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Repurposing agricultural subsidies: Malawi's
fertilizer reforms boost soil health - triggering
regional and international interest/recognition

OVERVIEW 

What was achieved? 
1 deal helping shape a pilot project in Malawi, 24,000 farmers reached, 16 stakeholder
meetings, 19 decision-makers engaged, and 5 key partners, with the potential to scale
nationally and reach millions of farmers. 

In late 2022, Malawi faced pressure from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) to reform
agricultural spending. Over the years, the country
had spent heavily on subsidizing inorganic
fertilizer, predominantly to support maize farmers.
Sometimes this spending accounted for up to
50% of the country’s agriculture budget, with the
government running large deficits. Despite this,
maize yields remained stubbornly low in many
areas, and soil fertility was declining. 

What was the problem?

Together with local stakeholders - including the Farmers Union of Malawi - Clim-Eat
helped shape a Government of Malawi–World Bank pilot project to repurpose
agricultural support. It aimed at reducing the financial burden of fertilizer subsidies on
the government, while enhancing soil health, adaptation to climate change, and
improving livelihood security for farmers.

It involved a series of multi-stakeholder meetings designing alternative soil input
packages and subsidy delivery mechanisms. These included soil health packages that
included lime, an organo-mineral amendment, locally known as Mbeya, and manure. It
also included diversification options and soil and water conservation practices. The pilot
that eventually emerged involves 24,000 farmers throughout Malawi.

What’s the deal?
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RESULTS

The pilot is ongoing, but early results suggest that a farmer-produced mix of organic and
mineral fertiliser resulted in relatively good maize yields; if the government provides the
inorganic fertilizer for the mix, it cuts government costs per farmer supported by one
fifth. These findings are now being discussed by policymakers in Malawi. One Ministry of
Agriculture official noted that if this approach had been used previously, the
government could have supported up to four times as many farmers while maintaining
overall maize production.

The survey also showed the value of setting simple conditions in order for farmers to
receive support. For example, farmers were required to use basic soil and water
conservation practices before receiving subsidised inputs. In the first season, these
practices were used about twice as often in the pilot project; by the second season,
nearly all farmers (98%) were using them.

From Local to Global
Beyond the Malawi work, Clim-Eat has continued to play a supporting role to other
countries grappling with soil health problems and subsidy reforms, through organising
in-country and regional lesson learning events in Eastern and Southern Africa to support
South-South knowledge sharing between government counterparts, national research
agencies, and civil society representatives. For example, we brought researchers from
Lilongwe University of Agriculture and Natural Resources (LUANAR) and relevant
ministries in Malawi to discuss findings and implications for policymaking with their
counterparts from Zambia, Kenya and Tanzania. Government officials recognized that
many countries face similar challenges in reforming farm support and subsidy
programmes, and that better evidence - and more direct engagement with researchers
- is needed. 

There has been increased international interest in repurposing agricultural subsidies,
seen through increased funder engagement as well as comprehensive multi-
stakeholder repurposing projects initiated by the World Bank to at least seven countries.
Clim-Eat has shared the successes in Malawi at several global events, including the
Africa Food Systems Forum, the Global Climate smart Agriculture Conference, and
COP30, amongst others. We used this as a learning opportunity for other countries, for
audiences ranging from governments, funders, representatives from farmers unions,
and multilateral institutions. Under Voices for a Just Rural Transition - a UK-funded
project led by Clim-Eat - we continue to ensure the perspectives of local farmers are
taken into account by bringing their voices to policymakers in discussions on
repurposing agricultural support. 

What has this led to?
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Clim-Eat’s agility and flexibility allows us to spot opportunities and move quickly to
provide insights, supported by close connections with scientific research, civil society,
governments, and donors. In the case of Malawi, the IMF pressure on Malawi
prompted a discussion with the Farmers Union of Malawi, leading to the stakeholder
process in Malawi.

Subsidy repurposing is tricky to navigate, and highly context-specific This process
must combine the identification policy opportunities, and the needs and priorities of
farmers.

There is further need to increase coordination between actors working on this topic,
and this requires high-level leadership, such as the High Level Panel for a Just Rural
Transition. The current global food and fertiliser crises can be used as a window of
opportunity to garner support, dialogue, and agreement on the steps moving
forward. 

What have we learnt?

This work falls under Clim-Eat’s efforts to realign policies, finance and support to social
movements and innovation. 
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