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Transcript of the Video Message

President of Malawi, H.E Dr. Bingu wa Mutharika

First of all, I must congratulate the Secretary General and the president of ECOSOC for making this initiative, for the first time, for I think the world to focus on food production, which so far we have always taken for granted, having put priorities on other areas. Indeed there is a global food shortage, and there are number of factors that lead to this. But I believe that one of the major problems was the lack of global policy framework and consensus that food and agriculture should be given top priority. This is reflected when you look at our national budgets, globally, the amount of money or investment that is put to food and agriculture, food security, I think, is relatively small, compared to expenditures we are making on other things like for instance armaments, and you know, such things that are necessary perhaps for global peace, but in terms of our food we really have not paid much attention. 

I believe also, the other problem has been maybe lack of understanding by the international community of the national dynamics in agriculture and food production, national policy orientation and interventions, and the fears and problems of local people, including peasant farmers. Sometimes we have thought that the solution to food production is simply to go into large scale farming. That may work in countries where there is a lot of land, but where there is not much land and where the majority of producers are peasant farmers, then we have to focus on those, to increase their productivity so that they go beyond subsistence and be able not only to fully feed themselves but also create a surplus for marketing. And then, of course the capacity at global level to monitor the production of food, and how this food is marketed, how it is distributed to various entities, both in terms of humanitarian needs but as well as commercial sales. 

We as Malawians had a national consensus, had a shared vision: we said we want to turn Malawi into a hunger-free nation.  We decided to invest heavily in agriculture and irrigation. In fact at the moment, Malawi has one of the highest allocation of budget to agriculture, so when you take agriculture, food security and irrigation, water development together, we have over 30 per cent of our budget clearly, and that is good investment, and it shows the results.

So, then we went ahead to mobilize the farmers, to tell them: you have the capacity to produce your own food and we will assist you in giving you inputs. We decided that we will not distribute inputs freely, because, to begin with, a free program is difficult to administer.  So we decided that they will have to be committed and therefore they will have to pay something. So we devised the coupon system where the targeted people would then go and, with those coupons, go and purchase the fertilizers — the difference, government will pay but they will pay themselves something. That was to ensure commitment and ownership, that the food security program, the subsidy program, is owned, managed and controlled by the people themselves.  So that set the framework that we needed, to have this program succeed. 

Then we went ahead to have the extension services, so that we teach them new methods of farming, how to apply agricultural inputs, and that again happened. As a result, we found out from our visits to various places that some farmers, who originally would harvest 3 to 4 lets say bags of 50 kilograms (kgs) each of maize, on a particular plot, were now with the inputs able to produce 20 up to 30 bags of 50 kgs maize and clearly that meant they have enough food to feed themselves first, but they also have a surplus to market and when they sold the surplus they were in turn able to purchase more inputs the next time around and also the production itself in terms of quality improved.

So, In 2006-2007, we managed to get 1.3 million metric tons surplus over and above our national requirement. In this season 2007-2008, we are expecting between 300 and 500 000 metric tons surplus over and above our requirement. The surplus went down because we had heavy rains, which washed out some of our farms, but also at the same time, even washed down the fertilizers; but we are still achieving surplus. So I think that was the framework in which the program operated. And as a result also, we were able to export food to neighboring countries. And, for the first time, Malawi became a food donor to some of our neighbors, who needed food. 

I think it is a matter of taking success stories in different parts of the world, and putting them together into a package which people can pick up, but the basic thing is that there must be also political commitment, there is no doubt about that, and in that one must seek consensus of both the government side as well as the opposition. We must increase investment in agriculture and food security. There is no choice about that. 

The first thing is that globally, the international operators or stakeholders in agriculture and food production, like for instance the World Bank, should review their policies vis-à-vis national situations. In other words, they should not continue with the feeling that they have all the solutions from Washington and that, you know, “you do A, B, C, D and that’s it!”  I think there should be an interaction, and listening to the policy makers at the local level, to see what are the needs at each local level, and then learn from that. 

The other one is that maybe the international community should consider that instead of giving food aid in the form of just shipping food grains at a time when the crisis occurs, they should consider changing the food aid or reorganizing food aid to involve investment, heavy investment in agriculture production. In other words, the developing countries in Africa, South-East Asia and Latin America should be enabled to produce more food rather than to look for food aid that is produced somewhere else. 

If I were to make an appeal, it is first of all to request the international community as well as individual governments, to pay increased attention and higher priority to agriculture and food security, food production than we have done before. And with that, I think also we need a dialogue. And my feeling is that globally, we can produce enough food to feed ourselves, globally. And globally we can have, I think, storage facilities and transportation that can enable us to move food from one corner of the globe to another, where it is needed. It is possible. But that will mean that we have to allow global interests or considerations to be considered alongside narrower national interests. That is an adjustment that is going to be probably difficult, but that is an adjustment we must make, because where we are going now, it will mean that, unless the situations are addressed, there will be these food riots, perhaps they will be spreading, and so we need to do this. But agriculture is a key to economic and social development.
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