has proven to be successful in empowering poor farmers.

3. Implementation aspects of UPoCA project

Timeliness and seasonal food insecurity
As Malawian agriculture is dominated by rain-fed cultivation, timing is a critical aspect

while conducting a project promoting a crop like cassava. The project was designed as a
regional project for seven African countries in West and Southeast Africa with quite different
climate patterns, which created challenges in implementing the project within the same time
frame. According to the project Principal Investigator, the project started in December 2008.
However, the project was not ready to start the distribution of planting materials until March
2009. While Nigeria and Ghana in West Africa still experienced rain season, by March the
planting season had gone in Malawi as rainy season was ending. A senior staff of IITA
Malawi confirmed this challenge of timing, saying “a 2 year project is too short for cassava
as a crop and it did not start at the beginning of the rainy season. So practically we (IITA



39

Malawi) had only one year to implement the project”. Also according to the project Principal
Investigator, the short timeline explained why the project could not “sensitize the farmers’
community properly” nor “explain the project concept well to partners and NGOs”, which
created shortcomings in its implementation. Obviously a two-year project time for UPoCA is
not recommendable especially considering the harvesting time of cassava being within 9-18
months after being planted (IITA, 2000).

The nature of cassava as a vegetative propagated crop also added challenges to the project.
After being cut, cassava stems should ideally be distributed right away and planted as soon as
possible to ensure seed quality. That is the reason why ready prepared land was one of the
requirements that farmers should meet to be given the planting materials. In reality, most
farmers prepared land when they saw the first rain. Once the land was ready but the seeds had
not been distributed, they grew other crops not to miss the rain. When cassava stems came
late, the prepared land might have been occupied with other crops. When cassava stems came
early and farmers did not preserve the cuttings properly, the stem would become dry and
might be used as firewood instead as revealed in a FDG conducted in Kasungu. Even when
cassava cuttings came with the rain, they might still not be planted right away as some
farmers kept prioritizing other traditional crops like maize over a less familiar crop like
cassava. Almost half of the beneficiaries were dissatisfied with the timing of the materials
distribution saying that it was either too early or too late in regard to the planting rain. The
uncertainties of the seed delivery and the delivery time made it difficult for farmers to plan
the planting, which jeopardized the effectiveness of the interventions and more importantly,
the farming itself.  Among the possible consequences is increased likelihood of food
insecurity.

Another dilemma is that the time of distribution coincides with the time of njala, the
seasonal hunger that occurs annually in the villages. The hunger months of
October/November until March are of the greatest significance to the overall food security
situation in the districts. No or less food in the household means that farmers would eat less,
becoming physically weaker. According to Mandala (2005), during this transitory period
some families can afford only one meal per day to survive and are still considered luckier
than many others if they can maintain it. Some will shift to eat other produces like sweet
potato if it is available and more commonly they have to survive on wild roots from the bush.
“There is a marked discrepancy between the amount of food they [hungry villagers] eat and
the energy they expend” (Mandala, 2005). Consequently, their health conditions would not
enable them to work as efficiently as other months. They need more time to do the farming.
Moreover, in this period when the household’s food stock runs out, the main labourers of the
family are also responsible for finding food for the family. Immediate food needs take time
and energy to fulfil. As a result, even less time was dedicated for agricultural activities.
Consequently, less output is available the following season, which worsens the food security
situation of the family. Farmers are stuck in a cycle that they can hardly escape by
themselves. Furthermore, the occurrences of floods and droughts in some years can
exaggerate food deficit situation and the following increased prices further block farmers’
access to food. All those factors ensure seasonal hunger to persist. The vicious cycle of
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seasonal hunger in Malawi and throughout the less-developed world is illustrated in figure 12
below:

Figure 13: Vicious cycle of seasonal hunger (adapted from Jenike (1996))

The findings of the situation of farmers in the studied areas have been shared by research
in the other areas of Sub-Saharan Africa where hunger season is experienced repeatedly in a
varied degree. According to studies by many researchers, seasonal hunger peaking during
November to February is generally predictable and repetitive. Mandala (2005) found that the
recurrence of seasonal hunger is a strategy that hungry villagers use to prevent famine. They
try to maintain food stock as long as possible and develop other strategies to survive until the
next harvest. The farmers themselves, with their limited resources and increasing external
uncertainties, can hardly escape from the situation without help. This further illustrates why
the effectiveness of such interventions as UPoCA is significant in order to improve food
security and livelihoods of the poor.

