
 

Event Summary 
 
On 30th May 2017, IFPRI and Save the Children co-hosted a technical and policy discussion, bringing together nearly 100 
development partners, including implementers, researchers, and donors, to discuss ways to better coordinate multisectoral efforts 
on development initiatives intended to have an impact on food security, diets, and nutrition. The event was intended as a platform 
for sharing evidence and real examples of multisectoral approaches that have worked to improve food security and nutrition, in 
order to apply the learning to ongoing government policies and programs.  
 
Specifically, the event objectives were:  
 Review and validate new evidence from multi-sectoral programs in Malawi; 
 Highlight programmatic and research-based suggestions for stronger multi-sectoral action towards improved food security and 

nutrition; and 
 Discuss implications for strengthening multi-sectoral policy engagement and uptake of research findings. 

A Call for Multisectoral Action 

The event opened with remarks by Ms. Tina Yu, Country Director for Save the Children-Malawi. Ms. Yu reiterated the intention of 
the discussion—to find ways to better coordinate on multisectoral programming to improve nutrition, emphasizing the need to 
deliberately engage with each other, with the government, and with the communities in which work. She concluded with a call to 
action. “I urge us all to commit to better coordination, better multisectoral programming, commit to take these best practices to 
action, commit to the next generation of Malawians that depend on us.” 

A series of high-level remarks and keynote addresses followed. Mr. Felix Phiri, Director of the Department of Nutrition, HIV and AIDS 
(DNHA) at the Ministry of Health spoke next. He reminded the group of several existing government platforms, committees, and 
advisory groups which are multisectoral in nature, bringing together many Ministries. He noted that there are opportunities to make 
nutrition more visible and to bring in agriculture to help address nutrition indicators, if we continue to work together. 

Next, the guest of honor, Mr. Bright Kumwembe, Chief Director in the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Water Development 
(MoAIWD) addressed the group, emphasizing agriculture’s central role in Malawi, beyond production alone. “After we’ve produced, 

we must ensure that we eat, and we eat healthy.” He commended the Agriculture Sector Wide Approach project (ASWAp) for 

its nutrition-sensitive approach, ensuring that households not only produce maize but a wide array of foods, including legumes, fish, 
and other nutritious foods. He left the group with a challenge: “Let’s scale up nutrition to the best that we can, using nutrition-
sensitive approaches, for the benefit of our country.” 

The first keynote address on multisectoral linkages to improve diets, nutrition, and food security, was given by Professor Alexander 
Kalimbira, Head of the Nutrition Department at LUANAR. In just a few short minutes, he educated the group with an array of 
compelling nutrition stats to highlight the urgency of the problem in Malawi. For example, Malawi has experienced a downward 
trend in the percentage of the population experiencing a calorie deficiency 1990 (through 2015), yet the number of calorie deficient 
people has remained static over the past decade. Additionally, 77% Malawian income is spent on food, yet nutritious foods, such as 
vegetables, remain inaccessible for most.  

He shared some promising improvements, crediting success to coordinated approaches around certain micronutrient deficiencies. 
For example, in 2001, 80% of Malawian children were anemic, but by 2009, this dropped to 55%, and by 2015/2016, it was 28%. 
Vitamin A deficiency in children was 59% in 2001, but dropped down to 4% in 2015/2016 due to fortification, dietary diversity, and 
other approaches. While this success is worthy of celebration, he also urged us to look at whole diets because 9/10 kids’ diets in 
Malawi do not meet the minimum dietary diversity and nutrition requirements. “We need to address diets: food systems in their 
complexity versus one nutrient at a time.”  He reiterated that doing nothing is costly (10.3% annual GDP loss due to undernutrition-



related mortality), yet the returns to investing in nutrition are high. Together, we can look at the drivers of nutrition and food 
security to diversify agricultural production and food availability. 

The second keynote address, on the importance of gender in promoting food security and nutrition, was delivered by Dr. Mary 
Shawa, Gender and Nutrition expert, PS Ministry of Transport. She urged us to unpack women’s role in household nutrition, citing 
that women produce food, yet have less access to necessary agricultural inputs. Additionally, women’s own nutrition and health 
status directly impacts those of her children, so “women truly are at the center of agriculture-nutrition linkages.” Yet, the reality is 
that 1 in 3 women (33%) women in Malawi are anemic, and 63% are zinc-deficient. We need to do better to improve women’s 
nutritional status, and through them, children’s status will improve.   

