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Roots of Crisis: Historical Narratives
of Tree Planting in Malawi

Peter A. Walker

This article examines an apparent paradox. In the southeastern Af-
rican country of Malawi, small farmers perceive rapid deforesta-
tion and expect it will create serious problems for them in the

future. This perception is supported by reliable environmental research.
For almost a century, colonial and postcolonial governments have tried to
persuade small farmers to plant trees through projects that provided ex-
tension services, education, and subsidized or free tree seedlings. Small
farmers responded with little enthusiasm. Officials explained this weak
response as evidence of farmers’ alleged “indolence” and “wantonness.”1

Such interpretations are clearly inadequate to explain why farmers do not
respond eagerly to tree-planting opportunities that they themselves de-
scribe as desirable.

To find the root causes of this apparent paradox, this article uses a
historically grounded political ecology approach. Political ecology exam-
ines the interacting forces of political economy, culture, and discourse as
they influence human-environmental interactions, including production
of environmental narratives that reflect relations of power. Such narra-
tives may draw upon what Richard Peet and Michael Watts call “regional
discursive formations,” defined as “certain modes of thought, logics,
themes, styles of expression, and typical metaphors [that] run through the
discursive history of a region, appearing in a variety of forms, disappear-
ing occasionally, only to reappear with even greater intensity in new
guises.”2 Discursive formations rooted in regional history shape what
Melissa Leach and Robin Mearns describe as “received wisdom” that guides
policy.3

This article presents evidence that in Malawi a flawed regional dis-
cursive formation known as “fuelwood gap” theory (which persisted in
various “guises” through most of the twentieth century) is at the root of
official misperceptions of farmer “apathy” toward tree planting and mis-
guided policies that failed to engage farmers’ interest. Where deforesta-
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tion has occurred, small farmers proved adept at finding fuel from a wide
range of sources, and thus perceived no fuelwood crisis meriting alloca-
tion of scarce household resources to tree planting. Yet programs encour-
aging small farmers to plant trees for fuel persisted—and were resisted—
for decades.

These misguided policies are deeply rooted in Malawi’s colonial and
postcolonial history. The article begins with a brief sketch of the political
and economic history of the state since the beginning of British colonial
rule in 1891, a period in which structural inequalities were created that
endure even to the present. These inequalities produced severe poverty
among the majority of small farmers. As a result, today most small farm-
ers say they cannot afford to allocate significant amounts of land or labor
to plant trees that do not produce food or income in the near term. The
next section examines the shaping of colonial and postcolonial narratives
of a fuelwood crisis—narratives that simultaneously obscured the role of
the colonial and postcolonial political economies in deforestation while
placing the blame and burden of conservation on the shoulders of small
farmers and ignoring the contradictions between social injustice and con-
servation. The article then presents the results of contemporary fieldwork
that examines small farmers’ perceptions regarding tree planting and the
ways these ideas have been shaped by history. I argue that farmers’ percep-
tions—which focus on poverty and social injustice—are at odds with of-
ficial narratives of a fuelwood crisis. Before concluding, the article offers
observations about the persistence of the fuelwood crisis narrative despite
the persistent failure of associated policies over many decades. This sec-
tion focuses on theories of the “stickiness” of such narratives within the
local political economy and actor networks.

Historical information was collected from village elders, the Malawi
National Archives, and the annual reports of the then-Nyasaland Protec-
torate. Contemporary research was conducted in two villages represent-
ing the range of high- and low-population densities in Malawi using a
multi-method approach that included detailed on-site surveys and semi-
structured interviews with every household in each of the villages (total
N=154) and twenty-six key informants.

Malawi’s Political-Economic History

Since the beginning of British rule in 1891, colonial “Nyasaland”
pursued an estate-led pattern of economic development. After indepen-
dence in 1964, this pattern was intensified under the thirty-year
postcolonial regime of Kamuzu Banda. This estate-led strategy accounts,
in large measure, for the country’s history of severe and chronic poverty.4

Nyasaland had few resources of interest to the British Empire, and re-
ceived correspondingly little investment in development (especially in re-
lation to its resource-rich neighbors such as Southern and Northern Rho-

Walker



91

desia). Created largely as a strategic afterthought to contain Portuguese
colonial expansion, the country remained a minor and neglected outpost
of the British Empire.

