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Land reform is once again on the development policy agenda in a number of countries in southern 
countries. Like the 1960s/70s land reform initiatives, current land reform initiatives are presented as a 
solution to economic growth, sustainable land management and poverty reduction. In Malawi, it is 
currently seen as an opportunity to address land access, distribution, management and efficiency 
challenges. However, land reform is a contested process and has contested outcomes. One view sees 
land reform as achieving economic efficiency objectives while the other view sees it as way of 
instituting good land governance and reducing access inequalities. Land reform is also seen as 
caught in the interests of actors involved in the land reform process leading to crafting of tenure 
arrangements that potentially result in asymmetrical benefits. The underlying argument is that land 
reform is riddled with divided interests and objectives. Malawi has embarked on an ambitious project 
of reforming its land administration systems. This paper is set out to understand the outcomes of 
land reform in Malawi through political economy lenses. The particular questions answered in study 
are; what are the nature and interests of the actors involved in land reform process; what are the 
major anticipated individual, group and national benefits from current land reform; what are the 
proposed land administration changes and their justification in the new land policy; how has  
individual and institutional motives and interests affected the outcomes of new land policy; and  what 
are the prospects for economic growth and development within the new land policy. This study 
largely used qualitative methodologies because of the nature of issues understudy. The findings of 
this study demonstrate that the land reform in Malawi is caught in competing objectives between the 
state and private sector on one hand and local communities on the other. The land reform process in 
Malawi can, therefore, be better be described as “butterfly policy making initiatives”, which having 
promised something new at one stage, matures to carbon copy of the mother policy. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
Land reform is once again on the development policy 
agenda in a number of countries in southern countries. 
The practice of land reform is not new in Africa and other 
developing countries. In the 1960s/70s first wave of land 
reform, a number of countries carried out land reform 
within capitalistic economic and socialist framework 
(Potts, 2006; Adams and Howell, 2001; Peters, 2004; 
Chinsinga, 2008). The capitalistic agenda was aimed at 
converting customary tenure to individualized freehold 
rights while the socialist one was aimed at instituting 
egalitarian benefits from land and landed resources 
utilization.   Generally,  first  wave  of  land  reforms  were  

aimed at stimulating and promoting agricultural 
development by facilitating access to land by the settlers 
which resulted in indigenous communities losing 
ownership and control of land (Kanyongolo, 2008). The 
second wave of land policy reforms in Southern Africa 
reflect the citizen’s struggles to reclaim past alienated 
land rights and security. It is rooted in the struggle for 
reorganization and distribution of land to reflect 
indigenous economic and social rights in land that have 
been changed during colonial administration. In Malawi, 
for instance, the categorization of land into public, private 
and customary land  through  the  1951  Land  Ordinance  



 
 
 
 
was consistent with the English land management 
practice. Until independence in 1964, land rights in 
Malawi were governed by the 1902 Nyasaland Order in 
Council, which enshrined English Property Law as the 
only framework for land adjudication on the colony. 
Paradoxically, rhetoric for the change of land policy 
during the fight for independence in 1964 did translate 
into any significant change in both land policy orientations 
and desired agrarian path to development. Public 
expectation that self rule would guarantee the enactment 
of land legislation that would reverse massive community 
land take over and annexation did not materialize 
(Kanyongolo, 2008; Mkandawire, 2009). On the contrary, 
the 1967 land reforms, anchored by Customary Land 
Development Act, Registered Land Act and the Local 
Land Boards Act, were largely aimed at changing 
customary land administration in order to facilitate the 
modernization of agriculture sector (Chinsinga, 2008). 
Government authorities, in particular, attacked common 
land ownership arrangement as being responsible for the 
“tragedy of the commons” in land and landed resources 
use. Thus, the 1967 land reforms preserved rights of 
customary land users strictly as occupation rights, but did 
not address the processes that created inequalities. The 
reforms implicitly ensured the availability of cheap labour 
for settler agriculture. The 1965 Land Act perpetuated the 
existing categories of private land, public land and 
customary land and legalized government agenda of 
expanding estate agriculture through alienation of land 
under customary land tenure. Consequently, a lot of 
customary land was lost to private land. For instance, it is 
estimated that between 1979 and 1989 the number of 
estates increased from 1200 to 14671 covering one 
million of hectors of fertile arable land but with 
considerably sub optimal productivity levels (Chirwa 
2004; Chinsinga, 2008). According to World Bank (2003), 
this situation has resulted in skewed land distribution 
where 1.8 to 2 million smallholder farmers cultivate on 
average 1 hectare compared with 30,000 estates 
cultivating 1.1 million hectares with an average land 
holding between 10 to 500 hectares. This is against a 
situation where 28 percent of the country’s cultivable 
land, representing approximately 2.6 million hectares, lies 
idle (GOM, 2002). This land access pattern highlights the 
view that existence of the elite class of progressive 
farmers was seen as critical for achieving accelerated 
socio-economic development. Consequently, despite 
attainment of independence, land management was 
designed to promote and defended land access and 
rights that favored elite progressive farmers. 

The advert of multiparty democracy provided a new 
space for popular demands in public policy making. In the 
land sector, it was seen as a window for the landless to 
possess land and formulate land administration 
instruments that could address the highly skewed land 
ownership in favor of progressive farmers and investors. 
Thus,    in    line    with    the   principles    of    democratic  
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governance, Malawi embarked on land reform process 
since 1996. It was presented as a solution to tackle, inter 
alia, land administrative problems, low agricultural 
productivity and increasing land ownership inequalities. 
Land reform, however, changes man-land relationship 
and rights of use and is deeply buried in competing 
interests. Again, land reform is largely influenced by 
political, economic and social motives and orientations 
(Russell, 1971, Smith, 2003; Quan, 2008; Zurin and 
Bujang, 1994). The outcomes of land reform, therefore, 
depend on the extent to which conflicting interests in land 
use have been negotiated among different land users, 
including local and international stakeholders such as 
World Bank ad Food and Agricultural Organization 
(Kishindo, 2004; Peters and Kambewa, 2007). In the 
case of Malawi, these organizations have played an 
important role including funding the process of land 
reform (GoM, 1999).  

