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Resilience Building in Malawi: 
An overview

Background 

Malawi is a low-income, least developed country which 
faces multiple development challenges. Despite a 
strong policy environment, agricultural productivity 
is constrained by the highest deforestation rates in 
Southern Africa driving land degradation and a heavy 
reliance on rain-fed agriculture. Only 2 percent of 
agricultural land is under mainly small scale irrigation 
shemes.  

In recent years, the country has faced successive climatic 
shocks. In late 2016/early 2017, the nation was hit by El 
Nino with prolonged dry spells resulting in one-third 
of the population in dire need of food assistance. More 
recently, in March 2019, the country was hit by Cyclone 
Idai, affecting over 800,000 people and causing an 
estimated USD 220 million in loss and damages. 

Key numbers (context)
Breaking the cycle of hunger 

Considering the heightened vulnerabilities and annual 
trends of acute food insecurity and large-scale response in 
the last decade, WFP’s response to immediate humanitarian 
needs was enhanced by its strategic shift towards 
resilience that sought to simultaneously address the 
underlying vulnerabilities and structural drivers of food 
insecurity predominately in those areas that are most-
affected by cyclic shocks.

Together with our UN sister agencies, WFP has been a key 
player in the support the Government’s National Resilience 
Strategy. WFP’s overall livelihood approach seeks to 
graduate food and nutrition insecure farming communities 
from subsistence to surplus-producing livelihoods, where 
they can access well-functioning markets that support 
national food systems, all in line with the Government’s 
priorities and following a clear graduation pathway to 
resilience.   

An integrated package

The Livelihoods Programme leverages WFP’s long-standing 
field presence and partnership base to implement 
Food For Assets (FFA), the Integrated Risk Management 
Programme (IRMP), and Smallholder Agriculture Market 
Support (SAMS) programmes in an integrated approach.  
Communities are at the centre of the activities through 
the implementation of Community Based Participatory 
Planning (CBPP) sessions (61 conducted in 2021) where 
farming communities identify their own challenges and 
ways to address them. 

90%

of agriculture in Malawi is rain-fed. 

Nearly half of Malawi’s 28 districts 

have experienced at least 4 major 

shocks in the last decade.

each year have required 

emergency food assistance 

over the lean season (except for 

2016/2017 during the El Nino year).

On average, 

1-2m
people

Agriculture accounts for around 23% 

of GDP and employing 64% of the 

country’s workforce.

Farm sizes are small, averaging 0.24 
hectares in Malawi compared to the 

sub-Saharan African Only 35 percent 

of farmers own land  due to land tenure 

security challenges

Inadequate numbers of extension workers (1 

Extension officer per 3,000 households against the 

recommended 1 per 750 households).  
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Linkages 

In Malawi, the Livelihoods Programme is part of the 
Country Office’s integrated resilience building portfolio, 
which also includes established linkages to Forecast 
Based Financing, Shock Responsive Social Protection, 
nutrition-sensitive and Home-Grown School Feeding 
Programme. Social Behavioural Change Communication 
(SBCC) forms an integral part of the project to influence 
positive behavioural change through messages on 
nutrition, gender, agriculture, health and sanitation using 
all possible communication channels.  

Geographic Coverage 

WFP focuses its livelihood activities with 8 priority districts 
(Balaka,  Blantyre, Chikwawa, Machinga, Mangochi, 
Phalombe, Nsanje and Zomba). Salima and Dedza where 
WFP is implementing Home-Grown School Feeding are 
also integrated (see map).  

WFP’s Livelihooods Programme targets a total of 128,000 
households. WFP will continue to bring to scale the 
components of the integrated package within the 8 
priority districts in addition to value addition, building on 
successful efforts in community mobilization and gender-
transformative approaches promoting the economic 
empowerment of women and youth. 
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5 Key Activities

Climate Services and Participatory 
Integrated Climate Services for 
Agriculture (PICSA)

By making available more relevant climate 
information and building the capacity of farmers 
to understand how it is useful to them, the project 
improves farmer decision-making with regard to 
livelihood activities affected by climate variability 
and extreme weather.  To strengthen access to 
climate and weather information as well as agro-
advisories, communities receive messages through 
sms and radio. 

PICSA1 is reaching 12,000 households in eight 
districts through Government extension officers 
and lead farmers, whom received weather and 
climate information. PICSA activities included 
conducting analysis of historical climate information 
and developing adaptation strategies to the 
variable and changing climate using participatory 
methodologies. Subsequently, agricultural 
extension officers, communicated 2020/2021 
district-specific seasonal rainfall forecasts and 
the associated agro-advisories to vulnerable 
communities for their decision-making.

Food Assistance 
for Assets (FFA)

FFA participants build or maintain assets 
to improve their livelihoods (watershed 
management, community gardens, irrigation 
farming, reforestation), creating healthier natural 
environments, reducing impacts of shocks, and 
strengthening resilience to natural disasters. 
Participants receive a cash transfer (about USD 20) 
to meet their food gap for 6 months

Village Savings and Loans

Village Savings and Loans (VSLs) increase 
smallholder farmers’ ability to purchase food, 
agricultural inputs, invest in income generating 
activities, cover the cost of education, and health-
related expense and diversify their livelihoods. 
While most of the VSL groups were formed by 
women (69 percent), 2020 saw an increase of men 
and youth joining. 