Landlocked and lacking the transportation, infrastructure, and com-
mercial opportunities available in neighboring countries, Nyasaland’s
European-owned estates struggled financially throughout the period of
colonial rule despite enormous advantages conferred upon them by the
colonial government. By the close of the colonial period, many estates
were barely breaking even, and few had sufficient capital to fully develop
their land.5 Many of the early European estates had been granted vast
areas of land and cultivated only tiny portions of their holdings (as little
as 1-2 percent). Unused estate land became a source of enduring resent-
ment among small farmers on crowded “customary” land (land controlled
by chiefs or village headmen).6 As late as the mid-1950s, colonial authori-
ties explicitly defended these inequalities as part of an effort to create a
landless class to supply labor to European-owned estates.7

Such efforts set in motion a long history of turbulent relations be-
tween the estates and small farmers. Between 1891 and 1894, Nyasaland’s
first Commissioner and Consul-General, Harry Johnston, issued seventy-
three Certificates of Claim to Europeans accounting for 1.5 million hect-
ares—15 percent of the total land area of the country, or about 45 percent
of the cultivable area.8 European-owned estates occupied about one-half
of the total area of the fertile Shire Highlands.9 By the early 1930s,
Nyasaland had a higher proportion of its cultivable land under the con-
trol of Europeans than Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, or Northern Rhodesia.
This imbalance largely defined relations between Europeans and Africans
throughout the colonial period, and, since independence, between
Malawian estate owners and small farmers.

The estate-led strategy affected labor and taxation as well as land.
Hut taxes became an important tool for generating state revenue and forc-
ing African labor onto the estates to earn cash to pay the tax.10 Africans
who lived or migrated onto European-owned land were forced to pay
“rent” in the form of up to six months of labor for estate owners in a labor
tenancy arrangement known as thangata. With increased crowding on
customary land, many small farmers were forced onto estate land and
into thangata, and the colonial government proved largely unwilling or
unable to stop rampant abuses of this system.11 Even for the few African
farmers who had sufficient land and labor, opportunities for economic
advancement were limited by policies that restricted the types of crops
small farmers could produce and the prices offered to them by govern-
ment-owned marketing boards.12

In sum, through seventy-three years of colonial rule, the government
consistently invested in failed efforts to boost the estates while neglecting
the one source of real growth potential—the small African farmer. With a
handful of undercapitalized European farmers in a country with excep-
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tionally poor infrastructure and transportation and little to attract foreign
capital or expertise, Harry Johnston’s gamble on European settler-based
agriculture was probably doomed from the start. Some colonial officers
who followed Johnston recognized this, but with an entrenched Euro-
pean estate class eager to retain its privileges under a relatively weak gov-
ernment, efforts to promote African agriculture produced only hesitant
half-steps. In the end, in a country with exceptional agricultural poten-
tial, the missed opportunity to develop a peasant-based agricultural
economy seems evident. Nyasaland remained a poor and forgotten colo-
nial backwater—a land Leroy Vail aptly described as an “imperial slum.”13

Worse still, the failed economy and social relations established under
colonial rule were inherited by a class of postcolonial African leaders who,
despite populist rhetoric, demonstrated interest primarily in positioning
themselves at the top of the existing hierarchy established under colonial
rule. Indeed, the thirty-year regime (1964-94) of Kamuzu Banda intensi-
fied the inequality and poverty inherited from the colonial past.14 During
the 1970s and 80s, Banda’s government converted even more land in the
already crowded customary areas into estates, mainly by issuing leases to
Malawian-owned tobacco interests.15 With Banda’s renewed land alien-
ation, by 1993 the area controlled by estates had grown to 173 percent of
the peak level under colonial rule.16

In addition to transferring land to the estate sector, a second key ele-
ment in Banda’s renewed estate-led strategy was the redistribution of capital
from small farmers to the estates. Capital accumulated through taxes on
small-farmer production through the government’s monopsonistic agri-
cultural marketing board was channeled through government-owned banks
into soft loans and infrastructure development for private estates.17 Thus,
small farmers literally paid, through taxes on their production, for the
dramatic expansion of the estate sector that took away much of their land
and returned only a small number of jobs with very low wages.

While the estate-led model failed to bring prosperity even to Europe-
ans, its long-term consequences for small African farmers were disastrous.
Having emerged from colonial rule in a position of already severe poverty,
Malawi’s per capita daily food supply decreased by 18 percent between
1970 and 1995.18 Today, rural people in Malawi are among the poorest in
the world.19 To most small farmers in Malawi, the always-present threat of
starvation overshadows virtually all other concerns.20

Historical Origins of Malawi’s “Received Wisdom”
of Tree Planting

The primary challenge for officials of colonial Nyasaland was to main-
tain control over land and labor. Closely related, however, was a near-
obsession with controlling the use and conservation of natural resources,
including trees and forests.21 A dominant concern was to maintain sup-
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plies of fuel. By 1911, the Nyasaland government was annually produc-
ing hundreds of thousands of mostly exotic tree seedlings for fuelwood
(Figure 1). Fuelwood was essential for curing tobacco (the country’s main
commercial export), and also for the railroads and steamboats that trans-
ported tobacco and Nyasaland’s other commercial products. In 1912, the
Chief Forest Officer warned that “more extensive afforestation ... is very
important if the supply of fuel for the future is to be assured.”22 Tree
seedlings were distributed first to fuelwood plantations, but as early as
1914 free seedlings were also given to small farmers to plant in and around
their villages. Although government foresters acknowledged that defores-
tation was largely driven by the tobacco industry, administrators assigned
much of the blame—and responsibility for maintaining the county’s fuel
supply—to small farmers. In 1914, the Director of Agriculture declared,
“Eucalyptus is undoubtedly the fuel tree for Nyasaland and steps are now
being taken by the Chief Forest Officer ... to establish fuel plantations in
the villages under the various chiefs and headmen to try and put a stop to
the rapid deforestation.”23