Notwithstanding the fact that land reform is taking place 
or has taken place in a number of southern countries 
(Moyo, 2003), land reform in Malawi is unique because of 
the time lag the process has taken. Land reform was 
initiated and started in 1996 by the United Democratic 
Front (UDF) led government, to the Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP) led government (2004-2012) 
and to People’s Party (PP) led government from 2012. To 
date, sixteen years have passed and the new Land Act 
has just been promulgated into a law this May, 2013. 
Though the New Land Policy came into effect in 2002, it 
has not been fully implemented without corresponding 
Land Act. Equally important, government economic policy 
emphasis has, over period, swayed between poverty 
alleviation and economic growth. This scenario requires 
critical analysis of the role of different actors and 
institutions in defining the pace and objectives of the 
current land reform in Malawi. The Land Act has just 
been passed in Parliament; what should we expect from 
it taking into account the history of land reform in the 
country. This paper answers this question through the 
lenses of political economy analysis.   

Political economy perspective is ideal for this study 
because it considers how political institutions and the 
economic environment influence each other. According to 
Synder (2005) political economy analysis provides a clear 
understanding of the political and economic processes at 
work in a given country or sector, and how they influence 
institutional and policy choices. Copestake and Williams 
(2012) argue that political economy analysis contributes 
to better understanding of policy processes by identifying 
where the main opportunities and barriers for change 
exist and how such opportunities can be exploited and 
the barriers overcome. The significance of the political 
economy approach is that it helps identify and 
understand the political, economic and social processes 
that promote or block change as well as the role of 
institutions, power and the underlying context for policy 
processes (Synder 2005). 
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The particular questions answered in study are; what are 
the nature and interest of the actors involved in land 
reform process; what are the major anticipated individual, 
group and national benefits from current land reform; 
what are the proposed land administration changes and 
their justification in the new land policy; how has  
individual and institutional motives and interests affected 
the outcomes of new land policy; and  what are the 
prospect for economic growth and development within 
the new land policy. The paper contends that the 
outcomes of land reform in Malawi belie its major impetus 
of increasing access to the landless group. Currently, 
land reform is caught in competing interests between the 
state and private sector on one hand and local 
communities on the other. The dilemma of compromising 
these interests is currently worsened by unfavorable local 
and global economic growth situation.  
 
 
THE CONCEPT OF LAND REFORM  
 
The concept of land reform has evolved from one 
concerned with redistribution of landed property for the 
benefit of landless workers, tenants and small farmers 
(Russell, 1971) to reorganization of land tenure structures 
in order to achieve land access, security and equity and 
increase productivity for economic development (Nkwae, 
2006; Boudreaux and Sack, 2009). Thus, it is currently 
seen not only as a distribution issue but also as an 
improvement in land user and ownership rights. This 
highlights the two main types of land reform namely: land 
distribution and tenancy reform. Land distribution involves 
changes in the scale of ownership through breaking-up or 
combining of existing land holdings. It involves 
expropriation of land from big land holders and 
distribution to the landless such as land reform in 
Zimbabwe, South Africa, Mexico, Bolivia, China and 
Russia. Land distribution can be expropriation with 
compensation or expropriation without compensation. It 
can also be total loss of ownership and user rights to 
limited user rights. Tenancy reform on the other hand 
involves improvement in the tenancy contracts through 
rent reduction and security of tenure and does not 
change previously existing land holdings (Adams and 
Howell, 2001; Russell, 1971). The two dimensions of land 
reform underscore the dilemma associated land reform. 

Land reform is usually a contested process and has 
contested outcomes. One view sees land reform as 
achieving economic reasons while the other view sees it 
as way of instituting good land governance and 
inequalities. As a process, land reform is also seen as a 
negotiation among multiple land users with different 
interests leading to crafting of tenure arrangements which 
results in asymmetrical benefits in favour of powerful 
groups. Usually, governments’ official objectives and 
narratives underpinning land reform is that it would 
benefit the majority  by  increasing  access  and  security.  

 
 
 
 
However, in situation of competing interests among 
different groups of people, powerful groups win while 
weak groups lose (Njaya and Mazulu, 2010; Peters, 
2004; Moyo, 2003). For example, dominant narratives 
coming from international financial institutions have made 
developing countries accept land management principles 
in line with liberal economic hegemony. Despite the fact 
that land reforms in developing countries have been 
carried out under the different socio-economic and 
political conditions, land reforms have generally 
strengthened global capitalistic system and their 
networked international and domestic actors.   
 