 

Last, Mr. McKnight Karanda, Director of Child Affairs, Ministry of Gender, Children, Disability and Social Welfare, addressed the group. 
He emphasized that we look at models already working on the ground, such as the quality improvement approach being used to 
strengthen the country’s early child development program. To tackle child undernutrition, he urged us to intervene as early as possible, 
ideally within the first 1,000 days of life, before it is too late to reverse the negative impacts of poor nutrition. 

Following the keynotes, a series of topical presentations covered scale-up platforms in which nutrition-sensitive interventions have 
been implemented and tested, as well as discussions on strengthening agriculture and nutrition extension services, and gender and 
nutrition linkages, among other topics.   

 

Methods and approaches in action 

First, Drs. Aulo Gelli (IFPRI) and Jason Donovan (ICRAF) provided an overview of a diagnostic framework which can be used to identify 
entry points for value chain interventions to improve diets and nutrition from a food systems perspective. One can look across the 
whole system to understand trade-offs and opportunities for various interventions, in order to prioritize. The value chains for nutrition 
framework offers a lens to examine the role of markets in food systems, to help us understand the pathways through which value 
chain interventions can influence nutrition, including demand side, supply side, and value-addition activities.  

Based on data collected in Zomba, they presented detailed information on diets constraints and market characteristics across season, 
concluding with some potential short-, medium-, and long-term interventions for specific nutrient dense products that are locally 
available. For instance, they cited opportunities for increasing consumption of nutrient dense foods such as leafy greens and dried 
fish, which are generally available in markets (high supply) but willingness to pay for them is low (low demand),  through subsidies and 
transfers. While beans and legumes are highly demanded but face inconsistent supply and high prices, thus pointing to a need for 
production  support to boost supply. Finally, some highly nutrition fruits, such as avocado and mango, are seen as coping foods (low 
demand) and have highly seasonal supply (low supply), so information campaigns about their benefits and varietal diversification 
would help address both sides of the problem.  

In conclusion, they encouraged us to consider bundles of foods rather than individual foods or nutrients, and a combination of 
approaches over different seasons to address short, medium, and longer-term challenges to improving diets.  



The next presentation was delivered by Dr. Noora-Lisa Aberman (IFPRI), based on an assessment of lean season food transfers. The 
study looked at the impact and targeting of MVAC lean season food transfers among approximately 1,200 households in Zomba, 
capturing both longitudinal quantitative and qualitative data. The good news is that the study found positive effects from the 
intervention on food security and child nutrition, but unfortunately, it also found that the targeting was poor. In fact 20% of the 
poorest (i.e. least food secure) households received transfers, but so did the 20% of best-off households. Village heads and norms, 
such as forced sharing, played a key role in selection, though there was variability in community involvement in selection and 
favouritism. The study concluded that MVAC food transfers are effective at protecting diets in the short-term, but targeting and 
coverage are both problematic. Furthermore, short-term interventions such as this one must be coupled with longer term strategies 
for addressing chronic food insecurity in Malawi. 

Next, Dr. Mangani Kutundu (Senior Lecturer of Food Security and Nutrition at Chancellor College) spoke about the first rigorous 
evaluation being done of homegrown pre-school feeding, looking at impacts on nutrition, agriculture, and child nutrition.  The initiative 
is part of the Nutrition-Embedded Evaluation Project (NEEP), in which community based childcare centers, or CBCCs, are used as a 
platform for nutrition and child development to address food gaps in preschools, and also to provide inputs for producing nutrition 
foods. To ensure consumption of the nutritious food grown on-site, training on nutritious seasonal meal-planning, and varying child 
nutrition needs, is part of the intervention, though had not been scaled-up at the time this analysis was completed. The preliminary 
findings show that: 

o The intervention improved household food production, especially of biofortified roots and tubers, pulses and 
legumes, and chickens.  

o The diets and dietary diversity of kids 3-6 years old improved, as did the diets of younger siblings not attending the 
CBCCs (aged 6-36 months), as a trickle-down effect at home. Stunting also improved in the younger siblings.  

o These effects are before the scale-up of nutrition trainings, so just based on agricultural inputs for households 
participating in CBCCs. 

o Cost-effectiveness analysis shows that the intervention costs $25 per beneficiary in the first year, and then goes 
down to $11 per beneficiary in subsequent years, making this a cost-effective intervention.  