The policy of encouraging small farmers to plant trees for fuel quickly
ran aground against what colonial officials described as an inexplicable
“apathy towards afforestation,”24 and an “utter lack of appreciation”25 for
the conservation wisdom offered by the colonial government. By the 1930s,
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Figure 1. Government nurseries have provided subsidized tree seedlings to small farmers since
1914 (photo: Eden Nursery in Dedza, circa 1959, courtesy of the Forestry Research Institute of
Malawi).
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the frustration of some colonial officers was expressed in invectives against
the perceived “indolence” of African farmers.26 The Department of
Agriculture’s Report on Native Agriculture, 1931-39, stated, “if the na-
tives of this country are left to their own devices they will starve themselves
in a very few years ... complete disregard of the maintenance of soil fertil-
ity will completely impoverish the land of this country in a very short
period unless natives are taught the elementary principles of agricultural
science by Europeans” (emphasis in original).27 This condescending tone
and the implication that officials must assist farmers to overcome their
alleged ignorance have permeated conservation policy in Malawi to the
present.28

Importantly, a few colonial officials occasionally displayed some aware-
ness of the perceptions and constraints that limited small farmers’ ability
to engage in tree planting. In 1931, a Department of Forestry official
noted that “for success, exotic species usually require land of considerable
agricultural value which cannot be spared in congested regions.” In 1938,
Forestry officials observed that “tree-planting has to be carried out at the
very busiest time of the year, when food and economic crops require at-
tention.” The Department of Forestry’s Annual Report for 1955 acknowl-
edged that “the practical possibilities of this [tree planting] scheme” for
poor African farmers whose “efforts are wholly directed towards the grow-
ing of agricultural crops” are “yet to be determined.” While the historical
record reveals glimpses of understanding among colonial administrators
as to the perceived unfairness of such policies, such understanding was
drowned out by the drumbeat of official rhetoric about the supposed “in-
dolent” African farmer.

Moreover, had colonial officials asked small farmers themselves the
reasons for this “apathy,” they would have found that colonial forest poli-
cies had little credibility because Africans were very aware of the extrava-
gant exploitation of timber by Europeans and the hypocrisy of the colo-
nial government’s failure to enforce similar tree planting requirements
among European estate owners.29 (When questioned about the response
of estate owners to government requirements that a certain percentage of
estate land be planted with fuelwood trees, an elderly Danish owner of a
tobacco estate replied, “Oh, nobody paid any attention to that.”30) Thus,
the burden of conservation literally was placed on the backs of African
farmers.31

A sense of crisis among colonial officials was reinforced by new global
conservation narratives that emerged in the 1930s. Despite its inability to
understand African resistance to tree-planting policies, by 1929 the colo-
nial administration recognized the effects of this resistance, concluding
that, “little progress [in tree planting] is possible” with small farmers. Yet,
a special report from Nyasaland’s Soil Erosion Branch observed (with little
scientific evidence) that “colossal” soil erosion threatened “the whole so-
cial and economic future” of the colony. The Department of Forestry
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concluded that “the only solution to the problem will be the undertaking
by communities of more intensive forestry such as planting schemes” (em-
phasis added). The role of Europeans—as consumers or potential producers
of fuelwood—was given relatively little attention. In what appeared to be a
state of official desperation, by 1938 forestry officials resumed, with new
determination, earlier failed efforts to induce small farmers to plant trees.

In 1939 these efforts were interrupted by the outbreak of war and the
drastic reduction of European staff in the Department of Forestry. At the
close of the war in 1945, however, the reinvigorated effort to induce small
farmers to plant trees resumed with even greater intensity—initiating the
modern era of coercive state-induced tree-planting programs. In the ar-
chival record, a militaristic tone set in that was not present before the war.
The Commissioner of Mulanje District reported in 1949, for example,
that “the native ... will in a very short time be entirely timberless if com-
pulsion is not used to make him plant and care for timber.” The 1951
Annual Report stated, “if village forestry is to become anything more than
a paper scheme ... it appears more and more necessary to exercise con-
trol.” By the late 1950s, however, the colonial government’s campaign to
compel small farmers to plant trees encountered open hostility from the
growing movement for African independence, which derived consider-
able political strength from its opposition to long-hated colonial conser-
vation policies.