 
Land reform, land tenure system and magnitude of 
land problems in Malawi 
 
The question of land reform cannot be complete without 
reference to Malawi’s land administration history. At 
independence, Malawi adopted the English based Land 
Act (1967), which divided land into three statutory 
categories namely customary, private and public. 
Customary is a category of land which does not 
recognize freehold ownership rights but user rights which 
are not inalienable. Private land is land that is exclusively 
owned, held and occupied by an individual or institution. 
Public land is land acquired by government for public 
use. Thus, the attainment of independence did not lead to 
significant changes in the institutional arrangements 
governing land access and rights nor the inherent 
objectives of land governance. This is largely so as the 
official stand on land tenure issues in Malawi since 
colonial rule has been that private ownership and 
statutory security represent a desired trajectory to rural 
development (Chinsinga 2008; Chirwa 2004). 
Consequently, customary land is perceived as a reserve 
from which private and public land ownership should be 
created. While private land acquisition is open to anyone, 
high processing costs in the acquisition of private land 
acquisition makes private land ownership selective in 
favor of the rich people. In this process, state’s 
responsibility is to document, classify and approve land 
lease through the Minister responsible for land (Borras et 
al., 2012). For instance, between 1991 and 1997, 1.20 
million hectares of customary land were transferred to 
private and public land ownership following this approval 
process (GoM 1999). Land administration history, 
therefore, in Malawi epitomizes elite control of land 
through expansion of capitalistic form of farming against 
subsistence farming. To this end, land reform presents an 
opportunity to the Government of Malawi to address past 
land inequalities. It is not as surprise that addressing 
unequal access to land is one of the major objectives of 
the 2002 National Land Policy.  

Malawi’s land reform initiatives is closely linked to the 
democratization agenda during the 1990s where citizens 
advocated for addressing resource access  iniquities  and  



 
 
 
 
administration injustices perpetrated by the one party 
regime (Kishindo, 2004; Peters, 2004; Chinsinga 2008). 
To achieve this goal, the Presidential Commission on 
Land Policy Reform was established in 1996 and 
mandated to undertake a broad review of land problems 
in the country (GoM, 1999). Among other things, the 
commission observed that most Malawi’s arable land of 
both leasehold and customary tenure is either 
underutilized, unregistered, or legally not recognized; 
unequal access to land and insecure tenure and unequal 
land distribution negatively impacts on poverty in the 
country; secure rights to land underpin the sustainability 
of livelihoods; the land sector is an important part of the 
framework for environmental and natural resource 
management of common pool and individual land. 
Furthermore, the commission highlighted that there is 
increasing pressure on the land especially in the 
southern. Thus, the Presidential Commission of Land 
Enquiry recommended a land readjustment especially in 
the southern region where land shortage is quite critical. 
It is important to note that Malawi’s economy is 
agricultural, which means that land is the most basic 
resource available to most people for their social and 
economic development. However, land is not evenly 
distributed. Of the 7.7 million hectares arable land, 16% 
is under estate farming and the remaining 84% is 
available for smallholder agriculture (GoM, 2002). 
Average ownership of arable land is estimated at 1.2 
hectares per household, which translate to 0.33 hectare 
per capita. Among smallholder farmers, however, 55 per 
cent have less than one hectare of cultivatable land 
(GoM, 2002; World Bank and GoM, 2006). 
 
 
Legal frameworks for land management 
 
The 1994 Republic of Malawi Constitution provides the 
overall legal framework for land management in Malawi, 
which stipulates that all land is invested in the President 
of the state in perpetuity (GoM, 2004). Apart from the 
constitution, the 1965 Land Act (Cap.57:01) and the 1967 
Registered Land Act (Cap 58.04) serve as the principal 
laws dealing with land administration and management. 
These two acts stipulate land acquisition processes, 
requirements and compensation issues for transferring 
customary land to private land. Other land related laws 
guiding land acquisition include Town and Country 
Planning Act (Cap. 23:01) dealing with land use planning 
and development in planning areas, Land Survey Act 
(Cap.59.03), dealing with land demarcation and mapping; 
1967 Customary Land Development Act (Cap 59:02), 
provides for the conversion of customary land for 
agricultural development and establishes the means for 
adjudicating disputes over customary land; Local Land 
Boards Act (Cap59:02), Forestry Act (Cap 63:01), Mines 
and Mineral Act (Cap 61:01), Adjudication of Title Act 
(Cap 58:05), Wills and Inheritance Act (Cap 10:02), Local  
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Government Act (Cap 21:01), and Investment Promotion 
Act (Cap 39:05). Currently, government is working on 
synchronizing all land related laws through Bills such as 
Land Act (Amendment Bill 2006), Registered Land Act 
(Amendment) Bill, Public Roads Act (Amendment) Bill, 
Mines and Minerals Act (Amendment) Bill, Land Survey 
Bills, Land Acquisition Act (Amendment) Bill, and 
Customary Land Bill. With the promulgation of the new 
Land Act, some of the laws have to be revisited of have 
been legally ineffective.  
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Research design and methods 
 
The study was motivated by the lengthy period of land 
reform and new developments in agricultural investments 
in the sector. The process of land reform has taken over 
fifteen years and during this time government initiated 
agricultural investment has been formulated and land 
lease processed. In the academia, there is more literature 
on land grabs in Malawi (Chinsinga, 2012; Cotula et al., 
2009). The main premise of this study was that land 
reform presents an opportunity to address past land 
problems in Malawi (2001). Thus, the study focused on 
local level land users and national level land policy 
makers. At a local level, the objective was to investigate 
the participation and interests of different local groups in 
the land reform policy process. In particular, study 
interest was to critically understand how competing 
interests of local land users have defined land reform 
processes and outcomes. At a national level, the 
objective was to investigate the interest and influence 
policy makers and stakeholders in the land reform policy 
process.  

Data for this research is drawn from both secondary 
and primary data from field research with local 
communities, government officials and private 
stakeholder dealing with land issues. A national level 
research design was appropriate for this study as the 
topic understudy is nationwide consensus is needed on 
land reform and largely done in the ambit of nationally 
recognized institutions such as government and private 
sector. Thus, apart from other past studies on the topic, 
the study focused on local communities, government 
officials, private sector in the land and property sector 
and academia. Five districts were purposively sampled 
for field studies with local community based on prevalent 
of land problems and large scale land investment in the 
customary land being planned or carried out in the area 
namely Mzimba (Kanyika area), Karonga and Nkhata-bay 
in the north, Nkhotakota (Dwangwa) in the centre and 
Chikhwawa (Nchalo) in the South. In all the five districts, 
there is large scale land investment being currently 
designed or implemented; mining exploration in Kanyika, 
coal mining in Karonga and large scale  sugar  cultivation  
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and processing in Nkhata-bay; extension of sugarcane 
growing in Dwangwa; and establishment of large scale 
sugar cultivation in Chikhwawa, Nchalo. Hence 
appropriate for political economy analysis.  