Planting materials distributed

Type of the planting materials
The project aimed to distribute improved variety, i.e. disease resistant cassava with high

yield. However most of the improved varieties available are bitter, which was not desired by
most farmers in the project sites. They preferred sweet variety, as aside of being a ready and
easily prepared food source sweet fresh root was also a good source of income in the local
market. Bitter cassava had no market in the regions where processing was not in place.
Moreover, regarding the timeline of the project, availability of planting materials was a factor
to be considered. Therefore, Manyokola, a local sweet variety was chosen by the project as
the main variety to be distributed. Manyokola is not a genetically improved variety per se but
a local variety which was evaluated and found with good performance for disease resistance
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and yield. In addition, some bitter varieties were also distributed after farmers were told of
the prospects of trainings on proper processing. However, some farmers reflected that they
had not received the promised trainings though their bitter cassava was ready. They did not
know what to do but to leave them in the field. This reflection leaves a big question for
designing such a short projects as UPoCA regarding its subjects, aims and objectives.

In general, the project delivered the type of seeds that the farmers in the areas preferred.
Only two farmers found the bitter variety preferable if the prospect of training was fulfilled,
as they considered it less likely to be stolen. The majority preferring sweet cassava cited its
qualities as a ready source for food, easy to eat, easy to cook and easy to sell in the market.
They liked the taste and the utilities of the roots. Some farmers would like to have both
varieties so that they could protect sweet varieties from theft by mixing them with or hiding
them among bitter varieties. This finding differs from the findings of Chiwona-Karltun
(2001) when studying cassava farmers in Nkhata-Bay district. She found that most of the
farmers preferred bitter varieties due to capability to improve food security as well as to
provide protection against theft and animal destruction. Bitter cassava also gives higher yield,
better storage capability and better taste of the end products. The differing preferences may
result from the differences in cassava experience between the two regions. Compared to the
farmers in Nhata-Bay where cassava was the main staple crop, most farmers in the Kasungu
and Dowa had no or little experience in cassava processing. Processing in the studied areas
was done in simple ways such as boiling or roasting, if not eating fresh. To many households,
cassava was a newly introduced crop that they did not know how to process if it was bitter.
For some others, the taste of nsima from bitter cassava was not as good as that from sweet
cassava. Giving farmers their preferred varieties is, hence, an important aspect for the
project’s success.

Quantity of the planting materials

According to a senior staff of IITA Malawi, the project had a working figure for the
quantity of stem cuttings distributed with six bundles designated for every 0.1 ha of land. In
reality, the quantity of bundles distributed to the sampled households varied. The Chi-square
tests showed no significant relations between the area of land farmers own and the quantity of
cassava they received. The author was unable to established common criteria that were used
to quantify the number of stem bundles given to each farmer as it seemed to vary in different
farmer clubs5 and different local partners. It was observed that the difference was substantial,
in both quantity (0 to 75 bundles) and times (0-3 times). If any criteria existed, it does not
seem to have been applied during the project implementation. This vagueness could give
permit for inequality and exclusion when other social and relational factors could interfere.
While the insufficiency of the planting materials could be acknowledged, a more transparent
distribution with clear criteria could have enabled more households to access cassava planting
materials.

Most farmers expressed the wish that the quantity of planting materials distributed to each
household should have been increased. However, there was disagreement in how the quantity

5 local organizations of farmers
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should be allocated. Some farmers insisted that as the total planting materials for distribution
could not meet the demand, the quantity should be distributed equally for each farmer,
regardless of all other factors. Others, on the other hand, gave the opinion that it was fair to
give the materials according to land holding size.