After independence in 1964, however, the colonial pattern of pater-
nalistic coercion resumed under the authoritarian rule of Kamuzu Banda.
Banda (who included in his portfolio the position of Minister of Natural
Resources) intensified efforts to induce small farmers to plant trees. Each
year, Banda personally oversaw the nation’s much-publicized National Tree
Planting Day. The perception of farmer backwardness and “inexplicable”
resistance continued. As late as 1994, officials complained that “the nurs-
eries do not attract a lot of customers ... this calls for the intensification of
extension efforts so as to educate the farmers and change their attitude.”32

As Kishindo observes, government research and extension services oper-
ated on the assumption that they alone knew what was best for the farmer
and it was not necessary to try to understand why they behave the way
they do; “peasant resistance to change” provided a ready-made explana-
tion for the very limited adoption of recommended practices and tech-
nologies.33 Just as often, however, under Banda’s idiosyncratic reign policy
failures were simply denied in favor of purely fictional, sycophantic pro-
paganda that made honest assessment of policy failures impossible. A 1990
Department of Forestry report on the status of the national tree-planting
effort claimed:

To date the response by the general public has been encouraging ...
last year, (1989/90), the general public planted about 25,000,000
trees around homesteads, on farms, in gardens along roads and farm/
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garden boundaries, and integrated areas. This favourable response
by the general public is attributed to the foresighted and dynamic
leadership of His Excellency the Life President Ngwazi [roughly,
“the savior”] Dr. H. Kamuzu Banda who has always appealed to all
people in Malawi to plant more trees and stop the careless cutting
down of trees.34

The end of Banda’s regime in 1994 did not bring about a wholesale
change in institutionalized views, but it can be argued that it did bring an
end to an era in which the root causes of policy failures could not be
openly discussed. A new willingness to talk, without fear, about the ap-
propriateness of long-standing policies began. In a 1996 interview for this
study, a top-ranking officer of the research branch of the Malawi Depart-
ment of Forestry acknowledged:

The resentment [among small farmers] about exotic trees, in par-
ticular bluegum [Eucalyptus saligna], I think is a real one, and we are
going to see a decline [after the end of Banda’s regime] in the plant-
ing of these particular species, and more of the indigenous species
.... What has been limiting in the [World Bank’s] Wood Energy
projects was that we didn’t actually do a needs assessment .... We
focused on energy. When the need for energy was identified, we
simply looked at what tree could actually be supplied in large quan-
tities to grow in the shortest period possible, so bluegum was the
most promising candidate.35

This statement was remarkable not only for its openness (something
that could not have been imagined in Malawi only a few years earlier) but
also for the fact that it acknowledged the fundamental failure that had
impeded real progress in tree planting for nearly a century—the almost
single-minded official fixation on energy as the purpose for planting trees.
Through the entire colonial period and the thirty-year rule of Kamuzu
Banda, the official view of tree planting as an energy policy never changed.
This is true despite evidence that some officials understood the problems
with this approach. In the early 1980s, a study by the Malawi Govern-
ment showed that few farmers were willing to plant trees for firewood
alone. For that reason, the World Bank’s Second Wood Energy project
that began in 1986 specifically promoted multi-purpose tree varieties.36 In
practice, however, villagers complained that as late as 1996 “the only trees we
find [in government nurseries] are bluegum [Eucalyptus saligna] trees; there
are a lot of trees [we would like to plant] that are not available.”37

In sum, colonial and postcolonial governments in Malawi displayed
an abiding fear of fuel shortages and remained fixated on compelling small
farmers to plant trees for fuelwood—and failed.38 Narratives of the “indo-
lent” African farmer, as both a cause of deforestation and as a source of
labor to solve the problem, fit neatly with the priorities of autocratic colo-
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nial and postcolonial regimes that appeared incapable of critical examina-
tion of their own role in the “crisis.” During Kamuzu Banda’s regime, in
particular, open questioning of the president’s wisdom (in this case, in-
herited from colonial conservationists) could result in severe punishment.
Thus, the old institutionalized views that farmers were the problem, and
could be compelled to plant trees for fuel, persisted for much of the twen-
tieth century.

This fixation on tree planting for fuel was supported by a long-stand-
ing regional discursive formation that continues to influence conserva-
tion policy today. Richard Grove observes, for example, that as early as
1850, deforestation was conceived by Europeans as a problem existing on
a global scale, demanding urgent and concerted state intervention.39 By
the 1930s, fears among colonial officials in Africa of an imminent crisis
reached the level of a “mania.”40 Trees and tree planting were central in
this vision of crisis. By the 1970s, with much of the world gripped by
global oil price shocks, old views of trees as a fuel source converged with a
new global discourse—the so-called “fuelwood gap” became known as
the “other” energy crisis.41 Old orthodoxies of tree planting as an energy
policy were reinforced and given a renewed sense of urgency.