The study largely employed qualitative methodologies 
in data collection and analysis. This data was collected 
through key informant interviews, focus group 
discussions and literature review. At a local level key 
informants largely included local chiefs and development 
committee leaders. Participants in the focus group 
discussions included local community members, 
organized differently for males and females. Key 
informants at national level were drawn from public and 
private sectors they included Government officials from 
the lands and agricultural sectors, managers of private 
sector institutions in the land and property sector the 
academia.  
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Interest and anticipated benefits of actors in land 
reform process  
 
The starting point to note is that in Malawi public policy 
making is a largely cabinet task and reflects a particular 
political party short-term commitment. Thus, land policy 
reform has been within the ambit of government, which 
has historically ignored serious policy engagement on 
land issues since independence (Kanyongolo, 2008; 
Chinsinga, 2008). The government move in instituting 
Presidential Commission of Inquiry into Land Policy 
Reform in 1995, thus the adoption of the Malawi National 
Land Policy in 2002 belie earlier government reluctance 
to address land challenges in the country. The main 
policy goal of the 2002 National Land Policy is, inter alia, 
to ensure security of tenure and equitable access to land, 
facilitate attainment of social harmony and broad achieve 
social and economic development through optimum and 
ecologically balanced use of land and land based 
resources. There are six objective anchoring namely: 
promote tenure security that guarantee security and instill 
confidence and fairness in all land transactions; promote 
decentralized and transparent land administration; extend 
land use planning to all urban and rural areas; establish 
modern land registration system; enhance conservation 
and community based natural resources management 
and promote research and capacity building in land 
surveying and land management (GoM, 2002).  The 2002 
National Land Policy is touted as a document arising from 
extensive consultation.  However, it should be pointed out 
that the process of land reform was marred by unsettled 
policy agendas from the beginning especially between 
social and economic objectives of the reform.  

It is important underlining the fact that although land 
reform in Malawi received its greatest impetus from the 
land pressure  especially  in  the  southern  region  of  the  

 
 
 
 
country, the social objectives have been given a 
periphery attention. Generally current land policy 
objectives are weighted in favour of achieving economic 
growth through efficient utilization of land and land 
resources. This is not different from the dualistic 
agriculture strategy adoption during one party era. For 
instance, between 1970 and 1989, estate grew from 229 
to 14, 355 and leasehold land grew from 79, 000 ha to 
759, 400 ha (Mkandawire, 2009). This growth 
represented government vision as summed up in Dr. H.K. 
Banda own words, the then President of Malawi who was 
also Minister of Agriculture:  
 

Prior to 1969 the agricultural extension services 
were mass oriented. It became abundantly clear 
during 1969 that our inadequate extension services 
were dissipated by this method. We therefore 
introduced the Achikumbe programme which aims 
at concentrating efforts on those progressive 
farmers who have in the past responded well to 
extension advice and have adopted modern farming 
practices and who in themselves would act as 
catalysts. The remaining farm families would be 
contacted through the media of radio, mobile units, 
meetings (Mkandawire, 2009). 

 
This entails that government was committed to convert 
communal land to some form of private property. 
Smallholder farmers were believed to benefit from estate 
agriculture through technological spillover, additional 
income from working in estate, demand creation of local 
goods and employment (Thandika, 2009; Pachai, 1972; 
Kanyongolo, 2008; Chilwa, 2002). The 2002 Land Policy 
objectives has not diverted from the government of 
Malawi stand that modern farming and especially large 
scale farming investment is the best path to achieve 
economic growth and agrarian change (Booth et al., 
2006; GoM, 2002). The 2002 National Land Policy states 
that; the preferred long-term policy solution to dwindling 
supply of arable land is to encourage investment in 
improved agricultural technology, non-farm employment 
and production enhancing investment in the farm sector 
(GoM, 2002: 29). Thus, economic objectives of making 
agricultural investment efficient by making changes to 
land administration and management is the major policy 
end of the Government of Malawi. While initiatives have 
been made to address the social aspect such as the 
Rural Based Agricultural Development Programme, the 
initiatives were largely aimed at easing the social triggers 
for land reform. This view is clearly spelt out in the 2002 
Land Policy: The preferred long term strategy of 
encouraging more intensive land use in the smallholder 
sector will, unfortunately, not address the immediate and 
short-term demand for land in some of the nation’s most 
congested farming districts. Instead, due to political 
expedience and the immediate need to avert social 
unrest, particularly in the south, this government will seek  



 
 
 
 
support to develop and sustain a land transfer and 
resettlement scheme (GoM, 2002:29). According to 
government officials interviewed, private large scale 
agriculture investment will be able to address poverty 
situation of the masses by creating employment, bringing 
infrastructure development and social services through 
corporate social responsibility, and expanding 
government’s tax base. Thus, the landscape is currently 
littered by a number of state backed large-scale 
agricultural investment on customary land. For instance, 
in Mzimba District of Northern Malawi, Kanyika Niobium 
Project under Globe Metals and Mining (Africa) limited 
has been given Exclusive Prospecting License in 2005 
over 607km

2
 customary land. The company will be mining 

and processing ore to produce Niobium and Tantalum 
products. This will necessitate resettling of local 
communities to pave way for mining. In Nkhata-bay 
District in the same region, Limphasa Sugarcane 
Company Limited has obtained a 800ha land lease to 
grow and process sugar over customary land. Likewise, 
in Nkhotakota, government has extended sugarcane 
growing over customary land through out-grower sugar 
growing model. In the Southern Region, Genesis Global 
Commodities (GGC) has partnered with Mtemadanga 
Distributors Limited (MDL) to grow sugarcane in 
Chikhwawa and is targeting 680 ha of customary land. 
The lease of the targeted customary land, supported by 
local government officials in the area, is currently 
contested in court by local communities. Above all, 
government formulated the Greenbelt Initiative to utilize 
irrigatable land, most of which is under customary land 
tenure. 

