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Summary 

The Innovative Fish Farmers Network Trust (IFFNT) comprising of 25 farmers was 
established as part of the Master Plan Study on Aquaculture Development in Malawi (ADiM) 
with funds from the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) in 2004. ADiM 
aimed at promoting aquaculture development by establishing model farmers through 
financial and technical support from JICA and the Department of Fisheries (DoF). Farmers 
attended training facilitated by Bunda College, University of Malawi, and farmer exchange 
and study tours to Zambia and Egypt. They also received small grants to implement pilot 
on-farm projects. Production increased from about 0.7 tons/ha/year in 2003, to over 2 
tons/ha/year in 2005. Other farmers adopted the technologies. However, as ADiM phased 
out in 2006, IFFNT became dormant. Its linkages with DoF weakened. There was no proper 
phase out strategy. Both ADiM and DoF needed to facilitate IFFNT until it was properly 
established; a change that should be adopted in any future IFFNT facilitation. 

All SARNISSA case studies will be included 
in the Aquaculture Compendium, an 
interactive encyclopaedia with worldwide 
coverage of cultured aquatic and marine 
species.  www.cabicompendium.org/ac 
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A case study on the experiences of innovative, small-scale 
fish farmers in Malawi 

Background 

The aquaculture sector in Malawi is still developing. The number of fish farmers and ponds 
has increased significantly in the past 15 years. In 1995, there were approximately 2000 
small-holder fish farms in Malawi (Dickson and Brooks, 1997). The number of farmers 
doubled to 4050 by 2002 (NAC, 2003), and had tripled to over 6000 by 2005 (ADiM, 2005. 
Working Paper No. 2. Situation analysis of aquaculture in Malawi). Pond areas are 
relatively small in many cases, around 80 m2. Most of the new farmers who took up fish 
farming in 2002 were from the central region (ADiM Working Paper, 22-12). A study 
conducted in Dedza District by Kaunda et al. (2009) revealed that more than 60% of 
households interviewed realize the potential in aquaculture to improve rural livelihoods. 
However, the majority never started or dropped aquaculture due to lack of institutional 
support on appropriate techniques, management practices and accessibility to seed 
(Kaunda et. al., 2009). Poor extension service delivery and general lack of technical know-
how has greatly hampered aquaculture development in Malawi. 

Different projects, including the FAO project (Kasinthula Project: 1970 to 1976), 
ICLARM/GTZ Aquaculture Project (1986 to 1995), Mulanje/Phalombe ODA Project (1987 to 
1990), Central and Northern Regions Fish Farming Project (1989 to 1995), Border Zone 
Development Project (BZDP) (1996 to 2004), JICA Aquaculture Project (1996 to 2006), 
have demonstrated the potential of aquaculture development in Malawi. However, the 
aquaculture industry in Malawi has not developed much as compared with the investment 
made. The challenge remains to promote more locally relevant technologies through 
appropriate outreach programmes. The nationwide survey conducted by the Japanese 
funded Aquaculture Development in Malawi (ADiM) project, in 2004, confirmed the fact 
that choosing the right approach to aquaculture; holistically supporting farmers until they 
are able to invest and manage their venture, can result in better economic margins and 
social growth (ADiM, 2005. Working Paper No. 2. Situation analysis of aquaculture in 
Malawi). This also requires an enabling environment created by Government and other 
development organizations that are willing to invest in the sector. 

The Innovative Fish Farmers Network Trust (IFFNT) was therefore formed in 2004 to build 
on the innovativeness of selected fish farmers through peer interaction as well as exposure 
to other model farms within and outside Malawi. In its Pilot Project, the ADiM project with 
a total of US $49,104 (K5,500,000), funded by JICA, identified 25 innovative fish farmers 
across the country in 2004. 

It was envisaged that such farmers would eventually grow to become model or exemplary 
farmers to others in Malawi. The aim was to verify effective technology development and 
extension on small-scale aquaculture systems through capacity building, whereby farmer 
to farmer exchange of appropriate knowledge and transfer of skills is enhanced. Support 
from JICA to IFFNT continued until 2006 when the project phased out. It was hoped that 
Government, through the Department of Fisheries, would continue facilitating IFFNT 
activities, not necessarily by funding, including annual general meetings and networking 
with other organizations for sustainability. 
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Description 

The concept of innovative fish farmers 

In a deliberate effort to enhance the transition of farmers to commercial aquaculture, JICA, 
through its Aquaculture Development in Malawi project, conceived the idea of organizing 
innovative fish farmers into a network. An innovative fish farmer was described, in 
abstract, as; 

“a fish farmer who started fish farming on his/her own and was employing local but 
outstanding skills to effectively produce fish for both domestic consumption and selling of 
surplus.” 