In conclusion, the NEEP approach of using a CBCC as a hub of influence to improve household production and utilization of nutritious 
foods was not only found to be successful, but also replicable, with the potential for scale elsewhere. We would expect these positive 
impacts on diets to be sustained into the medium term, and the next round of analysis will confirm that.  

 

The next presentation, by Ms. Stacia Nordin (Nutrition Education Specialist, SANE), offered the group some energy, optimism, and 
encouragement to think outside the box in how we address nutrition. She urged us to think about nutrition differently—shifting away 
from ‘maize equivalents’ when we talk about food consumption, and away from seeing agriculture as potentially ‘nutrition-sensitive,’ 
but rather, as the source of nutrition. She framed agriculture’s nutrition pyramid with the following components: start with the 
environment (natural resources and systems) at the bottom, followed by human systems (for agriculture, food, water, energy, health 
and education), then food and water security (consumption of all food groups and access to water), then health, and, finally, nutrition 



security right up top. She then inspired the group with an illustrative of the many (600+) nutritious, indigenous foods available here in 
Malawi, ranging from baobab, with its iron-rich leaves, to tamarind, mpungabwe (like mint basil), aloe vera, and so many more. She 
encouraged us to build strong (local) systems and keep in mind the three C’s: coordination, collaboration, and colocation. She 
reminded us that there are no excuses. The tools are there (i.e. Integrated Farming Manual, Farmer Field School Manual, etc.), so let’s 
use them. 

The presentations were followed by a panel discussion, led by Dr. Athur Mabiso (IFPRI-NAPAS) and Ms. Natalie Roschnik (Save the 
Children) on the implications for strengthening multi-sectoral policy engagement and uptake of research findings. There were a 
number key points coming out of this lively discussion to highlight. First, there were discussions on how to make the MVAC food 
transfer more nutrient dense, including questions about using fortified maize flower. Dr. Aberman noted that the applying the value 
chains for nutrition approach would support the addition of highly nutritious foods that are locally available in the lead season, thus 
benefitting producers, traders, and MVAC recipients. In answer to questions about scaling-up biofortified crops to address nutrition 
deficiencies, Dr. Gelli noted that we should not consider these various interventions as either-or; a food systems approach suggests 
that many different interventions can be mixed and matched, depending on the season and the target group. Ms. Nordin emphasized 
that these interventions should focus on the multitude of indigenous food available in Malawi.  

Dr. Donovan responded to questions about promising market-focused interventions. He noted that addressing issues of storage, 
market infrastructure (use of covered stalls and availability of running water), as well as transportation challenges would all be 
important, though longer-term, interventions. 

There were questions on broadening the discussion to other sectors beyond agriculture, health, and gender, and a challenging call to 
move beyond discussing multi-sectorality towards determining the barriers and moving forward. Ms. Nordin talked about multi-
sectorality as something that must go beyond the national level and be considered at district-level and below. She highlighted some 
of the challenges of working across sectors at district level, and the importance of using existing direct structures when implementing. 
Others noted the importance of clarifying the distinct roles of each ministry in addressing undernutrition.  

Following the panel discussion, Dr. Bob Baulch, Program Leader of IFPRI-Malawi left the group with some closing remarks, reminding 
us to look at what rates-of-returns to certain investments are, and to prioritize accordingly. This event was an opportunity to move 
the discussion on multi-sectoral action for nutrition forward, but definitely not the end of the effort, as we must continue to consider 
these importance issues, and ensure that new learning be incorporated into policy and practice for continued progress.  