Quality of the planting materials

For UPoCA, seed quality might be the most important factor to help the project achieve its
set goals. Only with good, disease-free, high yield seeds could the production be increased
and the livelihoods of farmers improved. As stated before, the project ensured the quality of
the planting materials by going through the project sites to identify potential materials and
recommend them to extension man supported with monitoring visits. However, the fact that
22.4% of the beneficiaries complained about the seeds being dry, bruised or disease-ridden
suggests that more thorough monitoring should have been practiced during the seed
verification. Despite the mentioned challenges of timing and personnel, the project could
have delivered much more impact if all the beneficiaries were given quality seeds for their
cultivation. Delivering seeds of unsatisfactory quality was costly not only to the project but
also to the households. It not only failed the initial goals of the project but may also worsen
the situation it aimed to remedy. Diseased seeds cannot generate good yield. Failing to
provide planting material as intended might do farmers no harm but a failed crop induced by
bad seeds will push them deeper into hunger. Moreover, a bad experience with cassava
results in negative perceptions on the crop, which will discourage farmers from adopting it. In
this reasoning, quality of the planting material distributed is closely linked to the project’s
sustainability. Only with good seeds can farmers sustain the crop and the benefit of
participating in the project. From that base, they can multiply and expand the crop to other
farmers. Success of the project is hence better measured in this long-term aspect rather than
the aggregate number of beneficiaries. Therefore, seed quality should be of the highest
importance and be carefully monitored in such projects like UPoCA.

Organization and Communication
Communication is important to deliver successfully goals and objectives of development

projects. During UPoCA project, various forms of communication might be used depending
on nature of the activities and practicalities. It could be horizontal communication between
IITA and NGOs or between IITA staffs and local partners. It was also in the form of vertical
communication between local facilitators on different levels, from districts to EPAs to
sections to villages to farmer clubs. The higher levels should be well informed before
activities at lower levels could be implemented.

Farmer clubs were found to be the main unit distributing the planting materials. During the
research the author realized that this was an important organization that affected the way the
UPoCA’s activities were implemented. Most farmer clubs were established in recent years
mainly to promote one single crop like cassava. Interested farmers gathered and registered to
be a member of a club monitored under a club chairman. However, at each location, the
organization and operations of each farmer club vary, attributable to many social and
relational factors. In interviews with local facilitators, farmer clubs emerged as an important
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subject to be studied further, as they could facilitate as well complicate the implementation of
the project. Despite being an important agent to understand the delivery of UPoCA’s
activities to end users (farmers), due to its complex nature and the limited time available, this
research could not examine the subject as desired. Therefore, it will be beneficial if particular
research on the functions and operations of these agents can be conducted.

The main means of communication in the project was visiting in person or via mobile
phone. Considering the characteristics of the rural areas where road conditions were bad,
mobility is one of the constraints especially for the facilitators in more local levels with
limited resources. One club chairman reported that as the head of the club he needed to
inform to club members whenever information came. However, the houses were several
kilometres away from each other and he had no vehicle. It took him hours to walk to the
households, which may explain why the information could not reach all farmers at the same
time. “My work would become much easier if I had a bicycle” said the voluntary chairman of
a farmer club in Dowa.

One important aspect reflected by an IITA consultant who delivered the planting materials
was that in some cases local farmers did not receive the planting materials welcomingly.
“When we brought the stems to the village, we saw no one there but one or two persons”
although communications had been made in advance. According to the consultant, the reason
for this was that the interested farmers had not been properly informed about the distribution
time in spite of the preceding communication. Again, the uncertainty of the support and
vagueness of information caused disconnection between beneficiaries and development
staffs, which should be avoided in future projects.

Other challenges

One of the challenges noted concerned personnel of the project. Despite being such a short
project, UPoCA had been managed under three different coordinators. Each needed some
time to understand the project well to continue the process, which created more constraints to
its implementation.

Moreover, a number of local facilitators complained that funding was one of the issues.
An NGO reported a lack of capital to reach the targeted number of beneficiaries. Some
extension men reflected the fact that no funds were available to deliver the readily available
materials. As the author did not have access to the financial conditions of the project, any
conclusions might be ungrounded. However, in the light of such reports of financial shortage,
further insights into this aspect would be recommendable in future research.

4. Sustainability aspects of the project

The sustainability of a development project, “the extent to which a development survives
once the aid comes to an end”, has been recognized as indispensible for the success of a
project (Cracknell, 2000). For UPoCA, sustainability means that the farmers are able to
maintain the crop to increase food security and income for the households. Moreover, it is
also measured by the expansion of cassava in area as well as in the number of households
growing the crop. Results from the study showed that 98 out of 107 beneficiaries stated that
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they would multiply the seeds themselves for following seasons. If this number of
beneficiaries can sustain the growth of cassava and pass it on to other farmers, it would be
quite an achievement. However, that is not the sole factor to decide the adoption and
expansion of cassava in the region.