The network was formed in 2004 with the aim of providing a platform and interface for 
exchange of skills and information through farmer training, farmer to farmer visits and 
small project funding to enhance farm development. The 25 farmers, comprising of 23 
men and 2 women, aged between 38 and 93, selected from the three regions formed the 
Innovative Fish Farmers Network Trust (IFFNT) facilitated by the Department of Fisheries 
and Bunda College of Agriculture under the guidance of Systems Science Consultants, from 
Japan. IFFNT was registered under the laws of Malawi, and according to its constitution, 
each member was required to pay an annual membership fee of US $3.33 to off-set the 
cost of administration. The ADiM project team together with the Department of Fisheries 
(DoF) identified the farmers using the following criteria: 

1. Current, active fish production aimed at selling the fish 
2. A level of food security that would allow pond inputs to be available 
3. Active pond management 
4. A desire to improve and intensify fish farming operations 
5. A level of farm integration that allows a variety of farm by-products to be available as 
pond inputs 
6. Innovative use of water resources 
7. A general philosophy of independence rather than that of project dependence 

The farmers mainly produced Oreochromis shiranus, Tilapia rendalli, Oreochromis 
karongae, and Clarias gariepinus. The project was intended to operate within 17 months 
(about 1.5 years). IFFNT was registered under the Laws of Malawi as a Trust and was 
functional for about 4 years until 2007 when its activities almost halted. IFFNT activities 
were significantly affected by the passing away of its chairperson, Dr Chinkhuntha. It was 
hoped that the farmers would interact through visits, workshops and telephone calls. This 
only took place in the lifetime of the ADiM project. Only a few farmers, who were 
committee members, including Mr Ronald Chokani, Mrs Chavula and Mr Nikoloma, are still 
active and trying to revive it. New efforts by other organizations, including research into 
use (RiU), are now investigating the re-energizing of IFFNT. 
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Oreochromis shiranus grown by the majority of the innovative fish farmers in Malawi 

©Joshua Valeta 
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Tilapia rendalli, a fish species grown by some of the innovative fish farmers in Malawi 

©Joshua Valeta 
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Oreochromis karongae, a species  grown by some of the innovative fish farmers in Malawi 

©Joshua Valeta 
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Clarias gariepinus, a fish species grown by only a few of the innovative fish farmers in Malawi 

©Joshua Valeta 

The IFFNT was formed under one of the five themes of Aquaculture Development in Malawi 
(ADiM): ‘promoting farmers innovation to enhance production in small-scale fish farming’. 
This was in the form of a pilot project under the project title; ‘New Partnership for 
Aquaculture Development Project’. The pilot project started in January 2004 and was 
completed in April 2005. By May 2009, when writing of the case study started, according 
to some of the active innovative fish farmers, fish yield had increased from around 0.7 
tons/ha/year to over 2 tons/ha/year, thanks to IFFNT and other project interventions. 
IFFNT should have been in existence for 6 years. This case study reviews and draws 
lessons from the IFFNT experiences for future use by both fish farmers and development 
partners. 

Objectives 

The main objective of the case study is to outline the experiences of small-scale, 
innovative fish farmers in Malawi, taking the case of IFFNT and draw lessons from the 
successes and challenges of innovative fish farmers against the objectives of IFFNT. 
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Methods 

The case study involved interviews conducted by the author, following case study 
guidelines and information categories in the case study template provided, with randomly 
sampled members of the IFFNT, one from each of the three regions of Malawi, and a 
government coordinator, as well as visits to fish farms belonging to some of the IFFNT 
members. Details of the consulted informants are provided in the table below. Literature 
was also reviewed and results have been synthesized and presented in this case study. 

Details of key informants consulted in this case study 

Name Organization Position Contact details 
Mrs Lanes Chavula IFFNT Member Chiwavi, Mzuzu 

Mr Ronald Chokani IFFNT Acting 
Secretary +265999956949 

Mr  Binali IFFNT Member Chingale, Zomba 

Br Brino Chirwa 
National Aquaculture Center, 
Ministry of Agriculture and Food 
Security 

Officer in 
Charge 

+265999695203 

brino_chirwa@yahoo.com 

Outcomes 

The innovative fish farmers 

Twenty-five farmers were selected by government extension workers from the three 
regions of Malawi. The second table shows details of the innovative farmers, including a 
number of ponds and sizes, altitude and latitude of the farm. 

mailto:brino_chirwa@yahoo.com
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Innovative Fish Farmers' Network Trust members 

  Name of Fish 
Farmer District Region Gender Age 

No. of  

ponds 

Average  

pond Size 

(m2) 

Altitude 

(m) 

Latitude 

  

