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1. INTRODUCTION 
In July 2014, the Lilongwe University of Agriculture and Natural Resources (LUANAR), in collaboration with the 

Malawi Strategy Support Program (MaSSP) of the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), organized 

a national symposium in Lilongwe, Malawi on the topic of ‘Eight years of FISP – Impact and what next?’. The 

symposium focused on the achievements and challenges of the Farm Input Subsidy Programme (FISP), which 

has been the major agricultural development program of the government of Malawi over the past eight years. 

1.1 Symposium objectives 

The event was held for one and a half days on the 14th and 15th of July and brought together about 175 

stakeholders from the agricultural sector. These included senior government officials, parliamentarians, private 

sector actors (particularly from the seed and fertilizer industries), civil servants, farmer representatives, 

students, and academicians. The goal was to examine the evidence with regards to the performance of FISP 

since its inception in 2005. The symposium was designed to provide a platform for sharing lessons learnt on the 

impact of the FISP with policy makers and political leaders.  

With financial support from USAID, the symposium was jointly organized with the Farmers Union of Malawi 

(FUM), the Civil Society Agriculture Network (CISANET), the World Bank, the Food and Agriculture Organization 

of the United Nations (FAO), the African Development Bank (AfDB), the Department for International 

Development (DFID) of the United Kingdom, and the Donor Committee on Agriculture and Food Security 

(DCAFS).  

The symposium provided an opportunity for sharing lessons learnt from FISP implementation since it was 

initiated eight years ago. Although the evidence presented on the impact of the FISP was varied and at times 

contrasting and although the symposium had a wide variety of participants representing differing interests, a 

broad consensus was reached on the future implementation of FISP in the country. It was generally agreed that 

the FISP is an essential part, not only of agricultural development, but also of the overall economic development 

of the country – therefore it must be retained at least in the short to medium term. However, for the program 

to be effective, there is need to recognize that currently it is plagued with many challenges and is not as efficient 

and effective as it might be. The challenges facing the FISP are not insurmountable, but any reforms will require 

political will. Moreover, such reforms to the program should be based on sound technical evidence, such as that 

which was presented in the symposium. 

The Minister of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development set the mood of the symposium with his remark 

that, “it’s time to move beyond talk to action”. 

1.2 Workshop organization and identification of presenters 

The organization of the workshop was coordinated by Centre for Agricultural Research and Development (CARD) 

at LUANAR, which acted as a secretariat for the symposium. The organizing committee met regularly since April 

2014. The preparatory meetings were to identify the theme and sub-themes of the symposium, speakers, invited 

participants, and other logistics.  

1.3 Workshop participants 

Participants represented a diverse range of stakeholder institutions in the agricultural sector. Among the 

approximately 200 delegates about 25 percent were researchers or represented academic or research 

institutions; 20 percent were from various government ministries; 20 percent were from non-government 

organizations or civil society institutions; 15 percent came from the private sector; 10 percent were Members 

of Parliament (specifically representing the Parliamentary Committee on Agriculture and Natural Resources); 

while the balance of participants were made up of development partner representatives and journalists.  
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2. SEMINAR PROCEEDINGS 

2.1 Welcome and introduction – Dr. Charles Jumbe  

Over the past eight years, government has been implementing the FISP to achieve food security, agricultural 

growth, and poverty reduction. This symposium was organized to share evidence on the effectiveness of the 

program and to discuss options for long-term agricultural development for Malawi. The symposium program 

includes a wide array of speakers, both local and international, that are all experts in the field (Annex 1). The 

timing of the symposium provides an opportunity to take stock of the progress the country has registered over 

the past 50 years in agriculture – as the country recently celebrated 50 years of independence.  

Moreover, the symposium provides an opportunity to take a deeper reflection on how the development of the 

agricultural sector can be fast-tracked as a conduit for socio-economic development and economic prosperity. 

By sharing the evidence gathered through research on how the input subsidy program has performed over the 

past eight years, it is expected that the gathering will provide options for the long term development of the 

agricultural sector, as the engine for the country’s economic growth and development. 

2.2 Opening remarks – Prof. George Kanyama-Phiri, Vice-Chancellor, LUANAR 

In line with the motto of LUANAR, which is Knowledge, Innovation, and Excellence, research is the top-most 

priority in our strategic plan. In this line, LUANAR pledges to work with government and other development 

partners to undertake research that generates knowledge and technologies that can significantly contribute to 

sustainable and equitable socio-economic development in Malawi and beyond.  

To stimulate economic growth, the government of Malawi is committed to diversifying the economy away from 

agriculture towards a more resource-independent economy. However, the government is in a dilemma 

considering that more than 80 percent of the population lives in rural areas with farming as their source of 

livelihood. As such, the agricultural sector will continue to be used as a conduit for the development and growth 

of other sectors to create more off-farm jobs for the growing population. It is in recognition of this that 

government has been supporting the Farm Inputs Subsidy Program over the past eight years to increase 

agricultural productivity. The FISP also serves as the major instrument of government for poverty alleviation 

among smallholder farmers. An important implication of this agricultural development strategy is that a 

substantial share of the agricultural budget is committed to the subsidy program at the expense of other equally 

important programs such as crop and livestock breeding, post-harvest management, expanding agro-processing, 

among others.  

The symposium has come at a time when the new government is trying to improve the implementation of the 

subsidy program by using biometric identification in place of paper-based identification of FISP beneficiaries. 

LUANAR believes that government need not implement the biometric system across the entire country from the 

start. It would be prudent to do a pilot test of this system so that we are able to learn from any implementation 

challenges encountered. In addition, a pilot test of an electronic voucher systems should be done before it wholly 

replaces the paper-based voucher system. All these initiatives need to be evaluated to assess their effectiveness 

in addressing the challenges of the current FISP implementation system. Working with the researchers at 

LUANAR and IFPRI, such components of the FISP could be evaluated to assess their effectiveness in reducing 

corruption, improving timely delivery of inputs to farmers, and reducing the transactions costs associated with 

the current implementation system. 

It is against this backdrop that LUANAR, in collaboration with IFPRI, organized this symposium to review and 

discuss the findings of studies on the impact and implementation of the FISP over the past eight years. The main 

outcome of this symposium is expected to be a package of recommendations on how FISP could be further 

refined and improved, and ultimately, what role it should play in Malawi’s long-term agricultural development 

strategy. 
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2.3 Official opening – Minister of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development, Hon. 
Dr. Allan Chiyembekeza 

A personal reflection upon seeing the wide array of participants at this symposium is that most of the faces are 

familiar, having worked with the Ministry on the FISP since its inception. This is not the first meeting where the 

program has been discussed. A large amount of work has been done on the program both by the Ministry and 

by many other stakeholders. It is however time now to move beyond talk to action. Many have critiqued the 

program and provided recommendations for reform. It is now time that these ideas be consolidated and a way 

forward be paved that will be implemented. It is important in the critique of and dialogue on the program to 

remember that the ultimate aim of the program is that the poorest of the poor should have reliable access to 

food. It is up to all of the participants in the room to find a lasting solution to the food needs of these Malawian 

households. LUANAR and IFPRI are to be commended for organizing this symposium. Moreover, it is pleasing to 

see the parliamentary committee on agriculture taking an active role in this symposium.  

The government is committed to improving the livelihoods of the poor with the FISP being one channel for 

achieving this commitment. Since the inception of the program there have been successes, especially with the 

program contributing to the rapid growth of the agricultural sector.  

Despite this, the actual productivity gains that farmers realized under FISP are below the potential of the 

program – thus the program is more costly for government than it should be. When this is considered together 

with other FISP implementation challenges, including corruption, displacement of commercial fertilizer, and 

complex logistics, serious questions need to be asked about whether the input subsidy program represents the 

best use of scarce public resources. This symposium is not aimed at challenging or dismissing the program, but 

to highlight the positives and strengths of FISP while also identifying areas of the program for further 

improvement in the short- to medium-term.  

At the same time, the political transition in Malawi provides an opportunity to reflect on this country’s long-

term objectives vis-à-vis agriculture, food security, poverty, economic growth, and overall development. It is an 

opportunity to reflect on the vision for the agricultural sector and its role not only in providing food, but also to 

serve as an engine of growth by supplying intermediate inputs to a growing manufacturing sector and 

contributing to exports in a more meaningful way. It is within this context that the future role of FISP needs to 

be considered and debated. 

Read the minister’s formal prepared speech here.  

  

http://massp.ifpri.info/files/2014/06/Official-Speech_Hon-Minister-of-Agric-for-14-July-Symposium.pdf


Proceedings of the National Symposium on FISP  14-15 July 2014 

4 

3. SUMMARY OF PRESENTATIONS 
The workshop had eleven expert presentations based on research. A synthesis of issues presented and discussed 

is reported in the subsections that follow. 