Most of the respondents reported no difficulty in growing the crop compared to other
crops like maize or tobacco. However, there were a number of challenges that jeopardized the
ability of farmers to sustain their cassava cultivation. Understanding these challenges is
important to strengthen the sustainability of the project as well as improve future projects on
cassava. The foremost challenge was the lack of planting materials. In the research by
Cromwell et al. (2001) access to sufficient seeds for timely planting was perceived as being
among the most important factors for sustainable agriculture by Malawian farmers. For
cassava, many farmers in the areas showed interest in growing the crop, seeing its potentials
from the experience of their peer farmers. However, as non-traditional cassava growers, very
few farmers went out to search for the materials themselves. They were either busy with other
crops, had no resources to buy the seeds or were simply reluctant to a new crop. Some
farmers reported that the planting materials were not available to buy in the village. They had
to go far to the lakeshore districts if they wanted to buy good cassava stems. Despite knowing
cassava’s advantages over traditional crops like tobacco, most of them only started the
cultivation when they got free planting materials delivered in the neighbourhoods. In such
context, projects like UPoCA really helped the crop become more familiar among many
farmers and increase its importance in their livelihoods. The lack of planting materials
occurred not only to cassava starters but also to farmers who wanted to continue growing it
for the next seasons. As cassava can be harvested during a long period, preservation of the
stems after harvest until the planting seasons is important. However, a number of respondents
said that they did not know how to preserve the seeds. What’s more, the stems are better
planted when they are fresh and preserved not longer than three months. Hence, planning is
needed to have good stems for the following seasons. The new cassava growers who have not
had much experience need to be provided with appropriate training. Another barrier to access
planting materials is the fee to join a farmer club. A woman reported that as she failed to pay
the membership fee of MK500 (around $3) she could not become member and was excluded
to receive any benefits from the project. This should be a point of further study for future
projects of how to reach the poorest, as it seems the poorer face more hindrances to be
included in development support.

Another big challenge shared by many of the farmers is the destruction of the crop by
livestock like pigs and goats and wild animals like monkeys. To some farmers this was such a
big problem that it may force them to stop cultivating the crop. Livestock are often set free in
the village and as cassava fields seldom have fences due to their size, the crop was often
destroyed by the animals. Aside from this, the threat of thievery was a concern. If stolen, the
farmers not only lost the roots but also the seeds as the stems got dry after harvest. Regarding
this problem, some farmers suggested that when more and more farmers grew cassava the
threat from thieves would be reduced, which has been observed recently. Foremost, as
cassava helped improve food security in a village, there was less hunger to incite thievery.
Additionally, more cassava areas grown in the villages should further reduce the likelihood of
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thieves stealing from a field. Therefore, the farmers were in support of increasing the number
of growers in the neighbourhoods.

Diseases also threatened the sustainability of the cultivation. With disease-ridden crop, the
harvest would be significantly affected resulting in poor or no harvest at all which may lead
to a longer period of hunger for the family. This dispirited farmers from growing the crop and
brought back the problem of sourcing quality planting materials for the following season.
Therefore, many farmers insisted to receive well monitored disease free planting materials
from the project.

The respondents also mentioned a desire for an available market, at least for fresh cassava.
They complained that even though fresh sweet cassava was very easy to sell, without a good
market vendors often bought fresh cassava at farm gate with very low prices. The farmers had
no choice but to sell it at the low prices as the markets were so far from home, and they
lacked the means to transport the crop there.  An associated difficulty is mobility, which face
the farmers at every stage of cultivation. If a household have no vehicle and lack resources,
transportation of the bulky cassava stems and roots becomes a problem. This was reported as
a big constraint especially to female-headed households. One female widow reported that it
took her the whole day to carry the given planting materials from the village centre to her
house on her back as she could not get help from anybody.

Labour shortage was also mentioned as a difficulty by some farmers. As they all had very
basic farming tools, much labour was needed to cultivate a crop. Especially when they
already involved in other crops like tobacco or maize, it might happen that they had to
abandon the cassava. In addition, some respondents wished to be supported with more
modern processing equipment so that they could make finer products from cassava and
increase their income. The farmers especially requested processing equipment for the bitter
varieties distributed, as many stated that they not know what to do with the crop until they got
training from the project of how to process it. To grow a crop without knowing how to use it
would be a waste of resources, as most of them need to use all the land to meet their food
demand.