The continued state initiatives in customary land take 
over through large scale land investment belie the deep 
rooted causes of land reform in the country. Though land 
reform process in Malawi found space in the 1993 
political regime change, the struggle for land access, 
control and use has a long history (Chinsinga, 2004). 
This is not to say that land reform was not the agenda of 
political actors, but that land reform was adopted by 
politicians to associate themselves with people and 
legitimize their legacy. As highlighted, Government of 
Malawi official stand since independence has been that 
modern farming and especially large scale farming 
investment is the best path to achieve economic growth 
and agrarian change (Booth et al., 2006; GoM, 2002). 
This policy change has not changed as evidenced by 
official stand in the 2002 National Land Policy; the 
preferred long-term policy solution to dwindling supply of 
arable land is to encourage investment in improved 
agricultural technology, non-farm employment and 
production enhancing investment in the farm sector 
(GoM, 2002: 29). Thus, economic objectives of making 
agricultural investment efficient by making changes to 
land administration and management is the major policy 
end of the Government of Malawi. While initiatives have 
been made  to  address  the  social  aspect  such  as  the  
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Rural Agricultural Development Programme, the 
initiatives were largely aimed at easing the social triggers 
for land reform. The 2002 Land Policy clearly highlights 
this view; The preferred long term strategy of 
encouraging more intensive land use in the smallholder 
sector will, unfortunately, not address the immediate and 
short-term demand for land in some of the nation’s most 
congested farming districts. Instead, due to political 
expedience and the immediate need to avert social 
unrest, particularly in the south, this government will seek 
support to develop and sustain a land transfer and 
resettlement scheme (GoM, 2002:29). According to 
government officials interviewed, private large scale 
agriculture investment will expand government’s tax 
base, bring about local development and create 
employment at both national and local levels. Thus, the 
landscape is currently littered by a number of state 
backed large scale agricultural investment on customary 
land. For instance, in Mzimba, Kanyika Niobium Project 
under Globe Metals and Mining (Africa) limited has been 
given Exclusive Prospecting License in 2005 over 
607km

2
 customary land. The company will mining and 

process ore to produce Niobium and Tantalum products 
and local communities will be resettled. In Nkhata-by in 
the same region, Limphasa Sugarcane Company Limited 
has obtained 800ha land lease to grow and process 
sugar over customary land. Likewise, in Nkhotakota, 
government has extended sugarcane growing over 
customary land through out-grower sugar growing model. 
Genesis Global Commodities (GGC), a USA based 
business enterprise has partnered with a local business 
enterprise, Mtemadanga Distributors Limited (MDL) to 
grow sugarcane in Chikhwawa District and is targeting 
customary land. The lease of the targeted customary 
land, supported by local government officials in the area, 
is currently contested in court by local communities. It 
should, however, be pointed out that commercial 
agriculture is in line with Greenbelt Government of 
Malawi Initiative to utilize irrigatable land, most of which is 
under customary land tenure. 

There are three main groups of actors driving and 
benefiting from the trends of the aforementioned 
investment namely the state, private sector (both local 
and national), land and property related professional 
bodies, employed group of people at both local and 
national level and the transnational investors. As 
highlighted earlier, the state benefits from increased tax 
base, creation of employment, foreign exchange and 
perceived rural development promise. The growth of 
formal land and property sector is seen as creating job 
employment for professionals in the land and property 
sectors such as land surveyors, land economists, lawyers 
and physical planners. The principles of land reform are 
that land transaction has to be formalized to suit the 
market economy. For instance, during filed visit to 
Nkhotakota and Dwangwa, it was found out that investors 
were     conducting     land     surveying     activities    and  
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environmental impact assessment before land lease 
certificate was finally granted. Equally important, 
international development and investors are important 
players in the land reform process. In Malawi, land reform 
process has been funded by a number of development 
partners such as Development for International 
Development (DFID), Danish International Development 
Agency (DANIDA), United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and World Bank. Technical 
assistance from these countries may at times model 
outcomes of the land policy based on the experiences of 
the mother countries. For instance, increased global 
demand for land due to interrelated financial, food and 
energy crises have broadly resulted in World Bank 
supporting initiatives towards establishing efficient land 
market. The optimistic view of efficient land market is that 
it will yield win-win outcomes for both the investor and the 
receiving countries (Shepard and Mittal, 2009).  

The afore discussed reveals that current practice is 
over weighted towards large scale capitalistic 
investments and effectively epitomizes land investment 
practice during colonial and post-colonial governments’ 
administration that favored private investment. This trend 
underscores historically strong links between investors 
and the state in Malawi and suggests that current land 
reform process is fundamentally a continuum of the state-
supported capitalistic agenda that created dual 
agricultural sectors in the country soon after 
independence (Pachai 1973; Otsuka and Place 2001; 
Kanyongolo 2008). In all the aforementioned 
investments, local communities are planned to be 
compensated and resettled. But, this is without a clear 
legal framework without enactment of the Land Bill as 
2002 National Land Policy cannot provide a legal basis 
for determining resettlement and compensation values. 
This paper, therefore, argues that current land policy 
context still benefit a networked of capitalistic minded 
individuals and institution that have the financial 
capability to invest. To this end, the 1993 effectively 
changed the system and actors that benefited from the 
land resource but not processes and principles that 
programme exclusion and asymmetrical benefits from 
land and landed resources.  