3.1 Session 1: FISP rationale and impacts 

3.1.1 FISP rationale, original design principles, and targeting criteria – Mr. Stephen Carr 

The introduction in 2005 of a greatly expanded program of input subsidies in Malawi as compared to previous 

comparable initiatives was in response to low and falling maize yields and rising maize prices. These led to food 

insecurity at both the household and national level. The basic cause of these low yields was the declining soil 

nutrient levels after years of “soil mining”. With clear evidence from research as to the positive impact of 

fertilizer on maize production and with almost universal demand by farmers, the major factor limiting 

widespread uptake of fertilizer was the inability of the majority of farmers to generate sufficient income to 

purchase fertilizer at commercial rates.  

Once the main decision to subsidize fertilizer had been made, a number of practical issues had to be resolved. 

What kind of fertilizer was to be subsidized? How much fertilizer was to be made available per farmer-

beneficiary? What was the total amount of fertilizer needed to achieve food security for most households? At 

what level should the subsidy be set? Which farmers should be eligible to be beneficiaries under FISP? Data were 

available to calculate a total requirement of fertilizer as being around 180,000 metric tons, and the level of 

subsidy was set at 70 percent. These principles in the design of the FISP were put in place in the 2006/07 season 

with the result that following harvest maize prices dropped to their lowest level in 16 years to the great benefit 

of the majority of the population who are net maize purchasers.  

Subsequently the quantity of subsidized fertilizer has declined even as the population has grown. In consequence 

maize prices have risen, shortages have occurred, and maize has had to be subsidized. Inadequate quantities of 

nutrients have been returned to the country’s soils to prevent “soil mining” and degradation. The Government 

now faces a clear choice between helping farmers to produce maize on their own land or importing large 

amounts of expensive grain and subsidizing it heavily. 

Mr. Carr’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here. 

3.1.2 What are the households-level impacts of FISP? – Dr. Rodney Lunduka, CIMMYT-Zimbabwe 

The principal objectives of the FISP are to increase maize productivity, increase incomes, and promote food 

security, and sustainably increase the use of modern inputs by smallholder farmers. The goal of increasing maize 

productivity has been reached to some degree, as after eight years of program implementation there has been 

an increase in national maize production levels. However, prices of maize have also increased over the 

implementation program eroding the positive effects of increased incomes.  

In terms of food security, recent National Statistical Office (NSO) figures show that 33 percent of the population 

are food insecure. Evidence also suggests that there have been significant crowding out effects due to FISP in 

the national fertilizer and seed markets – it is estimated that the FISP has led to a reduction by 22 percent in the 

amount of fertilizer and a reduction by 58 percent in the hybrid maize seed purchased at full price by Malawian 

farmers from the private sector. 

Other key observation from the many years of the program are that: 

 In terms of profitability, evidence suggests that losses have been made by the government in 

implementing the FISP – that is, the Benefit-Cost Ratio of the FISP has generally been less than one 

across the years of implementation. Costs generally have exceeded the benefits obtained under FISP; 

 Household poverty levels have been reduced, but the number and prevalence of ultra-poor households 

has increased; and  

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/1-carr-36968182
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 A household being a FISP beneficiary boosts the annual income for that household only by US$ 1.16, on 

average.  

Evidence shows that the FISP seems to have worked well for productive farmers as opposed to non-productive 

farmers. For the non-productive farmers, there is need to look at providing social protection programs, such as 

social safety nets and direct cash transfers, to meet their food and welfare requirements. These findings show 

that, in general, the overall impact of the FISP has been marginal.  

Dr. Lunduka’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here.  

3.1.3 Economy-wide effects of FISP – Dr. Karl Pauw, IFPRI-Lilongwe 

Two narratives emerge in assessing poverty and the economy wide effects of the FISP. These are:  

Pessimistic version of FISP: Farm level surveys show modest yield increases and insignificant income gains for 

FISP beneficiaries. Maize price behavior has been contrary to expectation: prices have been higher and more 

erratic over the implementation period, while no decline in poverty has materialized. 

Optimistic version of FISP: Strong Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth of 7.1 percent during 2005-2011, one 

third of which has been accounted for by agricultural growth. There is also evidence that ganyu (informal farm 

labor) wages have increased by about 50 percent in some years. A significant decline in multidimensional poverty 

in rural areas has also been experienced over the implementation of the program. 

An alternative assessment of poverty shows that contrary to official estimates rural poverty declined by about 

6 percentage points due to a much lower inflation rate in rural areas. Interestingly, households are spending 

more on food, normally indicative of declining incomes, but evidence suggests that the food bundle now consists 

of more expensive sources of calories (e.g., meat), but unfortunately the quality of diets are also deteriorating. 

FISP’s role in poverty and nutritional effects is unclear.  

In terms of economy wide impacts of FISP, real maize prices have changed between zero and four percent, while 

rural wages have increased between 1.40 and 1.95 percentage points. An encouraging economywide benefit-

cost ratio for the FISP of 1.6 is estimated. Overall, we find that the economy wide approach to examining the 

impact of the FISP is a good complement to survey-based approaches. 

Dr. Pauw’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here.  

3.1.4 Discussant – Mr. Prince Kapondamgaga, FUM 

There is a need to think beyond subsidies as to how to move the country forward. The country needs a vision 

for its development and an agenda to reach that vision. The strategic documents for the agriculture sector do 

not match in their intentions with the National Export Strategy. Policy harmonization is needed. 

Investment in FISP is quite significant – MWK 60 billion last year. Can this be justified? We need to look at which 

farmers the program targets and how they can best be served, whether through FISP or another program or 

policy instrument. 

There also is need to consider medium and large scale agricultural production to help solve balance of payment 

issues in Malawi’s international trade.  

Most of the investment in FISP goes predominantly to rain-fed agricultural production with its related risks. 

There is need to critically think about irrigation as an agricultural development option for Malawi. 

We need to depoliticize the FISP. Among the successes achieved by the program are that the processes put in 

place to implement the program have been handled well and, more recently, levels of corruption in the program 

have reduced significantly. A major challenge in processes is the politicization of the program. Value for money 

would increase if politicization was eliminated in procurement and transportation.  

The program has crowded out other essential programs from the public sector. This is the case with the program 

taking up a significant amount of human resources. This leaves less time for other critical programs, particularly 

for agricultural development. 

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/farmlevel-impacts-of-fisp-bu-rodney-lunduka-cimmyt
http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/3-pauw-36968351


Proceedings of the National Symposium on FISP  14-15 July 2014 

6 

Some of the poorest targeted recipients for the program would be better served by social safety net programs.  

There also is need to strengthen the provision of legume seed under the FISP to contribute to a diversification 

in the crops grown in Malawi and to improve soil fertility. 

3.1.5 Discussant – Dr. Thomas Munthali, Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) 

The consensus is that FISP has benefited the country. There is wide recognition that the program has actually 

helped to stabilize the economy.  

In terms of assessing the impact of the program against its intended objective it can be seen that: 

 The program has helped in boosting productivity. Technology adoption has improved, but not 

sustainably, as yields have declined in years when the subsidy was reduced. 

 Incomes have not improved at the household level due to the FISP; and 

 The program has helped to improve food security. 

However, there is need to consider the outright removal of the program despite its success, because it is an 

expensive program that cannot be sustained. And a key issue is that the program has crowded out public 

investment in other sectors critical to Malawi’s development. 

Fertilizer is expensive for the common person – there is need for research to assess the alternative programs 

and policy instruments that can be used to enhance access to fertilizers by smallholders. In addition, there is 

need to consider what other research is needed to find low-cost alternative technologies that will allow farmers 

to sustainably manage soil fertility. 

The FISP needs a rethink in terms of its design and how it is implemented. Issues of logistics should not drive the 

decision to downscale the program. More work needs to be done to ensure that households can obtain fertilizer 

at sustainable prices. 

3.1.6 Plenary discussion – Summary of key issues raised 

Pro-poor strategies and review of targeted beneficiaries: There is a need for strategies and programs for the 

poorest members of society who currently are not the targeted beneficiaries of the FISP. 

In addition, the FISP program does not target the most productive members of society, such as agricultural 

graduates. The view was expressed that perhaps this group would be more productive than the current group 

of FISP beneficiaries. 

• Depoliticization of the FISP: The point was made that there is a need to remove the perception that 

politicians are heavily involved in the program. The FISP is a public good that needs to remain non-partisan, 

with beneficiaries of FISP selected through clear, unbiased criteria. 

• Farmer attitudes and the risk of dependency syndrome: The redemption price for FISP fertilizer is very 

low. Consequently, there is concern that farmers will not become entrepreneurial and work to graduate 

from the program, but remain dependent upon it to obtain fertilizer. Research is needed to ascertain the 

value that beneficiaries place on the program and their attitudes towards it. Such insights can contribute 

towards a redesign of the program.  

• Data, statistics, and monitoring & evaluation for understanding the impact of the program: Symposium 

participants suggested that there is no robust system in place for monitoring and evaluation of FISP. As a 

result of this, it is difficult to fully understand its impacts and also to fully attribute all changes in rural areas 

to the program, as there are other social and developmental programs also being implemented in rural 

areas. A good system for monitoring and evaluation of the program would go far in ensuring the 

establishment of a databank that could be used to objectively assess the impact and returns of the 

program.  
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Moreover, impact assessment studies need to include analyzing the impact of the program on fertilizer use 

for other crops, such as tobacco, since some evidence exists that the program has negatively affected the 

application of fertilizer on other crops.  