A difficulty in the sustainability of UPoCA concerned the matter of passing on, where a
beneficiary is expected to give another farmer the same number of cassava bundles received
from UPoCA. In some cases, this left the original beneficiary with insufficient planting
materials for his own field. If done properly, the farmer should have always ensured his
sufficient quantity of seeds when doing the passing on. This finding underlines the
importance of giving adequate instructions to farmers. It re-emphasizes thorough planning
and training in implementation of the project for sustainable adoption and expansion of
cassava.

All these difficulties affect the ability of a beneficiary to maintain the crop and sustain the
benefits from the project. Therefore, it is crucial that future extensions and projects aiming to
expand cassava areas and provide training on cultivation and processing of the crop pay
special attention to difficulties like these if cassava is to be widely adopted and significantly
contribute to improved livelihoods of the poor in the areas.
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V. Conclusions

The study shows that cassava is a valuable crop whose advantages have been well
recognized among farmers in Dowa and Kasungu for increasing food security and improving
livelihoods. The UPoCA project in general contributed to bring the crop to many poor
households in the districts and provide them with knowledge and skills to cultivate and utilize
the crop. Most of the beneficiaries appreciated the support and wished for a continuation of
similar projects, even though there was much space for improvement. The overall
interventions of distribution and training were well received by the beneficiaries though
better attention and performance should have been made to individual aspects of the
distribution especially on quality of the materials given and the time of the delivery. It is
observed that short timeline of UPoCA (2 years) created considerable difficulties for its
implementation and monitoring which jeopardized its effectiveness and positive impacts.
Moreover, the low participation of female-headed households as well as emergence of the
non-beneficiary group in the study raised important issues of inclusion and targeting.

Regarding the food security situation, food shortage and seasonal hunger were prevalent
among the studied households although they were owners of larger land. Many households
had to struggle for several months of the year to get food on their table. They lacked all
dimensions of food security including the most critical aspects of food provision and access
to food. The problem lied in the vicious circle of food shortage with lack of resources and
means to escape from the situation. The distribution of cassava seeds had to take place at the
beginning of the planting season, which was also the time of the seasonal hunger.
Complicated dilemmas relating to labour, food availability and cultivation faced the farmers
at this critical time of the year. The situation implies that much more efforts need to be done
to make food security achievable to the poor farmers.

The sustainability of the project and the adoption of cassava among the studied households
as well as the benefited areas are subjected to all the difficulties reviewed. The next section
discusses some further suggestions added to those integrated in the discussion part for more
sustainable and effective future projects on cassava.

Suggestions

Insights of the 2008-2010 UPoCA project in Malawi show that distributing planting
materials to farmers requires a lot of efforts and efficient coordination to succeed.
Experiences from the project suggest that factors like ensuring quality seeds of preferred
types and a suitable delivery time are crucial for an effective distribution. Timely
communication with beneficiaries also helps reduce uncertainties and increase effectiveness
of the distribution. Another aspect that deserves more attention is the question of reaching
targeted subjects of the project, enabling the poorest and the vulnerable (female-headed
households and HIV-infected households) to benefit from the project. Poor and vulnerable
households have little influence in local systems that decide who will benefit from such
projects. They also have the least resources and least capability to be actively involved in
opportunities that are beneficial and, as such, competitive. Therefore, developing clear target
indicators to avoid exclusion of vulnerable households is recommended during the selection
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of beneficiaries for projects like UPoCA. In addition, as the subjects of interventions, it is
desirable that farmers are consulted thoroughly on their needs and wishes before activities are
designed and implemented. Regarding timeline, with projects like UPoCA short duration is
strongly discouraged. Projects with sufficient time to complete the whole process of
delivering, monitoring and following up are preferred, which might imply timelines no
shorter than five years.

For a sustainable adoption of the crop, it is recommended that in parallel with distributing
planting materials more focus should be made on training. As an IITA consultant put it,
training is most important “especially with a new crop”. If extension workers and farmers are
provided with thorough information of the crop and given training in production and
processing, adoption rate and impacts brought would be much more significant. During the
distribution of planting materials, in some cases the distribution team was not received locally
by the farmers as had been expected even though communication had been done in advance.
This might be attributed to the fact that interested farmers may not be aware of the
distribution time. It is suggested that farmers should be ensured to be sensitized and informed
timely and thoroughly to increase their confidence in the crop and the project. Being poor and
vulnerable, many farming households are understandably sceptical towards new things.
Therefore, it is important to prove visible advantages and provide thorough training if new
technologies are to be wholeheartedly adopted.