The simple logic of “gap” theory seemed to point to a simple solu-
tion. As Leach and Mearns point out, the solution was “implicit from the
starting assumptions—namely, to plant trees on a colossal scale.”42 As a
result, in the 1970s and 1980s, large international policy, planning, and
donor institutions dedicated hundreds of millions of dollars to address
deforestation as a problem of energy supply and demand. Because the
issues appeared simple, the remedies seemed self-evident—African farm-
ers must plant many more trees.43 As Peter Dewees observes, the logic
seemed so self-evident that “[w]hat was never really questioned were the
real dimensions of the fuelwood crisis in the first instance, and whether
farmers (rather than planners) perceived that tree planting would have
been their most effective response.”44 In fact, African farmers are often
able to decrease fuelwood consumption or switch to alternative biomass
such as shrubs or crop residues. Thus, even where trees are scarce, small
farmers do not necessarily perceive a fuel crisis.45 Even if they did, they
would not necessarily consider large-scale tree planting to be the most
rational response. Planting trees requires diversion of scarce land, labor,
and capital away from food or higher-value cash crops. Thus, farmers
often perceive switching to alternative biomass, or even collecting fuelwood
from distant areas, as a lower-cost alternative to planting trees.46 As a con-
sequence, most energy-focused tree-planting programs have failed for lack
of interest.47 As Leach and Mearns observe, “The way in which problem
and solution are framed in the case of the fuelwood crisis offers a classic
example of how ‘received wisdom’ about environmental change obscures
a plurality of other possible views, often leading to misguided or even
fundamentally flawed development policy in Africa.”48
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In Malawi, the narrative of deforestation as a fuelwood crisis remained
alive and well at least through the 1990s. In the early 1990s, the World
Bank—chief sponsor of Malawi’s mammoth Wood Energy tree-planting
projects—still chanted the shibboleths of fuelwood gap theory, and these
became embodied, in a formulaic manner, in the Malawi National Envi-
ronmental Action Plan of 1994 that guides environmental policy in Malawi
even today.49 Little awareness of the different ways farmers conceive of
deforestation has been displayed. In 1996, the Ministry of Natural Re-
sources, for example, warned farmers to “stop wanton cutting down of
our priceless heritage of forests and trees that provide us with fuelwood…
[efforts] to conserve and rehabilitate Malawi’s forest land are attended by
difficulties that stem generally from inexplicable hostilities [including the]
uprooting and destruction of tree seedlings after the seedlings have been
planted by Forestry personnel.”50 The following section examines these
“inexplicable” hostilities to tree planting programs.

Contemporary Small Farmer Perceptions
and Responses to Deforestation

This section summarizes results from twelve months of fieldwork in
Malawi in 1995-96 (with follow-up visits in 1997, 2001, and 2002). The
central question was how small farmers perceive and respond to defores-
tation, and why they have generally ignored, resisted, or showed little
enthusiasm for long-standing, highly publicized campaigns encouraging
them to plant trees.

Reliable evidence—above all from reports by small farmers them-
selves—indicates that widespread deforestation has indeed occurred in
Malawi.51 By various accounts, Malawi has the highest rate of deforesta-
tion in southern Africa.52 This is supported by Andrew Hudak and Carol
Wessman, who document an annual deforestation rate of 1.8 percent in
Malawi’s Mwanza District from 1981 to 1992.53 Joanne Abbot and
Katherine Homewood find comparable change from 1982 to 1990 around
Lake Malawi National Park.54 Moreover, unlike Mary Tiffen’s widely noted
studies of Machakos District in Kenya, there is no evidence in Malawi of
a significant autonomous conservation response.55

A similar pattern was found in the two research sites selected for this
study. In Mchombo Village56 (in southern Malawi’s Zomba District) and
Napolo Village (in central Malawi’s Kasungu District), the oldest villagers
consistently note that in their lifetimes, “all this area you see was bush,
there were many more trees than now.”57 Aerial photographs of Napolo
village show that only 38 percent of the area was cultivated in 1962, with
the remaining area covered by forest, woodland, and fallow.58 By 1995, 71
percent of land in Napolo village was under cultivation. In Mchombo
Village, aerial photographs show that by 1965, 91 percent of the village
area was already cultivated (reflecting the much greater population den-
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sity in the southern region). By 1995, almost all the remaining areas of
forest and woodland in Mchombo village were cleared.

As a result, most villagers express concern that tree products will be-
come more scarce. In both sites, virtually all villagers rely heavily on trees
for a range of essential goods, including fruit, poles, fuel, fiber, and medi-
cine. In Mchombo Village, with a population density of 468 persons per
square kilometer, 71 percent of households report that they experience
difficulty acquiring enough tree products to meet their needs (Table 1).59

In Napolo Village, with a population density of only 78 persons per square
kilometer and substantial fallow lands that serve as a source of tree prod-
ucts, only 2 percent of households report that they experience problems
acquiring tree products. In both villages, however, exactly 92 percent say
they perceive that the number of trees in their area is decreasing rapidly.
In densely populated Mchombo village, 100 percent of households say
they expect that in the future they will not be able to obtain enough tree
products to meet their needs; in Napolo, 94 percent expect this.