• Alternative components to the FISP: Several commentators mentioned that the scope of the FISP could be 

expanded to include the program promoting complementary technologies to fertilizer being promoted at 

same time. Moreover, there is need to consider others means of transporting the input to Malawi, i.e., by 

rail instead of by road, which is substantially more costly. In addition, assessments of the impacts of the 

FISP have largely ignored the importance of soil conservation – this needs to be taken into account in the 

design of FISP in the future and in studies and assessments of the program. 

3.2 Session 2: Returns to fertilizer and program efficiency 

3.2.1 Maximizing returns to fertilizer use on maize in Malawi: lessons from on-farm agronomic 
research – Dr. Todd Benson, IFPRI 

The magnitude of the benefits of the FISP in Malawi is primarily derived from the size of the agronomic response 

in maize grain production to the application of the subsidized inorganic fertilizer supplied to program 

beneficiaries. This presentation reviews the results of nationwide agronomic trials on the application of fertilizer 

to hybrid maize in the 1995/96 and 1997/98 cropping seasons to provide information on the likely response in 

maize grain to inorganic fertilizer that can be obtained under well-managed maize on smallholder fields. 

Results from over 3,000 trials provide a national average estimated nitrogen use efficiency of 17.7 kg of maize 

grain for every kilogram of nitrogen applied, which is roughly equivalent to 7.0 to 9.5 kg grain per kilogram of 

fertilizer when using urea and 23:21:0+4S fertilizers. Nitrogen use efficiencies are highest in the mid-altitude 

plateau areas of Malawi, more variable along the lakeshore, and lowest on the rich alluvial soils of the Lower 

Shire Valley. Nitrogen is the most limiting nutrient to maize production. Although important maize yield 

responses are seen to application of phosphorus and sulfur in some areas of Malawi, these responses are not 

always observed. 

However, good crop management is necessary to obtain these levels of nutrient use efficiencies. Farmers must 

do a good job in growing maize, including using fresh hybrid seed adapted for local conditions, planting as early 

as possible, applying fertilizer on time, weeding well, and incorporating high-quality plant residues into the soil 

through rotations and intercropping.  

Dr. Benson’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here. 

3.2.2 A reflection on yield estimation techniques and results from crop simulation modelling – 
Prof. Andrew Dorward, SOAS, University of London, UK 

The study reflects on what the yield response in maize grain to fertilizer application is in Malawi under 

smallholder cropping conditions and how can it be improved. In general, the better the response rate, the better 

the yields. A number of data sources may be considered to estimate yield responses: 

• Farm surveys: These may suffer from general random errors from farmers and enumerator errors. Farm 

surveys may include farmer estimation errors which can lead to underestimation of yield from smaller plot 

areas and overestimation from large plot areas. In addition, clustering in the data at acre fractions may also 

occur. To overcome some of the errors, use can be made of area computed using Global Positioning System 

(GPS) techniques, but these too must be checked for reliability.  

• On farm trial results may also be used, as in the work that Dr. Benson presented.  

• Crop simulation analyses may also be useful, but the models may over or under-estimate yield and yield 

responses. 

Farm survey results generally show a fertilizer yield response rate of maize grain per kilogram of nitrogen applied 

of 6.6 to 12.0 for local maize and 13.0 to 14.0 for hybrid maize. Crop simulation exercises also indicate a range 

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/maximizing-returns-to-fertilizer-use-on-maize-in-malawi-lessons-from-onfarm-agronomic-research-by-todd-benson-ifpri
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of yield responses to nitrogen for hybrid maize (16.8 to 29.0). However, yield responses across the different 

estimate sources are notably variable, ranging from very small to very large.  

Simulation analysis that have been undertaken of maize grain yield response to nitrogen application, with and 

without phosphate, show that higher yields are experienced with good weeding. Hybrid seed increase yields, 

particularly when phosphate is applied with nitrogen.  

Dr. Dorward’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here. 

3.2.3 Marginal returns to fertilizer use: evidence from Malawian households surveys – Prof. 
Jacob Ricker-Gilbert, Purdue University, Indiana, USA 

Maize yield response to inorganic fertilizer application is consistently lower on farmer fields than on on-farm 

trial plots. In addition, responses are highly variable – even among farmers in same areas in same seasons, due 

to the varying management skills of the farmers. A number of factors are important in enhancing nitrogen use 

efficiency: number and intensity of weeding; crop rotation and intensity of intercrop; timeliness and 

management of fertilizer; crop population density; weather; soil phosphate; and sulfur 

National household surveys also show that soil fertility practices are not generally practiced. Some intercropping 

is taking place but the trend has been generally declining. Studies have shown the importance of intercropping. 

Farmers have provided a number of reasons for low yields, such as droughts, poor soil quality, and lack of access 

to the required inputs.  

Key issues for consideration are as follows:  

• Does devoting a substantial share of the public budget for the agriculture sector to subsidizing nitrogen 

and phosphorous constitute a sustainable approach to agricultural productivity growth?  

• How do we move from a situation where increasing use of nitrogen and phosphorous is the cornerstone of 

agricultural development to a more holistic program of soil fertility management and sustainable increases 

in agricultural productivity in Malawi? 

• Would it be valuable to provide equal emphasis to raising the efficiency with which farmers use nitrogen 

and phosphorous as to providing farmers with access to the fertilizer containing these nutrients? 

• Evidence shows that holistic approaches to soil fertility management are required to enable more intensive 

use of inorganic fertilizer for both profitability and sustainability. A holistic approach requires improved 

seeds that have the characteristics desired by farmers. Extension programs are also required to help 

farmers to improve their nitrogen use efficiency. Reduction in supply and input costs are also required to 

enhance nitrogen use efficiency. It is also important that the program be linked to education interventions 

and allow for the adoption and maintenance of improved management practices. 

Dr. Ricker-Gilbert’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here. 

3.3.4 Discussant – Ms. Veria Kumwenda, Fertilizer Association of Malawi 

Nitrogen is the critical nutrient for plant response to maize yields. However, other nutrients are equally 

important in deficient soils. Application of nitrogen in conjunction with these other nutrients (sulfur and 

phosphorous) has important implications for improved yield outcomes. Unbalanced nutrient application results 

in mining of nutrients now in the soil. 

A number of interventions are required to improve the efficiency of fertilizer use by smallholder farmers in 

Malawi:  

• Soil testing – Complementary nutrients to nitrogen, phosphorus, and sulfur can be incorporated into the 

FISP design. 

• Mapping of the soils of Malawi is required to have a better understanding of the soils that are deficient in 

various nutrients. 

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/design-and-implementation-of-fisp-evolution-challenges-and-innovations-ephraim-chirwa-wadonda-consulting
http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/marginal-returns-to-fertilizer-use-evidence-from-malawian-household-surveys
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It will also be essential to encourage public-private partnerships to implement strategies that enhance soil 

fertility and to build a sustainable private input supply sector in Malawi. 

3.3.5 Discussant – Mr. Dyborn Chibonga, National Smallholder Farmers Association of Malawi 
(NASFAM) 

 Effective rural advisory services are required as a key component of the FISP. The difference between 

farmer knowledge of improved agricultural production methods and technologies and compliance in 

the application of that knowledge are huge. These advisory services are required to let farmers know 

of the critical steps needed to be taken in the production stage  

 Data collection needs to be improved to make better informed decisions by both FISP program 

implementers and farmers.  

 Clear linkages in the FISP design are required between organic and inorganic fertilizers. Inorganic 

fertilizers only feed the crop, whereas organic fertilizers improve the soil condition. 

 More research is required on local varieties of maize and other crops that have been shown to have 

resilient properties. 

 FISP should target both resource rich and resource poor households.  

 Timeliness in the delivery of inputs will significantly enhance yields. Efforts must be made to improve 

coordination and timely implementation of the program. 

3.3.6 Plenary discussion – Evidence is mixed, but increasing returns is important for program 
impact: How can this be achieved? 

FISP should be seen and implemented as part of a broad based strategy that should have coordination across 

ministries. This therefore entails that the program should enhance other sound soil and crop management 

technologies such as Integrated Soil Fertility Management – currently this is not a component of the program.  

• Yield estimates and response: Clear and definitive yield responses to the program are not there. 

Consequently, one contributor spoke of the need for the use of different methodologies, including soil 

sampling, to really determine potential yield levels and yield response under the FISP. In general, evidence 

suggests that yields under FISP are comparatively low – this requires the use of Integrated Soil Fertility 

Management approaches in how farmers manage their soils and crops. 

• It was suggested that there is a need to review the role of social safety nets for vulnerable populations, 

with the FISP targeting more productive members of society (meaning more productive than those being 

currently targeted). The issues of social safety nets and FISP targeting need further consideration if the 

program is to be a success. In reforming the program, there also is need to look fully at the challenges that 

the beneficiaries themselves raise, which currently are not being met.  

• Continuation of the program: There is insufficient information from government on the future of the FISP. 

There is need for a clarity on the continuation of the program. 