There is widespread claim that local communities 
“forced out” of their customary land will benefit from the 
trickling down of investment in land through increase in 
off-farm employment. In the case of Malawi, this is a 
wishful thinking. Instead, communities will pay more due 
to loss of their customary land and the failure of the 
established companies to pay within minimum living 
costs. For instance, Limphasa Sugar Company has only 
employed 5 permanent workers and 200 seasonal ones. 
Moreover, wage scale for the company is widely 
considered exploitative. Seasonal workers are paid 
around US$ 0.70 per day which comes to US$ 14 per 
month translating to 168 US$ per year. This figure is 
three times less than the annual returns from an  average  

 
 
 
 
subsistence rice farmer cultivating 5 rice plots (During 
bad times, farmers produce 6 bags of rice per plot and 
sells it at 3.5 US$). Rice at Limphasa is cultivated twice a 
year in the area and less than half the required income 
for an individual to live just on the poverty line. 
Furthermore, the trickling down of benefits due to 
corporate social responsibility is not supported by 
empirical evidence. In Malawi, evidence from all visited 
area reveals that corporate social responsibility is either a 
lip service or highly selective in favor of those working for 
the company. 
 
 
Proposed land administration changes in Malawi: 
Justification and impact 
 
The 2002 National Land Policy and the Land Act 
promulgated in Parliament in May 2013 aim at bringing 
swift changes in the administration of customary land. 
Some of the notable changes include registration of 
individual, family and community land holding as private 
customary estate; recognition of realizable asset on 
customary land rights, regulate land access by non-
citizens by prohibiting non-citizens from holding land 
unless through joint intervention with a Malawian; and 
strengthening land rights of women and orphans. In 
general, the policy is aimed at formalizing customary land 
administration aimed at clarifying and strengthening 
customary land rights and formalizing the role of 
traditional leaders in customary land administration. Both 
of these broad aims are envisaged to be within the 
proposed land holding and administration changes. 
Customary rights contained in customary estate will 
private usufructuary rights in perpetuity and can be 
leased or used as security for mortgage loan. Likewise, 
customary land rights will, contrary to the 1965 Land Act, 
receive full compensation and improvement value. Under 
the 1965 Land Act, customary land users only present 
improvement value. As highlighted earlier in the paper, 
the major policy goal of government in Malawi has been 
private land tenure arrangement mirroring the 
neoclassical view, which perceives customary land 
tenure as inefficient and lacking incentive. According to 
this view, land reform towards individual freehold systems 
patterned on western law is expected to stimulate capital 
formation, redistribute income and wealth, provide 
incentive for investment leading to accretionary capital 
formation and improving agricultural productivity (Russell, 
1971; Nkwae, 2006). It is important to note that proposed 
registration of customary land does not reflect any 
significant departure on the acceptable trajectory for 
economic growth in Malawi as customary land has for a 
long time been taken as a reserve from which private 
land tenure has to be created (Chinsinga, 2008; Kishindo, 
2004). Registration of customary estate will effectively 
usher customary land users to the dictate of a market 
economy. Establishing efficient land market is  upheld  by  



 
 
 
 
a number of international financial institutions that have 
or are supporting land reform process in developing 
countries. Notwithstanding the benefits of customary 
registration in resolving land related conflicts at a local 
level, a number of challenges arising from different 
modes of land access in patriarchy and matriarchy 
societies are ignored (Kishindo, 2004; Peter and 
Kambewa, 2007.  For instance, traditional leaders still 
feel they have and will maintain control over customary 
land and interviewed local communities argue that 
customary land is for their family according to their 
traditional law. Most junior traditional authorities 
interviewed expressed ignorant of the proposed changes 
and showed no panic of the change, arguing they have 
no reason to worry because the land in theirs. Senior 
chiefs on the other hand agreed having been consulted, 
but strongly argued that the land is under their control 
and managed according to the traditional law. This paper 
argues that land reform consultations in Malawi were elite 
driven (rural or urban), lacked adequate explanation of 
the reform suggested to affected stakeholders and largely 
hid motives of establishing liberalized market economy. 
Furthermore, theoretical productivity justification for 
formal registration of customary land estate lacks 
empirical support in Malawi (Adams, 2004; Smith, 2003). 
Evidence from Kenya, Namibia and South Africa also 
highlight the challenges of changing land tenure systems 
within a short time (Adams and Howell, 2001).  
 