Despite this perception and concern about increasing tree scarcity, in
neither village do farmers plant large numbers of trees. In Napolo Village,
where few households presently experience difficulties getting tree products,
households have an average of thirty-four planted trees. In Mchombo Vil-
lage, where greater scarcity encourages planting, households have an average
of fifty-six planted trees on their land. By World Bank estimates, a family in
Malawi must plant 1,000 trees to be self-sufficient.60 By this estimate, house-
holds in Napolo and Mchombo have planted enough trees to provide for
roughly 3 and 6 percent of their future household needs, respectively.61

If farmers in Mchombo and Napolo villages depend heavily on tree
products, and have real concerns about the availability of these products
in the future, why have they planted so few trees? The standard official
interpretation (again, present continuously since the colonial period), is
that a lack of inputs and technical knowledge limits farmers’ capacity to
plant trees. Yet, as early as 1911, the Annual Reports of the Ministry of
Agriculture’s Division of Forestry show that hundreds of thousands of
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Table 1. Perceptions of and responses to decreased availability of tree products.

N60 Population Cannot Perceive Expect Number Percent of
house- density meet decreasing difficulty of trees household
holds present tree meeting planted per needs met

needs availability future household from
needs planted

trees

 Mchombo  85 468/km2 71%    92% 100%      56      6

 Napolo  64   78/km2   2%    92%   94%      34      3
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tree seedlings (mostly Eucalyptus spp.) were made available to estates and
small farmers. By the 1980s, there were several hundred tree nurseries
throughout the country that produced millions of seedlings for small farm-
ers, many sponsored by the World Bank’s massive Wood Energy projects.
A nationwide propaganda campaign included posters that declared, “People
need trees, trees need people” and “Trees are life,” as well as radio adver-
tisements, newspaper articles, film shows, and an annual National Tree
Planting Day.62 The Carlsberg beer company, in cooperation with the
Department of Forestry, exchanged two tree seedlings for every bottle cap
from its green-label beer under the slogan “Let’s make Malawi a little
greener” (Figure 2). Despite such creative efforts (the Carlsberg program
was relatively popular), David French observes that, owing to weak de-
mand, tree nurseries operated at only 10-20 percent of capacity and a
great deal of time and money was wasted trying to keep them operating.63

Walker

Figure 2. In the 1980s and 1990s, many government and non-governmental organizations (in-
cluding the Carlsberg Beer Company, circa 1990) co-sponsored programs to encourage small
farmers to plant trees (photo: Peter Walker). Used with permission.



101

If small farmers perceive increasing tree scarcity, why do nurseries
experience low demand? This question was posed directly to farmers in
Mchombo and Napolo villages. The answer is that most small farmers feel
they cannot afford to divert significant amounts of land and labor to trees
that do not provide food or income in the near-term, and they do not
share the government’s view that deforestation constitutes a “crisis” at
present (at least, not in relation to their other needs). For example, when
asked why villagers have not responded to the government’s call to plant
trees, a seventy-five-year-old farmer replied simply, “This problem of trees
here hasn’t reached the climax, so many people haven’t given it much
thought.”64 When asked specifically about the question of fuelwood (the
main focus of government tree-planting programs since at least 1911)
another farmer complained with bitterness that planting trees for fuelwood
is a misguided priority: “[villagers] don’t even think about planting trees
for firewood. They know that there are not enough trees, but they don’t
think about planting trees… [the real problem is] hunger. [To interviewer:]
Go tell the government people are dying here.”65 Looking back, a ninety-
year-old woman recalls that little has changed since colonial times: “we
just ignored what the Europeans were saying about planting trees.”66

The fact that most farmers do not see tree planting as a high priority
does not mean, however, that they do not consider tree planting a worthy
goal—merely that in the context of severe and chronic poverty they con-
sider it a relatively low priority. To assess how farmers view tree planting
in relation to other priorities, respondents were invited to participate in
an exercise intended to simulate actual household decision-making. The
exercise involved asking households to imagine they suddenly acquired a
significant amount of cash (300 kwacha, about a month’s salary for an
uneducated, full-time laborer at the time), and then to explain how they
would use it.67 The interviewer asked respondents (usually both a hus-
band and wife) to decide how to use the money by choosing from cards
with images that depicted different ways they could use the money, in-
cluding planting trees. Farmers were given six “300-kwacha” opportuni-
ties, but to ascertain their priorities, they were told they might not get
more than one.68