3.3 Session 3: FISP design and implementation issues 

3.3.1 Design and implementation of FISP: Evolution challenges and innovations – Prof. Ephraim 
Chirwa, Wadonda Consult and Chancellor College, Zomba 

No major changes in the design of FISP have occurred over time, except: i) consideration in targeting of farm 

household characteristics, in addition to maize area (improved equity in allocation of coupons); ii) removal from 

FISP program of subsidized inputs for smallholder tobacco, tea, coffee, and cotton, with more focus on food 

crops; and iii) introduction of legumes. In terms of targeting, the main changes over time include more emphasis 

on targeting vulnerable groups and more regional equity in subsidy targeting in the country.  
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There has been a high repeat of beneficiaries over time since the introduction of FISP, with little graduation of 

beneficiaries from the program. In terms of coupon allocation and distribution, coupon provision for 

supplementary crops was done in a less transparent manner and thus was eliminated in 2009/10. The major 

challenges with FISP observed are that: i) it has provided opportunities for creation of ghost villages to capture 

program benefits, ii) enormous undertaking by the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Irrigation, 

requiring most of the human capital of the Ministry, and iii) increased intra-village re-distribution and otherwise 

sharing of the FISP coupons has been observed, which has negatively affected the attainment of program 

objectives.  

Coupon redemption has been done mainly through the Agricultural Development and Marketing Cooperation 

(ADMARC) and the Smallholder Farmer Fertilizer Revolving Fund (SFFRFM). However, as major changes in the 

program there has been variable participation by the private sector in fertilizer voucher redemption (in 2006/7 

and 2007/8), use of Agricultural Development Divisions for distribution of cotton inputs (when cotton was part 

of the FISP), and use of voter IDs for voucher redemption.  

Major challenges in coupon redemption include: long distance to markets; long queues at redemption locations, 

which facilitates the use of ‘tips’ and ‘bribes’ to circumvent the queues; intermittent supply of subsidized 

fertilizers in some markets with frequent stock-outs; political interference in the price setting for coupon 

redemption; and diversion and fraud. 

Strategic innovations for improving the FISP include redefining the objectives of the program with the primary 

objective focusing on increasing land and labor productivity as a sustainable way of achieving food security. 

Secondary objectives, among others, should include improving smallholder incomes and, hence, contribute to 

poverty reduction. FISP should also contribute to on- and off-farm income diversification. The FISP design must 

embrace the concept of sustainable graduation; a fixed subsidy, redemption price, or increasing farmer 

contributions; and the use of a flexible farmer voucher to better enable farmers to obtain those inputs that they 

most need.  

Sustainable graduation should consider complementary interventions such as soil conservation and sustainable 

soil fertility management action, crop diversification, credit access, increased provision of agricultural extension 

services, and improved maize markets. Finally, there is also a need for political commitment to sustainable 

approaches to subsidization. Politicians should cease from actively being involved in the program and allow 

technocrats to manage and implement the program based on sound technical principles.  

Dr. Chirwa’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here.  

3.3.2 Logistics and procurement – Mr. Charlie Clark, Manager, FISP Logistics Unit, Lilongwe 

There are real weaknesses in the logistics of FISP which have negatively affected the implementation of the 

program. These include: 

• Problems in identifying program beneficiaries as evidenced by the failure to make use of the FISP farm 

family database and failure to use beneficiary registers in follow up. 

• Late delivery of fertilizer due to late award of fertilizer contracts, inappropriate awards to transporters and 

other service providers, lack of storage space and failure to meet payments within specified time. A case 

in point is the upcoming cropping season – if FISP is to be implemented, then lead times for procurement 

from abroad have already passed.  

There is a pressing need to review the critical milestones and timing for the annual program with, for instance, 

transport awards being completed by end of July (and not late September as it has been in the past) and 

beneficiary registration by August (and not October). 

Mr. Clark’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here.  

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/7-chirwa-37298124
http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/8-clark
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3.3.3 Smallholder farmer’s perceptions and Impact of FISP – Dr. Donald Makoka, Centre for 
Agriculture and Rural Development (CARD), LUANAR 

Based on a study of farmers’ perceptions of the FISP, it was found that community based targeting as used in 

the FISP since its inception is well understood by both beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries. However, there is 

consensus that the system in not fair. Moreover, the study found that the sale of coupons by the beneficiaries 

is a well-organized activity. This was most pronounced in Mchinji district where much of the subsidized fertilizer 

is smuggled to neighboring Zambia. Moreover, the sharing of coupons and fertilizer among village members is 

reducing the impact of the program. In terms of perceptions on graduation from FISP, the majority of the 

beneficiaries were in support of graduation as long as their food security situation is achieved. However, others 

were of the view that once you received the coupon, in the future others should be given the chance to benefit.  

Farmer’s perceptions on the future of FISP are mixed, but most study farmers opted for a universal subsidy 

program – that is reducing the amount by which the fertilizer is subsidized (increasing the cost to farmers), with 

all farming households having access. It was felt by respondents that most resource-poor farmers could afford 

to pay MWK 5000 per bag of fertilizer, with the ultra-poor being able to pay MWK 4700 and the poor MWK 6500, 

on average. Consequently, if farmers are willing to pay these amounts, why should FISP only expect a payment 

of MWK 500 per bag of fertilizer from program beneficiaries? On FISP and community relationship – the study 

found that FISP has worsened community relationships and thus contributed to breaking up of the social fabric, 

for instance, through favoritism by chiefs in targeting the FISP within the community. 

Dr. Makoka’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here. 

3.3.4 Discussant – Mr. Andrew Mpesi, Farmers Union of Malawi 

• Observed that all three presenters agreed on the objectives of FISP of targeting the poorest of the poor, as 

well as the need for graduation from FISP. However, if graduation is supported by the farmers, then why is 

it difficult for farmers to graduate from FISP? Is it the problem with the farmers or with the design of the 

program? 

• Acknowledged the pressure that FISP exerts on human capital in the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and 

Water Development.  

• Noted that farmers sell the FISP coupons that they are provided because of the uncertainty of finding the 

fertilizer commodity on the market due to late delivery.  

• There is also misalignment of inputs in that different types of fertilizer are delivered late, thus negatively 

affecting crop performance. 

• Farmers often complain about low quality certified seed. It is not uncommon that certified seed from well-

known and recognized seed companies does not germinate. 

• The use of voter IDs in selecting FISP beneficiaries is highly politicized. A key reform should be on promoting 

the creation and use of national IDs in FISP and similar national development programs. 

3.3.5 Discussant – Mr. Supply Chisi, Seed Traders Association of Malawi  

• The FISP objectives are not just about fertilizer, but also other inputs, specifically, seed. Currently most of 

the focus in the program and in evaluating the program is on the fertilizer component. The seed 

components of the FISP receive little attention.  

• On the one hand, it should be noted that FISP has contributed to the development of the seed market, as 

evidenced by increased maize and legume seed sales; increased adoption rates of certified seed; and the 

proliferation of seed suppliers – more than 21 seed companies now operate in Malawi. At the same time, 

FISP has reduced the open retail sale of seeds – commercial maize seed sales fell from 4500 metric tons in 

2005 to 2500 in 2013. 

• The use of biometric measures as a means of targeting beneficiaries is commendable as the industry would 

like to see a system that is free of flaws and corruption.  

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/9-makoka
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• Tendering on fertilizer supply often excludes potential equally qualified suppliers. Hence, there is need also 

to look at the transparency of the tender system.  

• There is need for policy on the use of certified seed for all cases, including non-emergency seed.  

• Seed pack size in the FISP does not match with the quantity of fertilizer that is given to beneficiaries. 

Currently the two 50 kg bags of fertilizer that are given are sufficient for cultivation of on acre of land. 

However the 5 kg seed pack that is given to beneficiaries is enough for only half an acre. The industry 

believes contributes to wastage of fertilizer. Sufficient high quality seed to match the fertilizer amount 

provided should be distributed to beneficiaries. 

3.3.6 Plenary discussion – Key issues arising on FISP design and implementation issues 

• Reforms and future of FISP: General agreement that the FISP is essential and has to continue. However 

there is need for determine how best to reform it. Currently there are different interest groups calling for 

different reforms, such as farmers calling for a universal subsidy and some farmers suggesting that they 

are willing to pay more than the current redemption price. As part of the reform process there are also 

suggestions to legislate the program so that it would be an act of government – this would create 

consistency in how the program is implemented and funded.  

• Procurement of fertilizer: The procurement system for fertilizer for FISP needs improvement. This can be 

achieved by greater and timely engagement of the private sector in procurement. Engagement of the 

private sector has worked in the procurement of seed for FISP beneficiaries. Consequently, it might be a 

good model to learn from in acquiring and distributing fertilizer as well.  

3.4 Session 4: Budget allocation and policy choice 

3.4.1 Budget processes and prioritization of public expenditure – Dr. Anne Conroy, Ministry of 
Finance, Government of Malawi 

The FISP has been successful at improving food self-sufficiency. Despite these successes, transient food 

insecurity still affects the population of Malawi. Efforts must therefore be made to prioritize budget allocation. 

There is at present massive pressure on the budget to cater for all government spending needs. Increased 

transport allocation and emoluments have further squeezed the budget, restricting allocations for other critical 

resources. In addition the ‘Cashgate’ scandal has further put pressure on the budgets with domestic debts having 

increased and high levels of arrears being reported.  

