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1. Introduction

OnJanuary 25", 2024, the MwAPATA Institute, National Planning Commission (NPC), and Lilongwe
University of Agriculture and Natural Resources (LUANAR) organized the 10th Eminent Speakers'
Series (ESS) Event at the Bingu International Convention Centre (BICC). The theme of the event
was "Enhancing Agricultural Growth and Diversification," and it was headlined by Prof. Sosten
Chiotha, the Regional Director of Leadership for Environment and Development (LEAD) in
Southern and Eastern Africa. The event aimed to bring together policymakers, experts, and
stakeholders to identify and implement best practices and innovative farming approaches that

would enhance agricultural productivity and diversification.

The event started with a keynote speech by an eminent speaker on the topic mentioned above.
This was followed by a panel discussion on the sub-topics related to the event's goals. The panel
was made up of experts in diversification, capacity-building, technology, and innovation, as well

as a government representative and a farmer representative.

2. Specific objectives
The specific objectives of the event were to:
e Identify the challenges hindering Malawi’s ability to enhance the productivity of the
agricultural sector;
e Explore strategies and technologies to enhance agricultural diversification;
e Explore policy interventions to improve the sectors’ productivity and diversification; and
e |dentify ways to enhance the capacity of farmers, extension workers, and other

stakeholders to adopt climate-smart and diversified agricultural practices.

This report summarises the key takeaways from the eminent speaker and panellists’

presentations and the general audience.

3. Key takeaways from the Eminent Speaker
3.1. Malawi has a rich history of productivity and diversification, which is ingrained in its
culture through the concept of Mwanaalireni. To further enhance this, it is crucial to revive

and promote this concept within the context of our farming systems. It is noteworthy that
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certain pockets of communities in Malawi (such as the Chankhuntha village in Mitundu)
are already actively practising this concept.

Environmental degradation is a significant issue in Malawi, which often arises from people
not valuing natural resources. One way to tackle this issue is by promoting payments for
locally-based ecosystem services and nature-based solutions. By doing so, people would
be incentivized to protect the environment while also receiving financial benefits from
doing so.

Another way to address environmental degradation is by enhancing irrigation and
protecting its catchment areas. It is essential to recognize that we cannot increase the
area under irrigation while neglecting catchment conservation. Therefore, it is crucial to
adopt a holistic systems approach to development programming.

Malawi has the highest population density relative to its neighbouring countries, making
it imperative to have a well-planned land use strategy for its investments. Haphazard
investments cannot be afforded due to the high population densities. Malawi is a hotspot
for population growth and climate change in Africa, and thus, investing wisely is vital.
Threats to biodiversity loss largely emanate from fragmented and unstainable land use,
introduction of invasive species and continuous cultivation. We need to guard against
these vices

There are several important considerations when it comes to agricultural diversification.
One option is to integrate habitats with farming, livestock, and ecosystem management,
which can lead to increased diversity and sustainability. Another area to focus on is the
promotion of diverse fruit production, beyond the commonly produced tomatoes and
other fruits. Additionally, it's crucial to promote irrigation methods that can bridge dry
spells during the rainy season, rather than relying solely on winter irrigation.
Diversification should also involve expanding beyond the current basket of value chains
and intra-value chains and exploring new recipes for our maize-based diet to increase
variety. Furthermore, productivity must grow at a faster pace than the current rate of
incremental growth to meet the food needs of our growing population.

Carbon markets are another opportunity for diversification, which can improve

sustainability and provide new revenue streams. Additionally, promoting the construction
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of dams and other water-harvesting plants can increase our water harvesting capacity and
recharge our rivers for use in lean seasons.

Finally, it's important to consider the zonation of areas based on climatic conditions,
altitudes, and physiography for agricultural planning to optimize productivity. This is
crucial because it's difficult, if not impossible, to replace natural biodiversity once it's lost.
Therefore, preserving our biodiversity is essential to maintaining ecosystem health and

sustainability.

4. Key takeaways from the panel discussion
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Farmers in Malawi face challenges when it comes to investing in seed, equipment, and
technology to improve their production and diversify their production base. They require
external support in these areas if they are to diversify successfully.

Limited access to markets affects farmers' drive for diversification as it is easier to produce
and find markets for traditional crops than to venture into non-traditional crops without
established markets.

Vertical integration from research, seed multiplication and production, to processing
seems to be a good strategy for Malawi. Partnerships with national and international firms
are essential for this.

A conducive policy environment is also vital for attracting foreign direct investment (FDI)
into traditional value chains such as groundnuts. More involvement of the private sector
in research and development is necessary, and policy and regulatory bottlenecks need to
be removed to unlock greater private sector participation.

To unlock diversification, viable markets that enable farmers to take their produce to
markets are crucial. Professionals and governments should work with farmers, build their
capacity, understand their challenges, simplify technologies, and provide practical
solutions to them.

It is essential to critically analyze how agricultural information is disseminated to farmers
in the village. The information generated by professionals needs to be taken to farmers in
the village, and wrong information given to them must be replaced with current practical

information.
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4.7. The Centre for Agricultural Transformation (CAT) is exposing farmers to emerging, proven,
and upcoming technologies through smart farms strategically located at different
research stations across the country.

4.8. CAT is also capacitating partners working with farmers to engage with them directly within
their existing platforms and expose them to technologies.

4.9. CAT supports LUANAR in researching demand to respond to farmer challenges.

4.10. Donors should be catalysts for development, and the country should avoid donor

dependency at all costs. Donors should not replace Malawi's development efforts.

Recommendations

5.1. The government should work with farmers to identify viable markets for various
agricultural produce to unlock the diversification drive.

5.2. Diversification and productivity growth can be achieved by integrating habitats with
farming, livestock, and ecosystem management, which can lead to increased diversity and
sustainability

5.3. To make the most of our natural resources and preserve the rivers and dams that provide
us with water for irrigation, it's important to use a systems approach in agricultural
development planning. This involves taking advantage of the symbiotic relationships in
ecosystems and aligning the agricultural growth and diversification agenda with
agroecological climatic zones.

5.4. By holistically transforming food systems, we should transform the agriculture sector in
several ways, including within value chains, land and water use, domestic to export
markets, and diets.

5.5. It's also important to promote the use of payments for ecosystem services and nature-
based solutions.

5.6. We must also be mindful of practices that lead to significant loss of biodiversity, such as
unsustainable land use and careless introduction of invasive species.

5.7. Remunerative markets are crucial for incentivizing farmers to venture into new value

chains. Without guaranteed produce markets, it's difficult to stimulate diversification.



6. Conclusion

The meeting was concluded by a call to action. To talk less and act more from now henceforth,
to start holding each other accountable, reduce vested interests on issues of national

importance, and document and disseminate success stories more.