A suggestion made by an IITA consultant worth consideration was that a pilot distribution
should be done first. When farmers really see the benefits they will be more interested to
adopt the technologies. The consultant argued that “It is common in the villages that when
something new coming up, farmers want to see if it really works before going for it. As we see
now after the project ended, a lot more farmers would like to grow cassava because they
really see its benefits from their fellow farmers”. As the crop attracted more interest from
farmers, lacking planting materials became the key problem. The question now is how to help
farmers sustain the crop and hopefully not only maintain their production but also spread the
crop to other farmers who may want to adopt it. Quality training helping farmers to grasp the
techniques of seed preservation and its importance will improve the chances of this
development. Once production reaches to a certain level, activities on processing and
marketing will be the next step to help farmers increase the value of the crop. This approach
can be materialized in cases of long-term projects with continued monitoring and follow-up.

The seasonal hunger during the distribution of the planting materials was a key problem
and also the most difficult to cope with. The examples found in the research imply that giving
the seed alone without looking at other factors including existing capitals and timeliness is
not likely to address the core problem. Therefore, future projects might consider the option of
delivering a support package including not only quality seeds and training but also temporary
food aid so that farmers have time and energy to plant the crop. Providing accompanied
credits for farmers to buy assisting farm tools is also worth to be considered, because only by
ensuring that the farmers have necessary means to achieve successful cultivation can the
ability of breaking the hunger cycle be realized.

Moreover, research on past projects can be a useful source of information to improve the
implementation of projects to maximize impacts and satisfactions of the intervened.
Recommendations of farmers for activities of the UPoCA project are attached in appendix 2
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for reference. Hopefully, future projects after UPoCA will continue its achievements and
improve implementation methods to maximize impacts on enhancing farmers’ food security
and livelihoods.

As previously stated, due to time restraints this research only looked at the perceptions of
the beneficiaries towards activities implemented by the project. It is therefore recommended
that further research should study the actual impacts of the project, the level of objectives
achieved and the level of benefits sustained once time allows more visible, quantifiable
impacts from the projects to be measured.
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Limitations of the research

The research only focused on the perceptions of beneficiaries of the UPoCA project. It did
not include a control group of non-beneficiary farmers. However, one control group emerged
during the study but was too small in size, which made it difficult to use in statistical
analysis. It would have been desirable for the study to purposely include a large enough
number of non-beneficiaries.

Furthermore, one focus of the research was to look at gendered perspective of the project.
However, despite the purposed selection of female farmers in the sample, the number of
female-headed household was unexpectedly low, which also affected the analysis and
generalization of the study.

Moreover, as a study on attitude of the farmers on the activities, it would have been more
desirable to scale the perceptions into different levels of satisfaction to generate more detailed
results. However, the research used simplified perceptions of being satisfied or dissatisfied
instead to avoid any confusion for farmer respondents who might have difficulty using scales.
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Appendix 1

Malawi’s GHI (2010)

Source: IFPRI, 2011
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Appendix 2

Recommendations from farmers for UPoCA’s activities

For distribution of planting materials:

 The prospective beneficiaries should be involved from the planning stage of the
project, asked about their seed requirements, for example

 Planting materials for distribution can be bought from farmers in the same village
 Quantity of planting materials distributed should be increased
 Each bundle should be ensured to consist of 50 stems
 Quality of the bundles should be ensured: fresh and disease-free
 The materials should be bought and distributed at the same time
 Information about the distribution time and the distributed varieties should be well

provided
 Distribution time should coincide with early rain
 Delivery point should be within the village, near the households
 If transportation support can be provided, it would be much appreciated

For training activities:

 Training can be done as a package covering all topics.
 More training should be provided on cassava utilization, processing and marketing of

products
 Longer trainings on pest disease control are desired
 Exchange visit or study tour to other cassava areas are desired
 Trainings should be done before seed distribution
 Frequency of trainings should be increased, preferably yearly as we are old and easily

forget things
 Trainings should be organized elsewhere not close to the households to avoid

distraction
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