 
Outcomes and prospects of economic growth of land 
reforms in Malawi 
 
The Land policy and the new Land Act are envisioned to 
improve access to and efficiency of land and landed 
resource by ensuring land tenure security and stable 
access channels. In the past, scholars from developing 
countries have questioned the applicability of theoretical 
arguments of individual registered parcels as a way of 
addressing land problems in the region. In particular, 
these scholars argue that land reforms focusing on 
registration of individual land parcels do not improve 
individual land security nor efficiency returns from the 
land. They further argue that attempts to synchronize 
land reform in line with the “official” land administration 
system are bent on facilitating, accelerating and 
sustaining capitalistic investment and expansion 
(Stephens 2011; Tamrat 2010; Hunsberger 2010; 
Simukonda, 1992). Of late, there is renewed interest in 
the contribution of formalized land administration such as 
registration of land parcels in addressing security and 
land investment in developing countries. Within this 
thinking is the understanding that formalized and 
administration based on registration of individual land 
parcels will give farmers returns and protect them from 
land grabs orchestrated by the state. Current land reform 
is done within this unsettled land reform debate.  
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Preliminary findings on land reform process in Malawi 
demonstrate that while land tenure security and 
community access to land was the major impetus for land 
reform, land reform process does not point commitment 
towards this goal. On the contrary, the state and 
investors are busy grabbing land from the local 
communities. Apart from the donor funded Land 
Development Programme implemented in Machinga and 
Mangochi on one hand and Thyolo and Mulanje on the 
other hand, government has not come up with any 
programme to relieve the land pressure of the landless. 
On the contrary, rural landscape is littered with a lot of 
contested customary land transfers to investors. This 
finding demonstrate that land reform process in Malawi is 
a cleaver formalization of old state ambition of creating 
private land from customary land, but not necessarily 
giving birth to something new. The land reform process in 
Malawi can, therefore, be better be described as 
“butterfly policy making initiatives”, which having 
promised something new at one stage, matures to carbon 
copy of the mother policy.  Experience from South Africa, 
Kenya, Namibia and Zimbabwe have shown that 
promises to the landless and economically and politically 
marginalized groups are heavily compromised or dropped 
off altogether overtime (Adams and Howell, 2009; Moyo, 
2003). In the case of Malawi, historically skewed land 
ownership, access, use and control is reproducing into 
new nomenclature of land actors. 

The prospect of the contribution of the land reform to 
economic growth and development is difficult to pin down 
largely because of the complexity of land tenure changes 
in relation to efficiency in land utilization and distribution 
of benefits from land and landed resource. Equally 
important, social improvement and economic growth 
goals are rarely compatible. This study has revealed that 
the major goal of and reform in Malawi is generally to 
change customary land administration to suit market 
capitalistic economic models. Although the extent to 
which local communities can benefit from large scale land 
investment through off-farm and non-farm employment 
flows is highly debatable, their dependence on capitalistic 
economic system significantly increases their vulnerability 
to the growing vagaries of the system. This situation is 
worsened by the fact that rural welfare in Malawi is much 
linked to food security situation. Thus, without changing 
land distribution in favor of the landless, a lot of rural 
landless population will be locked in perpetual poverty. 
The central argument of this paper is that the process of 
land reform is caught up in conflicting objectives. First, 
the state has deliberately allowed a protracted impasse in 
the land reform process in order to maintain the status 
quo in land law from which they benefit. Secondly, 
capitalistic investors have found solace in principles of 
increasing tenure security because it promotes safe 
access and tenure. Thirdly, local elites and special 
groups such as gender activists, land professionals and 
investors see this as an opportunity  to  bargain  for their  
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interests. All this was gratefully taken as a scapegoat for 
delays in passing the Land Bill into law. Now that the 
Land Act is passed, will these problems be addressed? 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Land reform purposes to change land tenure and 
distribution to achieve efficiency and equity in use of land 
and landed resources. However, scholarship on the 
subject of land reform is contentious. Some scholars 
have argued that land reform rarely benefits the landless 
and actually make them worse off through costs 
introduced through the process of land reform. Scholars 
from developing countries, in particular, argue that land 
reform is a systematic process bent on subjecting and 
forcing local community to the capitalistic system. On the 
other hand, scholars especially from economic discipline 
have constantly countered that land reform based on 
private land tenure arrangement is capable of ensuring 
land tenure security and stimulating economic growth for 
both individual land holders and investors. Scholars from 
international development partners have gone a step 
further and inferred that private land tenure arrangement 
will enable developing countries establish stable 
economic land-based economic growth.  

A land reform process in Malawi reveals that, while 
equity objective may provide the initial momentum for 
land reform, balancing equity objective to the efficiency 
objective is not easy. In particular, large-scale investment 
in land is one of the opportunities open to the country to 
achieve economic development, thus efficiency objective 
dominate over equity objective. Therefore, this paper 
argues that in economies which depend much on land 
investment in terms of agricultural and mining investment, 
like Malawi, balancing equity and efficiency objective will 
always be problematic. Findings from Malawi therefore 
reveal two lessons. First, although land reform may offer 
opportunities to address land access inequalities, it is not 
automatic that this goal will be pursued in favor of the 
landless. The priority given to this objective will depend 
on the national economic effect of either pursuing land 
equity objective or land efficiency objective. Secondly, 
arising from the first, land reform should not be expected 
to improve equity objective in a country whose economic 
anatomy highly depends on efficient utilization of its land 
and landed resources such as Malawi.  
 
 
REFERENCES 

 
Adams, M., Howell, J. (2001) Natural Resources 

Perspective in Redistributive Land Reform in  Southern 
Africa No. 64, ODI   

African Presidential Archive and Research Center (2009). 
Land Reform in the African Context,  

Booth et al. (2006). Drivers of Change and Development  

 
 
 
 
in Malawi, Working Paper No. 261, Overseas 
Development Institute, London 

Borras, S.M, Jr., Franco, J., Gomez, S., Kay, C., Spoor, 
M. (2012). Land Grabbing in Latin America and 
Caribbean, J. Peasant Stud. 39(3-4): 845-872  

Boudrex K., Sacks D. (2009). Land Tenure Security and 
Agricultural Productivity. Mercus Center, George 
Mason University  

Brief prepared for the 2009 African Presidential 
Roundtable in Berlin, Germany 

Chirwa, E. (2004). Access to Land, Growth and Poverty 
Reduction in Malawi, Chancellor College, University of 
Malawi, Zomba 

Chirwa, W.C (2002). Land Use and Extension Service at 
Wovwe Rice Scheme, Malawi in Dev. Southern Afr., 
19(2): 49-68.  