Farmers Insurance 
against shocks

Based on the lessons learnt from the 2019/2020 
season on the challenges with Weather Index 
Insurance, WFP with Pula (a risk modelling 
institution) and Columbia University’s International 
Research Institute (IRI) trialled a combination 
of Area Yield Insurance (AYI) and Weather Index 
Insurance (WII) as a better multiple agriculture risks 
insurance product for beneficiaries and to address 
uptake challenges. The adjustment from WII (which 
uses satellite imagery) to AYI (which looks at average 
yield in a geographic zone increased the buy-in from 
beneficiaries, with 10,000 households covering 25 
percent of theiroverall premiums in cash. In the 
2017/2018 agriculture season: USD 400,000 payout 
triggered and USD 150,000 payout triggered in 
2019/2020. 

Smallholder Agriculture Market 
Support (SAMS)

As part of its transition model for the livelihoods 
programme, WFP is building partnerships with 
farmer organisations and traders to boost surplus 
production for smallholder farmers in target 
districts. SAMS focus for 2020 included crop 
diversification, context-specific investment solutions 
across value chains for smallholder farmers and 
enhanced school feeding linkages.
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     Participants and Activity Breakdown

• 128,000 households in 8 districts participating in
Food For Assets activities building and maintaining
productive assets to equip them against future shocks.
Food for Assets activities started in 2014 with only
9,000 households in one district. 61,000 households
in a transition pathway continuing activities without
transfers.

• 70,000 households participating in an Integrated Risk
Management Programme (ex Rural Resilience Initiative
– R4) where they suscribe for weather-index micro
insurance. Savings are also promoted through Village
Saving and Loans (VSL) groups that act as a buffer
for smaller, individual shocks; and fund investments
in diversified and more resilient livelihoods. 71% of
participants are women.

• 16,000 households supplying food to schools
participating in the Home-Grown School Feeding
programme (currently on hold due to COVID-19).

• 11,000 households receiving climate information
and agriculture advice to make timely climate-smart
agriculture decisions. Selected government officials
have been trained in the Participatory Integrated
Climate Services for Agriculture (PICSA) methodology
which aims to strengthen government agriculture
extension delivery. Through radio programmes,
approximately 1 million people provided with
information on climate and weather risks in 2020.

Challenges and Lessons Learned

There is still a high proportion of participants who 
are economically vulnerable, reflected in the high 
food expenditure share (roughly 49% of beneficiary 
households spending over 75% of their monthly 
expenditure on food). 

Further, smallholder farmers continued to implement 
resilience activities with minimal support from 
Government officers and extension workers. Female-
headed households, overall, continue to be more 
vulnerable/food insecure than male-headed households, 
indicating that WFP should have pointed interventions 
that target female-headed households’ unique 
vulnerabilities. 

COVID-19 

In light of COVID-19, WFP 
adjusted its operations to be 
implemented in adherence with 
prevention measures (such as 
smaller groups of participants at 
a time and distribution of PPE) 
to reduce the risk of exposure. 
WFP, through Farm Radio Trust, 
communicated messages to 
rural beneficiaries on COVID-19 
awareness and preventive 
measures. 
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Key output results 
9,000 Hectares (ha) of community woodlots (over 12,000 soccer pitch)

275 Hectares (ha)
of agricultural land benefiting from rehabilitated irrigation schemes 
(about 400 soccer pitch)

14,000 Hectares of land brought under plantation/rehabilitated (20,000 soccer pitch)

1,800 shallow wells constructed or protected

150,000 fuel-efficient stoves built locally and reducing firewood consumption

10,000 households covering 25 percent of the insurance premiums in cash
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Key outcome results
Food Consumption: Between 2019 and 2020, the 
proportion of households classified as having acceptable 
food consumption has increased in most districts. 

Livelihoods Coping Strategies Index: Participants are 
resorting to far less critical level strategies, meaning 
that—when they do experience shocks—they are better 
able to bounce back, because they have not lost most of 
their productive assets.

Dietary Diversity: WFP participants experience better 
dietary diversity in terms of the number of food groups 
consumed. 

 Satellite pictures suggests that there is an overall 
improvement in vegetation condition since the 
programme started at the end of 2016.

In Blantyre District, where cash transfers to participants 
has been stopped since 2019, 88% of participants are 
still participating in resilience-building activities.  

76% of participants  (2020) stated that received climate 
services information was used to make decisions related 
to agriculture among others.

60 percent of participating households made changes 
to their farming practices such as planting early maturing 
and drought tolerant crop varieties.

Fuel efficient stoves have reduced the time spent to 
fetch firewood by 60% according to participants

Latrines and handwashing facilities have reduced water 
borne diseases according to participants

 Over 90 % of participants report increased yield and 
improved ability to resist to weather shocks (see page 
11). 