Agriculture accounts for about 20 percent of government spending. The FISP accounts for about 70 percent of 

all resources allocated to the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development. The FISP is also 

demanding of senior personnel in the ministry. Depreciating exchange rates further puts pressure on trade 

balances. Maintaining the overall budget requires strict adherence to the budget approved in Parliament. As a 

consequence, there is need to promote efficiency and sustainability in the FISP. It has to be ensured that fertilizer 

is procured at most efficient rates and in a timely manner. There is also need to ensure that fertilizers are 

delivered on time to farmers. The FISP should be complemented by the scaling up of technologies that promote 

soil conservation and soil health. In addition, corruption with regards to the FISP needs to be tackled.  

Finally some key issues that need to be considered: 

• FISP should not be targeted to the ultra-poor but to more productive members of society.  

• A budget is a plan and it requires commitment from all stake holders to adhere to budget ceilings. Currently 

budget pressures are enhanced as only the minority of the population are taxed. 

Key actionable areas:  

• Need to finance expenditure on the FISP from revenue generated locally.  

• Need to improve management of public finances in general.  
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• Need to strike a balance between investment and welfare. Prioritize the National Export Strategy to ensure 

that the country earns foreign exchange to cover development expenditures, such as the FISP. 

• Need to improve transparency and promote inclusive dialogue among all stakeholders. Existing information 

will have to be used efficiently in such dialogues and in reforming the FISP.  

There is need to move from analysis to efficiency in implementation. 

Dr. Conroy’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here.  

3.4.2 Comparing FISP to Alternate Programs that Help Smallholders – Prof. Jacob Ricker-Gilbert, 
Purdue University, USA 

There is consensus that smallholders have to be supported – the “How” of the support remains to be agreed 

upon. The benefits of FISP are realized when land, labor, soil and knowledge are met. There are a number of 

alternative interventions that could be used to support smallholders, but they have different objectives and 

differ in terms of their intended beneficiaries. These include:  

• Food aid: generally for the most destitute in communities 

• Cash transfers: conditional or unconditional which provide money directly to beneficiaries. Such transfers 

help target group to manage shocks and smooth out income and consumption. The Malawi Social Action 

Fund (MASAF) program represents Malawi’s cash transfer program, although it is significantly smaller than 

the FISP. Other countries have also had experiences with cash transfers i.e. the Productive Safety Net 

Program in Ethiopia, which is more integrated than the FISP, but implemented at a much lower cost. 

• Flexible input vouchers: Such a subsidy program would allow the beneficiary to choose which inputs would 

best serve their particular circumstances. 100 kg of fertilizer and 5-8 kg of maize seed may not be best for 

everyone. Households generally will know what is best for themselves. 

• Crop price support program: Most of the benefits from higher crop prices under such a program go to 

relatively better off farmers who have enough land to expand area under production. Poorer farmers with 

less land who do not produce enough to meet their food needs for the year, are harmed by these higher 

prices when they have to purchase food at the market. 

The FISP is a production enhancing policy similar to a flexible input voucher or a crop price support program. 

However, the most vulnerable households in a community and in Malawi are better served with an integrated 

social protection policy. The country also needs to consider investments that have high pay offs in the future. 

Dr. Ricker-Gilbert’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here. 

3.4.3 Returns to spending and optimal budget allocation – Prof. Ronald Mangani, Chancellor 
College, Zomba 

Poverty reduction is the key development objective of the government of Malawi. In terms of the FISP, the social 

welfare component of the program is the most critical by design. However, this is compromised by spending 

under the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development. Spending on FISP if properly targeted 

improves food security and contributes to better nutrition, as well as enhancing economic growth. The 

suggestion of having safety nets in addition to FISP is misplaced because FISP is pro-poor by design.  

The government budget has three functional classifications: i) economic spending which enhances growth, ii) 

social spending, and iii) general spending. Currently most spending by the Malawi government is on general 

spending. The FISP has both social and economic elements. It is therefore critical to understand how poverty 

reduction is responsive to social and economic spending. It is important to know that poverty reduction requires 

more social spending than economic spending. And to recognize that for Malawi the social welfare component 

of the FISP is more important than the productivity aspect.  

Standard measures of returns to spending may miss this point. Benefit-Cost Analysis measures may not be 

aligned to national goals. For the FISP, Benefit-Cost Analysis results have been generally less than impressive. 

There is need to carry out a Benefit Incidence Analysis of how the benefits of the FISP are distributed across 

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/1conroy
http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/comparing-fisp-to-alternative-programs
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different ranked welfare groups as a complementary measure of the appropriateness of FISP for Malawi. Further 

analysis shows that the subsidy is actually more pro-poor in urban areas than it is in rural areas. 

If the country is to have optimal budgeting – there are some key implications for the design and implementation 

of the FISP:  

• Budget allocations have to prioritize social protection. Productivity is important, but must not be the key 

focus. The growth dimension of the FISP should be deemphasized, but rather the focus must be on the 

effectiveness of the program in attaining other development objectives, such as distributive justice and 

human development.  

• Prioritize and fund productivity initiatives regardless of subsidy availability.  

• Government needs to reform the manner in which FISP is implemented to reduce pressure on financial and 

human resources within government. In this regard, the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Water 

Development should not be the ministry responsible for the FISP as a social protection program. Rather 

the ministry responsible for social protection (formerly the Ministry of Economic Planning and 

Development) should lead the implementation of the program, with technical assistance provided by the 

Ministry of Agriculture. Such a design brings separation between management and technical advisory roles 

for FISP within government. 

Dr. Mangani’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here.  

3.4.4 Discussant – Mr. Tamani Nkhono-Mvula, CISANET 

• Governments have been voted into power based on guarantees to ensure food security since the inception 

of the multiparty era. Thus, maize is at the center of politics in Malawi.  

• Farmer contribution to subsidized fertilizer has been declining and has remained at MWK 500 since 1995 

when the fertilizer subsidy programs were first introduced.  

• Under the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP), governments are 

supposed to allocate 10 percent of their budgets to agricultural spending. Yet, in Malawi this 10 percent of 

spending is dedicated to FISP. This does not constitute spending on agriculture. 

• CISANET believes that enhancing momentum in productivity requires improved and increased efforts in 

other essential and complementary services, such as agricultural advisory services, improved seed and 

research. 

3.4.5 Discussant – Mr. Milward Tobias, MEJN 

• Poverty statistics have not changed over the last eight years of FISP implementation. This therefore creates 

questions as to the role and impact of the FISP. 

• Targeting is a critical issue for the program. In rural society in Malawi everyone is considered vulnerable 

and poor and, as such, worthy of benefiting from FISP.  

• FISP overwhelms the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security both in terms of financial resource 

allocation and the time allocation of its staff. 

• Evidence from the field suggests that farmers can and are willing to redeem the coupons at a much higher 

price than the current MWK 500.  

• There is need to understand that policy must be evidence-based, regardless of the costs. Therefore, there 

is need for studies and other research to determine if the subsidy is working for the poor and to find 

strategies to ensure that beneficiaries cannot transfer their FISP coupons to those who do not qualify to 

benefit from the program. 

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/returns-to-spending-and-optimal-budget-allocation
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3.4.6 Plenary discussion – Budget allocation and policy choice 

• Change fiscal calendar: The current fiscal calendar is not aligned to the needs of meeting FISP logistics in 

terms of procurement, shipping and distribution of fertilizer for timely application for crop production in 

the country. It is imperative that the fiscal calendar of government be changed to suit appropriate crop 

management and fertilizer use.  

• Learning from others: Other countries in the region learnt from the Malawi experience, and they have now 

surpassed the Malawi program. There is need for the country to also go and learn how they become much 

more successful. 

• Logistical issues plague FISP implementation. Assessments are required for how best to reduce the 

inefficiencies and costs arising from the current logistical setup of the program. By reflecting and rehashing 

this, the program can become more cost effective.  

• Rationale of the FISP to be clarified: Budget allocation anomalies can be properly sorted if the rationale of 

the program is clearly understood by all stakeholders. 

3.5 Session 5: Long-term agricultural strategy and the role of FISP 

3.5.1 Reflection on a National Agricultural Policy for Malawi – Dr. Todd Benson, IFPRI 

The Ministry of Agriculture is now engaged in drafting a strategic National Agricultural Policy to provide policy 

coherence and identify strategic development priorities within the agriculture sector. This presentation was 

developed to provide some reflections on two issues that are foundational to the content of the policy and will 

certainly have a bearing on the future design of the FISP: 1) the vision of development for Malawi, both for 

agriculture, but also more broadly; and 2) what are the responsibilities or duties of the Ministry of Agriculture 

in this regard.  

1. The vision of agricultural development for Malawi must have a vision for agricultural transformation, 

whereby more specialized, commercially oriented crop production within more diversified farming 

systems replaces the strongly subsistence-oriented agriculture practiced today. This agricultural 

transformation must contribute to structural change in the economy of Malawi whereby much more 

diverse employment opportunities emerge and many workers seek their livelihoods in the manufacturing 

and service sectors. 