This simulation generated great interest and provoked vigorous dis-
cussions and arguments over each choice. No household selected tree-
planting in the first round of choices.69 Instead, most chose goods that
would maximize short or medium-term food security—fertilizer, food or
hybrid maize seed, and improvements to their homes.70 In the following
choices, other priorities became increasingly important. By the fifth choice,
tree planting was the fourth most common choice; by the sixth choice
tree planting came in second only to household improvements. This exer-
cise suggests that while small farmers do consider tree planting a desirable
activity, none consider it a high priority for investment of scarce house-
hold resources until more immediate priorities are met.
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The overriding priority for most Malawian farmers is immediate food
security. In varying circumstances (such as greater or lesser land pressure),
households may face differing constraints when they prioritize the alloca-
tion of household resources, but all the key factors of production for tree
planting—land, labor, capital—compete directly with food and higher
and faster-profit cash crop production.71 Farmers may perceive differing
constraints, but they agree that diverting scarce household resources away
from food or high-value cash crops in favor of tree planting is a poor
investment.72 Thus, poverty, as shaped by the nation’s political-economic
history, is the overwhelming factor limiting the capacity of farmers to
plant trees.

Somewhat paradoxically, Malawi’s social history not only left many
farmers too poor to plant trees; it also left a legacy of land ownership that
provides many farmers with a lower-cost alternative to tree planting. Of-
ficial policy has consistently failed to account for the de facto access that
many small farmers have to forest resources on private and state land.73 In
Mchombo and Napolo Villages—and, evidence suggests, nationwide—
the most common response to tree scarcity on village land has been to
collect tree products from nearby private and public land.74 Malawi’s co-
lonial past has left a patchwork of land ownership in which most villages
are within walking distance of private estates, forest reserves, or a national
park (Figures 3 and 4). In Mchombo Village, 65 percent of households
identify neighboring private estates as their primary source of fuelwood,
and 59 percent identify the estates as their primary source of construction
poles. In Napolo Village, 38 percent of households identify a neighboring
national park as their primary source of fuelwood (fallow land within the
village is the most common source), and 71 percent identify the park as
their primary source of poles. Even in densely populated areas, official
policy underestimates the availability of alternative woody biomass for
fuel, including bushes, shrubs, and crop residues.75 Thus, even where trees
are scarce, small farmers do not necessarily experience fuel scarcity and
thus do not share the perception of a “fuelwood crisis.”

In contrast, government officials since the colonial period have sim-
ply assumed that rural farmers would share their perception of fuelwood
scarcity—a perception based on the needs of urban elites and large es-
tates. The failure to understand (or even to attempt to understand) the
perceptions and needs of the small farmers expected to carry out refores-
tation programs on behalf of all Malawians produced fundamentally mis-
conceived policies. Most notably, the government’s choice (dating to at
least 1911) to primarily promote eucalyptus trees was logical from an
energy perspective because eucalyptus produce more fuelwood more
quickly than almost any other species, but it made little sense to most
farmers who value trees for a range of products (fruit, timber, fiber, tradi-
tional medicine) that are not provided by eucalyptus.76 Moreover, euca-
lyptus is not preferred even as fuelwood. In addition, farmers perceive
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Figure 3. Colonial land policies left a patchwork of land ownership in which many villages are
within walking distance to nearby private or public land. In Mchombo Village, most villagers
illicitly acquire the tree products they need from the nearby Madsen Estate and others.

Figure 4. In Napolo Village, most villagers illicitly acquire the tree products they need from the
nearby Kasungu National Park.
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that eucalyptus trees significantly reduce the productivity of their nearby
crops.77 Eucalyptus met the needs of urban-based officials to produce large
volumes of fuel quickly, but fit very poorly with the needs of farmers for
whom tree planting for fuel makes little sense. The effort to induce farm-
ers to plant trees for fuel was a non-starter, but persisted through most of
the twentieth century.

The Persistence of “Fuelwood Gap” Theory in Malawi

It would seem nearly impossible to comprehend the survival of such
seemingly obviously flawed reasoning as “fuelwood gap” theory in Malawi
without understanding how history builds momentum behind even bad
ideas. In considering how such flawed “received wisdom” persists over
long periods, Leach and Mearns suggest two broad answers.78 “Structural-
ist explanations” emphasize that certain ideas, no matter how erroneous,
persist because they serve the political and economic interests of politi-
cally powerful groups. “Actor-network” explanations suggest that ideas
become “sticky” or self-perpetuating through a convergence of views among
multiple actors, each of whom may be committed to a certain conserva-
tion vision for different reasons, but with the net effect of creating an
“impregnable, totalizing discourse.”79 In the history of tree-planting poli-
cies in Malawi, it appears that these two dynamics reinforced each other.