Copestake, J., Williams, R., (2012). The Evolving Art of 
Political Economy Analysis: Unlocking its Potential 
through a more Interactive Approach. Oxford Policy 
Management Briefing Paper, UK, Oxford 

Deininger., K. (2010). Towards Sustainable Systems of 
Land Administration: Recent Evidence and Challenges 
for Africa in AfJARE Vol. 5 No. 1 

GoM (2002). Malawi National Land Policy, Ministry of 
Lands, Housing and Surveys, Lilongwe  

GoM (Government of Malawi) (2006). Malawi Growth and 
Development Strategy, Ministry of Economic Planning 
and Development, Lilongwe 

GoM, (1965). Malawi Land Act, Zomba   
GoM, (1999). Final Report of the Presidential 

Commission of Inquiry on Land Policy Reform, 
Lilongwe 

GoM, (2004). Malawi National Land Programme 
Implementation Strategy 2003-2007 (2004), Lilongwe 

GoM, (2009). Greenbelt Initiative, Lilongwe   
GoM, (2009). Nkhata-bay District Socio-Economic Profile: 

Nkhata-bay District Assembly, 2010-2012, Nkhata-bay 
District Council. 

Hunsburger, C. (2010). The Politics of Jatropha-based 
biofuel in Kenya: Convergence and Divergence among 
NGOs, donors, government officials and farmers, J. 
Peasant Stud. 37(4): 939-962 

Kachika, T. (2010). Land Grabbing in Africa: A Review of 
the Impacts and the Possible Policy Responses, Pan 
Africa Programme of Oxfam International 

Kanyongolo, F. (2008). Law, Land and Sustainable 
Development in Malawi in Amanor and  

Keely, J., Scoones, I. (2003). Understanding Environment 
Policy Processes: Cases from Africa, UK: Earthscan 
Publication Limited  

Kishindo, P. (1996) Farmer Turn Over on Settlement 
Schemes: The Experience of Limphasa Irrigated Rice 
Scheme, Northern Malawi', Nordic J. Afr. Stud., Vol. 
5(1): l-10. 

Kishindo, P. (2004). Customary Land Tenure and New 
Land Policy in Malawi in J. Contemp. Afr.  Stud.,  22(2): 
213-225  



 
 
 
 
Mkandawire, T. (2009). Agricultural Employment and 

Poverty in Malawi. ILO Southern Africa Multidisciplinary 
Advisory Team Policy Papers No. 9, Harare   

Moyo (2008) Land and Sustainable development in 
Africa, Zed Books, London.  

Moyo, S. (2003). The Land Question in Africa: Research 
Perspectives and Questions. A Paper presented at 
Codesria Conferences on Land reform, the Agrarian 
Question and Nationalism in Gaborone, Botswana (18-
19 October 2003) and Dakar, Senegal (8-11 December 
2003)    

Njaya, T., Mazuru, N. (2010). Land Reform Process and 
Property Rights in Zimbabwe: Constraints and Future 
Prospects (1980-2002), J. Sustainable Dev. Afr. 12(4): 
164-185 .  

Nkwae, B. (2006). Conceptual Framework for Modeling 
and Analyzing Periurban Land  Problems in Southern 
Africa. PhD dissertation, Department of Geodesy and 
Geomatics  engineering, Technical Report No. 235, 
University of New Brunswick, Fredricton, New 
Brunswick, Canada   

NSO (National Statistical Office) (2008). Malawi 
Population and Housing Census, NSO, Zomba 

Otsuka, K., Place, F. (2001). Tenure, Agriculture, 
Investment and Productivity in the Customary Tenure 
Sector of Malawi, Foundation for Advanced Studies on 
International Food Policy Research Institute. 

Pachai, B (1973). Malawi: A History of the Nation, 
Longman 

Peters, P.E., (2007). Challenges in Land Tenure and 
Land Reform in Africa:  An Anthropological Perspective 
CID Working Paper No. 141 

Peters, P.E., Kambewa, D., (2007). Whose Security? 
Deepening social conflict over  customary land in the 
shadow of land tenure reform in Malawi, J. Modern Afr. 
Stud., 45 (3): 447-472 

Quan, J. (2008). Land Reform and Rural Territories 
Experiences from Brazil and South Africa in gate 
keepers No. 13, iied. 

Russell, K. (1971). Land Reform: Some General and 
Theoretical Consideration, Norwegian J. Geogr., 25:2 
85-97n 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zuka          163 
 
 
 
Sen, A. (1981). Poverty and Famine: An Essay on 

entitlement and deprivation, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press 

Shepard, D., Mittal, A. (2009). (Mis) Investment in 
Agriculture: The Role of the International Finance 
Corporation in Global Land Grabs. The Oakland 
Institute, Oakland, USA   

Simukonda, H. (1992). Land Tenure Change on 
Customary Land as a Strategy for Agricultural and 
Rural Development: A Critical Analysis of its Relevance 
in Malawi, J. Rural Dev., 11(4): 377- 392 

Smith, R.E. (2003). Land Tenure Reform in Africa: A shift 
to the defensive, Progr. Dev. Stud., 3:210 

Stephens P. (2011). The Extent of Land Grabs: An 
Analysis of Land Governance Institutional, Int. Aff. 
Rev., Vo. XX, No. 1. 

Synder, W. (2005). The Limitations and Successes of 
Sustainable Agriculture. Unpublished MA Thesis: 
University of Winnipeg, USA  

Tamrat, I. (2010). Governance of Large scale Agriculture 
Investment in Africa: The Case of Ethiopia. A Paper 
presented at the World Bank Conference on Land 
Policy and Administration, Washington DC, 26-27

th
 

April, 2010 
World Bank and GoM, (2006). Malawi Poverty and 

Vulnerability Assessment, Investing in our Future, 
Lilongwe 

Zurin, H.A., Bujang A.A. (1994). Theory on Land Reform: 
An Overview in Buletin Ukrur, Jld 5, No. 1 ms 9.14 