2. The duties of the Ministry of Agriculture need to move from being all encompassing to be much more 

closely focused on production. The well-being of rural households in Malawi should not be the direct 

responsibility of the Ministry, but should be an indirect result of the Ministry succeeding in fostering a 

much more productive and profitable agriculture sector for Malawi.  

The implication for FISP of such a reorientation in the responsibility of the Ministry of Agriculture is that 

there would be increasing focus on farmers best positioned to use fertilizer effectively, but who are still 

unable to access the fertilizer they require due to cost. This generally will mean that the FISP will be 

targeted at some of the better endowed farmers in a community. However, a parallel set of public 

investments in social protection programs would be needed to assure the household food security of 

those households that would lose out with a reformulation of how the FISP is implemented and targeted. 

3.5.2 Long-term Agricultural Strategy: the role of FISP – Prof. Andrew Dorward, SOAS, University 
of London, UK 

There is a pertinent need to review the amount of financial and technical resources allocated to FISP as well as 

the capacity of the Ministry to engage with FISP. Most likely there might be need to consider narrowing the 

allocated resources as well as scope of involvement of the Ministry.  

Conceptually, three broad strategies for achieving Malawi’s development aspirations can be identified. These 

are: i) Hanging-in (maintaining and protecting current welfare), ii) Stepping-up (expanding the scale and 

productivity of current livelihood, strategies, agricultural growth and transformation), and iii) Stepping-out 
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(engaging in new livelihood strategies and structural transformation of the economy). The suggestion that the 

FISP should be a hanging-in strategy for Malawi is not agreeable. This is because the primary objective of the 

Ministry should be to promote land and labor productivity while also promoting food security, agricultural 

growth (stepping-up) and non-agricultural growth and increased output from the manufacturing and services 

sectors of the Malawian economy (stepping-out).  

Dr. Dorward then provided a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis of FISP and a 

schematic diagram of how the FISP could be placed to be a critical component of contributing to achieving both 

stepping-up and stepping-out development ambitions for Malawi.  

Dr. Dorward’s presentation can be viewed and downloaded here.  

3.5.3 Long term perspective on food security and appropriate policy responses – Mr. Mafa 
Chipeta, former FAO sub-regional Coordinator for Eastern Africa 

Malawi is a very poor country – this knowledge should drive us to strive for prosperity and not poverty reduction. 

Agricultural productivity is the country’s biggest challenge even after implementation of the FISP. Therefore 

there is need to go beyond just addressing hunger to development – some key issues to consider:  

• Need to move most of the farming population away from the agricultural sector. 

• With high population growth, productivity is the way forward. 

• Reduce FISP costs and improve targeting. 

• Focus on agricultural implements, market development, crop insurance and not only consumable inputs. 

• Need for improving transport infrastructure (particularly railway) as currently there is considerable cost 

associated in transporting low-value products by road.  

• Range of support measures may include removing taxes on agriculture support products (e.g. fuel) as well 

as subsidizing irrigation (water, fuel and equipment). 

http://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/long-term-agricultural-strategythe-role-of-the-fisp-by-andrew-dorward


Proceedings of the National Symposium on FISP  14-15 July 2014 

17 

4. GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

4.1 Break-out group discussion – Key issues arising on future strategy and the role of 
FISP 

Two questions were provided as guidelines for discussion in break-out groups. These were:  

1. Based on the evidence and discussion from sessions 1 to 4, what are the two or three most salient, 

pertinent reforms you would advise government to adopt to enhance FISPs efficiency and impact in the 

short term? 

2. Thinking about FISP and beyond, what are the two or three most important long term policy reforms that 

government should consider to improve food security, reduce poverty, and develop the agriculture 

sector? 

Five groups were formed by dividing up the plenary participants. The groups discussed the two questions for 

about thirty minutes. Rapporteurs for each group then provided a report back to the entire plenary.  

Question 1: Based on the evidence and discussion from sessions 1 to 4, what are the two or three most salient, 

pertinent reforms you would advise government to adopt to enhance FISPs efficiency and impact in the short 

term? 

• Need to redefine the objectives and targeting of the FISP. Key issues include: 

o Targeting the most active and productive members of society who can maximize returns from the 

subsidy;  

o Clearly determining the principal program objective - social welfare purpose (as a social safety net 

program) vs. agricultural productivity enhancement; 

o Review the redemption price paid by beneficiaries, with a recommendation that the beneficiary 

contribution should be increased to at least 30 percent of the total prevailing market value of the 

subsidized fertilizer obtained. This will enable government to recoup some of the costs of the program. 

• The implementation calendar for the FISP needs to be better aligned with the cropping season to ensure 

timely availability of inputs. Government funds for the FISP need to be made available several months 

before the start of government’s fiscal year on 1 July if FISP inputs are to be delivered to beneficiaries 

before the planting season. 

• Transition to flexible vouchers, which would allow farmers to choose the type of inputs that they obtain 

and the crops that they would grow. 

• Need to look in a more dedicated manner at how to encourage or enforce graduation from the program. 

This should be inherent in FISP design.  

• Gradually introduce mechanisms to increase productivity of FISP through leveraging activities that bring 

about holistic soil fertility management – integrated soil fertility management instead of just focusing on 

the use of inorganic fertilizers.  

• Greater engagement and involvement of the private sector actors in the fertilizer procurement and 

distribution activities of the FISP.  

• Develop and implement strategies to ensure greater involvement of non-state actors in the fertilizer sector 

in Malawi in the entire program design and implementation process, as is the case now with the seed 

component of FISP. 

• Key areas for greater non-state actor involvement include logistics management, procurement, and 

distribution of inputs. This will allow government staff to be more involved in oversight of the program 

than in implementation, improving the efficiency with which the program is implemented. 
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• Government should create a conducive business environment so that investors participate in other input 

markets beyond fertilizer and seed, such as machinery. 

• Need to fast-track the national identification document exercise, as the use of individual national 

identification cards in identifying and registering FISP beneficiaries would ensure better targeting and 

reduce fraud. 

• Improve and coordinate monitoring and evaluation of the impact of the program – there are many 

approaches currently being used, but these need to be harmonized. 

• In particular, need to conduct robust cost benefit analyses to determine the best way to organize the 

logistics of the program, particularly related to the costs of procurement, transport, and distribution. 

• Have a multi-sectoral approach so that FISP is not a standalone program but is part of a wider agricultural 

and economic development strategy. The agriculture sector should not work in isolation. A higher 

authority, such as the Office of the President and Cabinet (OPC), should guide program implementation in 

a more engaged manner. The OPC could ensure, for example, that the Ministries of Agriculture and Trade 

work together to avoid uncoordinated and conflicting policy making, such as is the case with the soybean 

export ban. 

• Need to depoliticize the FISP.  

Question 2: Thinking about FISP and beyond, what are the two or three most important long term policy 

reforms that government should consider to improve food security, reduce poverty, and develop the 

agriculture sector? 

• Move away from a narrow focus on maize. This can be achieved by scaling up the provision of services and 

programs for other crops, such as grain legumes, which may have a wider impact on building sustainable 

cropping systems. Doing this should go hand in hand with creating a conductive environment for 

investment in the legumes sector. 

• Government should develop mechanisms for enhancing Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) for investment 

in the agricultural sector. This can be done through various incentives such as providing tax holidays for 

those investing in the agricultural sector, and reducing government borrowing to keep interest rates in 

check. Such PPPs can be developing through putting in place a proper framework for their establishment. 

Mechanisms for enhancing such partnerships should be part of a broader strategy for promoting 

agricultural commercialization.  

• Increase access to agricultural finance in order to improve the sector’s productiveness. This can be done 

through the establishment of agricultural development banks.  

• Improve the availability and functioning of agricultural input and output markets. Agricultural markets that 

are established should be profitable, well-structured, and viable.  

• Government should consider domestic blending and packaging of bulk fertilizer if this could reduce the 

costs that the government incurs as a result of importing fertilizer. 
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5. OFFICIAL CLOSING 

5.1 Summary of the Workshop – Mr. Prince Kapondamgaga, FUM 

Mr. Kapondamgaga presented a summary of what the symposium has achieved in the past two days. In his 

summary, Mr. Kapondamgaga observed that the presentations captured the key issues that affect the 

implementation of FISP. The presentations were rich in that. The symposium also been able to capture the gains 

the symposium made a nation, and also the challenges the symposium faced as a nation. The symposium taken 

lessons we can use to inform the next program design or a similar program. In addition, the symposium discussed 

the policy alternatives to the FISP which is a good food for thought and will help us think through and decide on 

the next policy interventions.  

The symposium also managed to look at the challenges before us in terms of developing an agriculture budget 

for a program of this nature. This should also help inform our next course of action. Good reflection on the 

debate of how we want to position FISP as either social protection or a productive program was made. We are 

at the point now where we need to make a choice that gives good value for money to get the benefits that we 

as a nation are looking for. In terms of M&E, the symposium raised questions of how to best monitor the 

specified objectives of the program. And the symposium also raised the increased role of the private sector in 

the program as an issue of debate. There is an impression of government as a big brother but perhaps there are 

issues that would be better handled by private sector players.  