The structuralist explanation is supported by the fact that placing the
burden of planting trees on small farmers reduced potential political pres-
sures on Malawi’s other major tree users—the large-scale tobacco estates.
From the early colonial period, conservation policies were rarely enforced
against estate owners.80 Efforts to enforce tree-planting policies against
small farmers were less politically hazardous to administrators than en-
forcing such policies against estate owners. In the post-Independence pe-
riod, little changed—Kamuzu Banda and his closest political allies were
among the country’s largest tobacco estate owners. Enforcing costly tree-
planting policies against these powerful groups appeared politically un-
palatable. The government’s emphasis on small farmers dovetailed neatly
with the World Bank’s assessment that “tree planting by rural households
is by far the lowest-cost way to deal with the fuelwood crisis.” Thus, both
the Malawi government and international agencies maintained the colo-
nial policy of placing the burden of responding to Malawi’s massive defor-
estation on small farmers rather than tobacco estates or urban consumers.

The discourse of tree planting in Malawi was also the product of a
remarkable series of convergences of conservation discourse among local,
regional, and global actors throughout the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. Although the earliest records of the Nyasaland Protectorate (estab-
lished in 1891) are incomplete, it is likely that colonial administrators
were influenced by narratives of an impending global deforestation crisis
common among European colonial scientists by the mid-nineteenth cen-
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tury. This deforestation narrative converged with the concerns of Malawi’s
politically dominant European tobacco growers whose economic activi-
ties were almost wholly dependent on fuelwood. In the 1930s, these con-
cerns again converged with regional conservation policies in southern Africa
influenced by a sort of official panic imported from the North American
Dust Bowl.81 More broadly, conservation concerns were driven by colo-
nial ideologies of a “complex social Darwinist hierarchy” in which claims
of environmental harms inflicted by African farmers were used to justify
extension of European control over African labor and land.82 The exten-
sion of control over land and labor through conservation also converged
with the autocratic political style of the post-Independence regime of
Kamuzu Banda, and yet again with the 1970s discourse of a global “en-
ergy crisis.”

In a remarkable parallel to Jesse Ribot’s discussion of the “history of
fear” of deforestation in West Africa, at each juncture in this history of
narrative convergences, ideas of environmental crisis were the raison d’etre
of local, regional, and global administrative and scientific bureaucracies—
for example the World Bank’s multi-million dollar, thirteen-year Wood
Energy projects in the 1980s and 1990s that provided agency budgets
and salaries for thousands of employees.83 In this way, structural and ac-
tor-network dynamics merged around the imperative of small-farmer tree
planting. From this perspective, it is not surprising that the occasional
note of dissonance from conscientious administrators failed to receive se-
rious attention. In sum, the enduring narrative of a “fuelwood crisis” and
policies of induced small-farmer tree planting were sustained by the con-
vergence of multiple political, economic, ideological and scientific-bu-
reaucratic interests over many decades that operated independently of the
question of whether small farmers—the intended agents of these poli-
cies—shared official perceptions of a “crisis.”

Conclusions

Malawi has indeed confronted a “fuelwood gap”—a gap in official
understanding of the actual nature of the “crisis” as experienced by small
farmers who have long been expected to act as primary agents of the
country’s reforestation efforts. For a century, Malawi’s conservation poli-
cies have relied on outside, “expert” knowledge, often influenced by im-
ported environmental discourses and “off-the-shelf” remedies.84 As Tho-
mas Bassett and Koli Zueli argue persuasively, governments and interna-
tional institutions often treat identification of environmental problems as
easy and self-evident, when in fact identifying environmental problems
and their causes is one of the most critical stages in environmental policy
making—and one that often receives far too little time and attention.85

The case of tree-planting programs in Malawi illustrates that true under-
standing of how and why small farmers choose to participate in conserva-
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tion programs requires understanding of how these decisions are made in
relation to complex socio-economic needs, constraints, and survival strat-
egies that compete for farmers’ scarce time and resources.

Oversimplified or erroneous problem identification by outside “ex-
perts” can contribute not only to a single program failure but also to de-
cades of flawed official wisdom and the perpetuation of social and envi-
ronmental crisis. In Malawi, the idea that a perceived “fuelwood crisis”
could be solved by education or coercive policies obscured a more funda-
mental environmental and social crisis. In the end, the example of Malawi
seems to affirm the view of Harvey and others that environmental
sustainability may be impossible without social justice.86 The effects of a
failed and unjust economic order that largely created the environmental
“crisis” could not be undone by rhetoric, or even coercion. Ultimately, the
underlying problems of social justice and environmental sustainability in
Malawi must be corrected by Malawians; however, outside institutions
and researchers must avoid being complicit in perpetuating false narra-
tives that waste not only resources but, critically, time. Deforestation in
Malawi is a very real problem that has proceeded apace while flawed offi-
cial wisdom endorsed by the World Bank and legions of consultants has
impeded effective solutions. If understanding is the gateway to effective
action, it can be argued that this long-enduring “gap” in official wisdom—
and the conditions of social injustice that long sustained it—are at the
root of Malawi’s deforestation “crisis.”
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