 

EVENT PRESENTATIONS:  

- Multisectoral linkages to improve diet, nutrition, and food security work (Professor Alexander Kalimbira)  

- The importance of gender for food security and nutrition (Dr. Mary Shawa) 

- Understanding the role of value chains in enhancing diets in low income settings (Drs. Aulo Gelli and Jason Donovan)  

- The impact of lean season food transfers on food security, diets, and nutrition (Dr. Noora-Lisa Aberman)  

- A cluster randomised trial of an agriculture-nutrition intervention to improve diets through community childcare centres 

(presentation not currently available) (Dr. Mangani Kutundu) 

- Thinking outside the box for better nutrition through agriculture (Stacia Nordin)   

OTHER USEFUL RESOURCES: 
 

- Identifying opportunities for nutrition-sensitive interventions, IFPRI Research Brief (2015) 
- Value chains and nutrition: A framework to support the identification, design, and evaluation of interventions, IFPRI 

Discussion Paper (2015) 
- IFPRI’s Global Hunger Index (2016) 
- IFPRI’s Global Food Policy Report (2017) 
- FAOSTAT website 
- SANE’s Ag Nutrition Extension Resources 

 
  

https://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/multisectoral-linkages-to-improve-diet-nutrition-and-food-security-work
file:///D:/Users/naberman/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/E7L01ESX/o%09https:/www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/gender-nutrition-and-food-security
https://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/understanding-the-role-of-value-chains-in-enhancing-diets-in-low-income-setting-diagnostic-to-support-the-identification-design-and-evaluation-of-interventions
https://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/the-impact-of-lean-season-food-transfers-on-food-security-diets-and-nutrition-status
https://www.slideshare.net/IFPRIMaSSP/thinking-outside-the-box-for-better-nutrition-through-agriculture-malawi-is-rich-with-potential
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15738coll2/id/129232
http://ebrary.ifpri.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15738coll2/id/128951
http://ghi.ifpri.org/
https://gfpr.ifpri.info/
http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/
http://bit.do/SANEAgNutrition


AGENDA: 

8:30am: Welcome and formal opening  

 Welcome remarks  
Ms. Tina Yu, Country Director, Save the Children  
 

  Opening remarks 
Mr. Felix Pensulo Phiri, Director DNHA, Ministry of Health 
 

  Opening remarks  
Mr. McKnight Karanda, Director of Child Affairs, Ministry of Gender, Children, Disability and Social 
Welfare  

 Official Opening 
Mr. Bright Kumwembe, Chief Director in the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Water Development 
(MoAIWD) 

 
9:45am: Keynote addresses 

 Understanding multi-sectoral linkages for improving diets, food security, and nutrition  
Prof. Alexander Kalimbira, Head of Nutrition Department, LUANAR 
 

 Understanding the importance of gender for food security and nutrition linkages  
Dr. Mary Shawa, Gender and Nutrition expert, PS Ministry of Transportation  
 

  Q&A (15 minutes) 

 
10:50am: Tea Break 

 
11:15am: Short thematic presentation sessions – evidence and program experience 

 Review of conceptual framework and diagnostics to identify entry points for interventions to improve 
diets and nutrition of low-income populations  
Dr. Aulo Gelli, Research Fellow, International Food Policy Research Institute 
Dr. Jason Donavan, Leader, Value Chains and Transformational Change, ICRAF 
 

 The impact of lean season food transfers on diets and food security: Evidence from a quasi-experiment  
Dr. Noora-Lisa Aberman, Country Program Manager, International Food Policy Research Institute 
 

 
 

A cluster randomised trial of an agriculture-nutrition intervention to improve diets through community 
childcare centres  
Dr. Mangani Kutundu, Senior Lecturer, Food Security and Nutrition, Chancellor College 
 

 Thinking outside the box with multi-sectoral programming for food security and nutrition  
Ms. Stacia Nordin, Nutrition Education Specialist, SANE 

 
12:45pm: Panel Discussion – Implications for policy and  programs in Malawi 

 Facilitators:  
Dr. Athur Mabiso, Senior Program Manager, IFPRI-NAPAS 
Ms. Natalie Roschnik, Senior Nutrition Advisor, Save the Children 

 
1:45pm 

 
Closing remarks 
Dr. Bob Baulch, Country Program Leader, International Food Policy Research Institute  

 
2:00pm: Lunch 

 