 Over 90 % of participants report that regeneration of 
woodlot has significantly reduced surface water run offs 
and soil erosion

Moving forward

The integrated resilience approach focuses on watershed 
management, livelihoods support and provides graduation 
pathways transitioning farmers away from subsistence 
agriculture to surplus producing.  In order to achieve 
this, there is the need for a coalition of partners to 
integrate activities (asset creation, school meals, nutrition, 
smallholder farmers support) as a common investment for 
change.
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Case Study: Domwe irrigation scheme
Domwe village, in Blantyre District was highly affected by environment degradation. Community were cutting trees 
to make charcoal. Deforestation led to uncontrolled flash waters coming from the hill, washing away crops 
and houses. Domwe’s farmers food production was plummeting every year.

Community members dig deep trenches, planted trees that stop the area from flooding and preventing the erosion 
of fertile topsoil. Water retained in the trenches and other interventions helped farmers to increase their yield. It 
also recharged the water table making possible the introduction of solar-powered irrigation. The solar-powered 
pumps provide the water for vegetable gardens and cash crops. 5 hectares are now irrigated where farmers 
grow tomatoes, eggplants, carrots and onions. The irrigation scheme is gradually improving the food security and 
economic opportunities. WFP has linked farmers to markets and farmers started selling onions and and tomatoes 
to supermarkets in Blantyre.  

1. In total, Domwe irrigation scheme set up cost was USD 40,000

2. It benefits 80 participating families since 2019.

3. In 1 season, in average, 1 farmer get surplus income (net profit) of USD 100. 

4. The scheme can bring USD 8,000 of surplus income to all participants in 1 season 

5. The return on investment (set up cost (1) – profit generated (4) ) will be made in 5 seasons (2.5 years). 

$1,700:
The cost of rehabilitating 1 hectare (2.5 acres) 

of degraded land with our interventions. 

$2,800:
The potential profit made of 1 hectare of 

rehabilitated land under our interventions (thanks 
to increased yield as well as income generating 
activites such as beekeeping).

Restoring degraded land: A return on Investment
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Tackling hunger requires strong and durable partnerships. WFP is supporting the Government of Malawi to 
roll out the “Climate Change Adaptation Project” and is the convening agency of the “Promoting Sustainable 
Partnerships for Empowered Resilience” (PROSPER) is a multi-stakeholder resilience programme supporting 
the Government to reduce extreme poverty and end the recurrent cycle of crises and humanitarian 
assistance. 

Jointly with IFAD and FAO and other UN agencies, WFP will continue its proactive engagement with the 
Government scale up and build a sustainable model to reach more people and demonstrate a reversal of 
trends and humanitarian needs in Malawi. 

Moving forward, WFP will strengthen its partnerships with National Universities, Research Institutions, 
Private Sector as well as other resilience building programmes to identify linkages and potential 
collaborations.

Partnerships
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In numbers

Balaka
2019 2020

Blantyre

Chikwawa

Machinga

Mangochi

Nsanje

Phalombe

Zomba

29%

16%

17%

9%

32%

21%

8%

26% 24% 28% 22% 67% 19% 10% 4%

12% 27% 53% 34% 26% 29% 12%

17% 30% 31% 46% 19% 25% 10%

23% 33% 12% 61% 21% 14% 5%

18% 41% 31% 49% 23% 18% 9%

17% 34% 52% 19% 16% 14%31%

27% 34% 23% 60% 22% 15%

24% 29% 18% 75% 14% 8%

Maize harvest

300 kgs and above 200-299 kgs 100-199 kgs Less than 100 kgs

Overall, households in the 2019/2020 agricultural season harvested more maize as compared to the 2018/2019 
agricultural season. This is a good indication of bouncing back from the impact of 2018/2019 weather shocks. 

Backyard garden

Female Male2019 Female Male2020

Cellphone

Energy saving stove

Fruit trees

Hoe

Treadle pump

Radio

67%

37%

43%

59%

97%

13%

65%

57%

42%

59%

98%

36%

0%

85%

83%

64%

72%

97%

20%

1%

88%

92%

66%

68%

99%

47%

2%

Overall, there is an increase in the proportion of households owning backyard gardens, energy saving stoves and fruit 
trees.

Increased yield

Household Assets
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Protection from natural 
disasters

Access markets and/or basic 
services

Improved natural environment

Ability to manage and maintain 
assets

Increased or diversified agri 
production

Decreased day-to-day hardship

Access and/or use basic asset 
functionalities

95%

94%

94%

91%

90%

88%

81%

The Asset Benefit Indicator
The Asset Benefit Indicator (ABI) indicator is intended to measure improved protection from shocks, increase 
or diversification in production, improved access to markets and improvement in the natural environment 
among others. Overall, 90% of participants perceive they have attained all the categories of outcomes 
which FFA assets can bring about on production, protection from shocks, natural environment, technical 
capacity, reduced hardship. 
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Thanks to our donors and partners