Finally, underlining the Minister’s point, thinking beyond the FISP program, as a nation we now have strategic 

documents that are well-articulated, and high levels of human resources, but perhaps we should not let this 

program crowd out our other efforts and activities. This was also addressed by Todd Benson and Andrew 

Dorward. With the FISP, do we want a “business as usual” strategy, or do we want to do a stepping-up strategy? 

5.2 Closing Remarks – Dr. Godfrey Ching’oma, Director of Crop Development, MoAIWD 

Right now in the Ministry of Agriculture we take a sector-side approach and desire to work in public-private 

partnerships. The stepping stone in agricultural development, you start with agriculture and move on to 

manufacturing. There are a lot of improvements that can be made to FISP, from targeting to distribution to many 

others. In fact, the ministry is over-crowded by this work and, consequently, procurement will go to the SFFRFM 

and will not be done by the government. This has taken a lot of my time. However, the network of implementers 

of the FISP as grassroots level are staff of the Ministry of Agriculture, so we will continue to do some of these 

functions that we are well-suited to do. Let us now have a formal submission of these recommendations to the 

Minister of Agriculture for his consideration. His interest is action so that together we can improve FISP. 

5.3 Official closing remarks – Prof. George Kanyama-Phiri, Vice-Chancellor, LUANAR 

In his closing remarks, Professor Kanyama-Phiri said he was proud of the outcome of this symposium. He said 

the symposium reminded me of the time of the late Aleke Banda. At the time the government acknowledged 

Bunda College as a partner. When we were approached to hold this symposium I felt this was the rebirth of this 

role. He left with no doubt that this has been a successful event. Noting the Minister’s request to move away 

from business as usual, he believed that had been achieved.  

The Minster’s opening remarks he observed that there have been a number of events on this topic and now is 

the time of action. I have been reliably informed and through my participation seen that the participants have 

been very active. We have discussed where we have been and set a vision for the future has been articulated 

for where we should go. A few weeks ago we celebrated 50 years as a republic and what have we gained in this 

time? We have to stimulate agricultural growth and economic investment. To boost the productivity of small 

farmers has multiple effects of the welfare of the farmers and the overall agriculture productivity. I have also 

been informed that over the last 2 days you have discussed the implementation of the FISP, the funding, the 

role the program should play in the future in spite of its challenges.  

It would be unfair to not consider the plight of the poor whose livelihoods are derived from farming, indeed we 

need to look to see how to make the FISP more effective and thus transform rural economies. What do we do 
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for the households that cannot produce enough with or without the FISP? What measured can be promoted to 

make the program more effective than it has been so far.  

As LUANAR, we are keen to partner with government to pilot test various interventions such as the new 

biometric system, to assess their effectiveness. And to assess the governance issues such as corruption, 

timeliness of delivery, and reducing transaction costs.  

I would like to commend the organizing committee for inviting these distinguished speakers, discussions and 

session chairs who steered the debate and are responsible for a successful debate. Most importantly thanks to 

the participants for sharing your thoughts and experience. 
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ANNEXES 

Annex 1: Speaker Biographies 

Todd Benson, IFPRI  

Todd Benson, who joined IFPRI in 1999 as a Research Fellow, conducts research on poverty, poverty 

mitigation, and household economic vulnerability both at the scale of the household and from broader 

spatial perspectives (poverty and vulnerability mapping). His research also explores the institutional 

frameworks within which food and nutrition security can be assured in sub-Saharan Africa. Before 

coming to IFPRI, he worked with the government of Malawi focusing on soil fertility management in 

smallholder agricultural systems. Benson holds a Ph.D. in geography from the University of Minnesota.  

Stephen Carr 

Stephen Carr graduated in Agriculture from London University in 1951 and moved to Africa. After 20 

years of village level work in Uganda and Sudan he headed up the crop section of the Ministry of 

Agriculture in South Sudan, was agricultural advisor to the Prime Minister’s office in Tanzania where he 

served for 11 years before settling in a village near Zomba in 1989. From there he has worked on 

smallholder technical and policy issues in East and Central Africa. 

Dyborn Chibonga, National Smallholder Farmers’ Association of Malawi (NASFAM) 

Mr. Dyborn Chibonga has managed NASFAM as Chief Executive Officer since June 1999. In his 

experience with NASFAM, he has led a dynamic team in taking the project from an initiative to 

becoming a model rural producer organization in Southern Africa. NASFAM pioneered the 

establishment of the Agricultural Commodity Exchange for Africa in 2004 and entered into Fairtrade 

production of peanuts in 2005, among its many other accolades. He holds a B.Sc. and Diploma from 

Bunda College of Agriculture. His general experience includes various board roles with both for-profit 

and non-profit organizations, task forces and committees dedicated to improving the lives of the 

underprivileged through their active participation.  

Mafa Chipeta 

Mafa Evaristus Chipeta is a Malawian who is a forestry graduate with a BSc and an MSc from the 

University of Wales in Britain. He has previously worked in various organizations including working for 

FAO, the International Forestry Research (CIFOR), the African Union and UN Economic Commission for 

Africa. Mafa Chipeta is currently consultant in agriculture, food security and forestry.  

Ephraim Chirwa, Chancellor College 

Ephraim Chirwa is Professor of Economics at Chancellor College, University of Malawi and Managing 

Director at Wadonda Consult Ltd. He graduated from the University of Malawi in 1989. He holds an 

MPhil in Economics awarded by the University of Cambridge in 1991. In 1993, he joined the Department 

of Economics at Chancellor College, University of Malawi as lecturer in economics. He completed his 

PhD in Economics at the University of East Anglia in 2000. Over the last 20 years he has undertaken 

research on various aspects of the Malawian economy, particularly on agricultural reforms, farming 

systems, and smallholder farmer organizations. He has collaborated with Andrew Dorward on a number 

of research projects including the ongoing evaluations of the FISP in Malawi since 2006. 

Charlie Clark, O.B.E, FISP Logistics Unit  

By profession a chartered surveyor, Mr. Clark has worked in Malawi for over 50 years in construction, 

emergency and logistics related projects. Formerly he served as Director of Buildings and Principal 

Secretary in the Ministry of Works under President Kamuzu Banda during the initial construction phase 
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of the New Capital in Lilongwe. Subsequently, he led the World Food Programme emergency team in 

response to drought and Mozambique refugee rehabilitation. He has been team leader of the Logistics 

Unit responsible for implementing first the Starter Pack, then the Targeted Inputs Programme, and now 

FISP. 

Anne Conroy, Ministry of Finance 

Dr. Conroy has lived and worked in Malawi for over 25 years. She has worked in the Ministries of 

Agriculture, Economic Planning and Development, Finance, and the Office of the Vice President. She is 

an Agricultural Economist working in public finance and public health. She is currently working in the 

Ministry of Finance.  

Andrew Dorward, SOAS 

Professor of Development Economics, Centre for Development Environment and Poverty, SOAS, 

University of London has had a varied career in development, research and training in a range of 

countries, with a primarily African focus. He has long-term interests in issues affecting the livelihoods 

of poor rural people, in particular problems associated with seasonality, market access, institutions, 

and the interactions of agricultural and other activities in rural economies. He has a long personal and 

professional association with Malawi; most recently since 2006/7 he has been leading evaluations of 

the FISP. He and Professor Ephraim Chirwa published a book emerging from this work in October 2013.  

Prince Kapondamgaga, Farmers Union of Malawi  

Prince Kapondamgaga is the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Farmers Union of Malawi, an umbrella 

body for farmers in Malawi. Prince has 15 years’ experience in Agribusiness development projects and 

programme/grants management, financial management, strategic management and monitoring and 

evaluation. Prior to joining Farmers Union, he has held a number of senior positions in other 

organizations such as World Vision and Concern Universal. By virtue of currently being CEO, he sits in a 

number of Boards and Programme Steering Committees in Malawi such as Export Development Fund 

(Board Member); National Agriculture Task Force on Conservation Agriculture (Chairman); Malawi Lake 

Basin Program Board (Chairman); Farm Radio Malawi (Board Member); Malawi Bureau of Standards 

Certification Committee (Member); G8 Alliance High Level Task Force (Member); Public Private 

Dialogue Forum (Member) and a member of the Agricultural Sector Wide Approach Sector and Trade 

Sector Wide Approach Sector Working Group under the Comprehensive African Agricultural 

Development Program framework. Prince Kapondamgaga is a holder of a BSc in Agriculture and an MSc 

in Crop Science obtained at University of Malawi. 

Veria Kumwenda, Fertilizer Association of Malawi  

Veria Kumwenda-Laemmle is a Malawian national. She currently works as a Coordinator for the 

Fertilizer Association of Malawi (FAM). Her areas of work include liaising between the Malawi 

Government and the local private fertilizer suppliers to ensure that Government policy is conducive to 

the trading of fertilizer in Malawi, and promoting FAM member companies in order to benefit the 

development of the fertilizer industry and its consumers. She has previously worked for GIZ (Basic 

Education Programme). 

Rodney Lunduka, CIMMYT 

Rodney Lunduka is currently working for the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre 

(CIMMYT) as a Socio-Economist in its Harare, Zimbabwe office. He holds a PhD in Development and 

Natural Resources Economics from the University of Life Sciences in Norway. Currently, he is working 

on Drought Tolerant Maize for Africa Project, which is aimed at promoting the use of drought tolerant 

maize varieties in drought prone areas in Africa. 

http://fdslive.oup.com/www.oup.com/academic/pdf/openaccess/9780199683529.pdf
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Donald Makoka, LUANAR 

Donald Makoka, is a Research Fellow at the Centre for Agricultural Research and Development (CARD) 

of LUANAR. He holds a PhD in Development Economics from the University of Hannover in Germany, a 

Master of Economics, and a Bachelor of Social Science, both from the University of Malawi. He has 

previously worked with ICRISAT-Malawi, the Centre for Development Research of the University of 

Bonn in Germany, the World Bank’s Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Unit, in 

Washington, DC, and the Malawi Institute of Management. He has over ten years’ experience in 

development work in Malawi. His research interests include poverty and vulnerability analysis, 

agricultural marketing, social protection, child protection, and tobacco control. 

Ronald Mangani, Chancellor College  

Ronald Mangani is Associate Professor of Economics at Chancellor College, University of Malawi. His 

current research focuses on macroeconomic policies, financial markets, and trade policy. He has 

published in several journals. Among others, Ronald has served on the boards of the Reserve Bank of 

Malawi, MDC Limited, and the Malawi Institute of Management. He is currently a director of the Malawi 

Stock Exchange. He also undertakes consultancies for governments, multinational organizations, and 

donor agencies. 

Andrew Mpesi, Farmers Union of Malawi  

Andrew Mpesi has more than 10 years of working experience, especially in governance and policy 

research. He holds Master of Arts (Political Science), Bachelor of Arts (Public Administration) and 

Postgraduate Diploma in Health Systems Management. Currently, he works with the Farmers Union of 

Malawi responsible for coordination of Programs and Policy. He has also been involved in a number of 

governance and advocacy research projects and consultancies both locally and internationally. In 

addition he has published in peer reviewed journals and books. 

Thomas Munthali, IPA 

Thomas holds a Master’s Degree and PhD in Economics from the University of Leeds in England with a 

specialty on interactions of public and private investments in Southern Africa. He has worked with the 

Ministry of Economic Planning, the World Bank, and the United National Population Fund. Currently, 

he is the Malawi Country Director for Innovations for Poverty Action, an international non-

governmental organization that specializes in conducting impact evaluation in over 51 developing 

countries. He has written a number of journal and workshop/conference papers on development 

economics. He is the past President of the Economics Association of Malawi (and remains its Executive 

member).  

Tamani Nkhono-Mvula, CISANET 

Tamani Nkhono-Mvula holds a BSc in Agriculture Economics from the University of Malawi and an MA 

in Development Studies from the Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex. Currently 

working as the National Director of the Civil Society Agriculture Network (CISANET). Has 10 years’ 

experience in Agricultural policy development and advocacy. His interest are in agricultural, food and 

nutrition security policy analysis, climate change management, vulnerability assessment and social 

protection, project and NGO management, program evaluation and impact assessment 

Karl Pauw, IFPRI 

Karl Pauw is a Research Fellow in the Development Strategy and Governance Division of IFPRI. He 

relocated to Malawi in 2010 where he currently heads IFPRI's Malawi Strategy Support Program 

(MaSSP). His role involves conducting policy-relevant research, providing technical assistance, building 

analytical capacity, and engaging in policy processes. His research interests include: development and 
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agricultural policy analysis; microeconomic analyses of poverty and nutrition; and economy wide policy 

impact analysis. Karl obtained a PhD in Economics from the University of Cape Town in 2009. 

Jacob Ricker-Gilbert, Purdue University  

Jacob Ricker-Gilbert is Assistant Professor of Agricultural Economics at Purdue University. He joined the 

faculty at Purdue in 2011 after completing his PhD at Michigan State University. His research focuses 

on finding strategies to promote sustainable smallholder intensification, and measuring the impact of 

public investments. Dr. Ricker-Gilbert’s dissertation research that evaluated the impact of Malawi’s 

input subsidy program won the 2009 T.W. Schultz award for best paper at the Triennial Meeting of the 

International Association of Agricultural Economics.  

Milward Tobias, Malawi Economic Justice Network  

Milward Tobias is an economist with interest in policy analysis, research and consultancy. He has 

received masters training from Moi University in Kenya and a bachelor of social science (economics 

concentration) from Chancellor College, University of Malawi. He has worked in Malawi and briefly (ten 

months) in Zimbabwe, and has consulted and researched for organizations based in Malawi, Zimbabwe, 

England and India. Currently, he is Acting Director of Programs at Malawi Economic Justice Network, a 

civil society organization that promotes economic governance. 
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Annex 1: Symposium Program 

Day 1: 14 July 2014 
09:00 – 
09:30 

Registration 

09:30 – 
10:30  

Official opening 
Chair: Charles 
Jumbe (LUANAR) 

Charles Jumbe (LUANAR)– Welcome and introductions 
George Kanyama-Phiri (LUANAR) – Opening remarks 
Minister of Agriculture (c/o PS Jeffrey Luhanga) – Official opening 

10:30 – 
11:00 

Tea break & Photo 

11:00 – 
12:30  

Session 1:  

FISP rationale 
and impacts 
Chair: Alex 
Kalimbira 
(LUANAR) 

Presenters: 
Stephen Carr (formerly World Bank) – FISP rationale, original 

design principles, and targeting criteria  
Rodney Lunduka (CIMMYT) – What are the Household-level 

Impacts of Malawi’s FISP?  
Karl Pauw (IFPRI) – Economy-wide effects of FISP 
Discussants: Prince Kapondamgaga (FUM) & Thomas Munthali 

(IPA): Reflections on FISP objectives, effectiveness in achieving 
those, and redefining FISP goals for the future. 

General discussion: Facilitated by chair  
12:30 – 
14:00 

Lunch 

14:00 – 
15:30 

Session 2:  

Returns to 
fertilizer and 
program 
efficiency 
Chair: Charles 
Masangano 
(LUANAR) 

Presenters: 
Todd Benson (IFPRI) – Maximizing returns to fertilizer use on maize 

in Malawi: Lessons from on-farm agronomic research  
Andrew Dorward (SOAS) – Returns to fertilizer and program 

efficiency: Estimation techniques & results from crop simulation 
Jacob Ricker-Gilbert (Purdue) – Maize-nitrogen Response in 

Malawi’s Smallholder Production System  
Discussants: Veria Kumwenda (FAM) & Dyborn Chibonga 

(NASFAM): Evidence is mixed, but increasing returns is 
important for program impact. How can this be achieved? 

General discussion: Facilitated by chair  
15:30 – 
15:50 

Tea break 

15:50 – 
17:20 

Session 3:  

FISP design and 
implementation 
issues 
Chair: Weston 
Mwase 
(LUANAR) 

Presenters: 
Ephraim Chirwa (Wadonda Consult) – Design and implementation 

of FISP: evolution, challenges, and innovations  
Charlie Clark (FISP Logistics Unit)– Logistics and procurement  
Donald Makoka (LUANAR) – Smallholder Farmers’ Perception and 

Impact of the FISP 
Discussants: Andrew Mpesi (FUM) & Nessim Nyama (STAM): What 

are pertinent program reforms for improved impact and 
efficiency in the short term to medium term; what areas require 
further investigation?  

General discussion: Facilitated by chair  
17:20 – 
17:30 

Reflections Day 
1 

Alex Namaona (MoAIWD)  

17:30 – 
18:30 

Reception/cocktail 
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Day 2: 15 July 2014 

09:00 – 
10:30  

Session 4:  
Budget 
allocation and 
policy choice 
Chair: Davies 
Ng’ong’ola 
(LUANAR) 

Presenters: 
Anne Conroy (MoF) – Budget processes and prioritization of public 

expenditure  
Jacob Ricker-Gilbert (Purdue) –  Comparing FISP to Alternative 

Programs that Help Smallholders 
Ronald Mangani (Chanco) – Returns to spending and optimal 

budget allocation  
Discussants: Tamani Nkhono-Mvula (CISANET) & Milward Tobias 

(MEJN): Politics, policy choices, and their associated short run 
and long run trade-offs.  

General discussion: Facilitated by chair  

10:30 – 
11:00 

Tea break 

11:00 – 
12:15  

Session 5:  
Long term 
agricultural 
strategy and 
the role of FISP 
Chair: Kenneth 
Wiyo (LUANAR) 

Presenters: 
Todd Benson (IFPRI) – Reflection on a National Agricultural Policy 

for Malawi 
Andrew Dorward (SOAS) – Long-term Agricultural Strategy: the 

role of FISP 
Mafa Chipeta (formerly FAO) – Long term perspective on food 

security and appropriate policy responses  
General discussion: Facilitated by chair; allow closing statements 

from panel 

12:15 – 
12:30 

Closing 
remarks 

George Kanyama-Phiri (LUANAR)  

12:30 – 
14:00 

Lunch and departure 
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