1 Chienda Zembere Mchinji Central Male 50 9 150 1047 
14°02’13.9”S 

33°19’45.6”E 

2 Michael Kampata Mchinji Central Male 71 4 340 1047 
13°58’22.4”S 

33°15’15.0”E 

3 Ronald Chokani Mchinji Central Male 54 17 667 1069 
13°56’ 03.7S 

33°7’ 0.6”E 

4 Glyvins 
Chinkhuntha Dowa Central Male Deceased 7 301 1081 

13°41’25.2”S 

33°51’14.0”E 

5 Zungalana 
Kakhoma Dowa Central Male 49 1 966 1338 

13°34’41.5”S 

33°50’56.3”E 

6 Michael Katengeza Lilongwe Central Male 40 3 318 1197 
13°47’57.8”S 

33°46’49.8”E 

7 Legson Sikepe Dowa Central Male 56 4 248 1418 
13°25’36.6”S 

33°54’23.3”E 

8 Alfred Msyali Nkhotakot
a Central Male 53 3 318 520 

13°02’23.3”S 

34°17’21.0”E 

9 Sylus Msiska Rumphi North Male 68 6 465 1090 
10°48’15.12”S 
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  Name of Fish 
Farmer District Region Gender Age 

No. of  

ponds 

Average  

pond Size 

(m2) 

Altitude 

(m) 

Latitude 

  

34°01’02.8”E 

10 Jormon Kamanga Rumphi North Male 54 3 274 1003 
10°51’44.8”S 

34°03’52.8”E 

11 Wilfred Mhango Rumphi North Male 61 3 206 1599 
11°00’26.7”S 

34°04’08.0”E 

12 Jackstar Ng'ambi Chitipa North Male 58 8 159 1535 
09°56’15.75”S 

33°23’30.2”E 

13 Lanes Chavula Mzimba North Female 38 2 442 1278 
11°30’43.7”S 

335°7’8.6”E 

14 Austin Zimba Nkhataba
y North Male 69 3 435 503 

11°39’31.6”S 

34°14’06”E 

15 Umali Kalembo Lilongwe Central Male 54 15 136 1150 
14°01’21.4”S 

33°33’32.2”E 

16 Micheal M. Msiska Rumphi North Male 67 3 215 1266 
10°36’39.2”S 

34°05’25.3”E 

17 Friday Nikoloma Thyolo South Male 50 9 150 1025 
16°05’49.3”S 

35°03’.23.2”E 

18 Sosten Baula Mulanaje South Male 50 3 236 653 
16°01’28.1”S 
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  Name of Fish 
Farmer District Region Gender Age 

No. of  

ponds 

Average  

pond Size 

(m2) 

Altitude 

(m) 

Latitude 

  

35°21’11.8”E 

19 B.J. Twaibu Zomba South Male 88 10 247 834 
15°19’51.9”S 

35°13’32.1”E 

20 Issa Binali Zomba South Male 65 5 458 1303 
15°20’44.35”S 

35°22’36.0”E 

21 Stanley Mulemba Zomba South Male 93 6 798 644 
15°19’20.75”S 

35°13’04.6”E 

22 Grace Mkalialinga Zomba South Female 71 2 410 828 
15°26’20.2”S 

34°26’43.9”E 

23 Julio Moyenda Mwanza South Male 76 2 427 1035 
15°26’20.2”S 

34°26’43.9”E 

24 Mikeasi Mkutumula Neno South Male 76 12 154 1085 
15°24’18.6”S 

34°31’14.)”E 

25 Kalemango Matola Mangochi South Male 62 6 188 860 
14°36’36.5”S 

35°03’39.5”E 
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IFFNT objectives 

The main objective of the innovative fish farmers network trust was to verify effective 
technology development and extension on small-scale aquaculture systems through 
capacity building of innovative farmers. According to the JICA Study Team (JICA, 2004. 
Contract agreement for the consultant’s services on the implementation of the pilot project 
new partners for aquaculture development sub-component 1: Promotion of innovative 
farmer’s network and their capacity building for the Master Plan Study on Aquaculture 
Development in the Republic of Malawi, between JICA Study Team and Innovative Fish 
Farmers Network Trust. 20 May, 2004. Lilongwe, Malawi), the rationale was that the 
project would strengthen the following innovative fish farmers’ potential, and these served 
as impact indicators: 

1. Innovative farmers are more productive because innovative fish farmers quickly adopt 
new production technology 
2. Innovative farmers network leads introduction of technology to innovative farmers 
because innovative farmers exchange their innovative technology through the network (by 
visiting each other or through workshops and other forms of communication) 
3. Innovative farmers contribute towards community welfare because an innovative farmer 
acts as a leader and provides piece work (ganyu) and food for community members 
4. Innovative farmers contribute to reducing the cost of aquaculture extension because 
innovative farmers act as a leader and share information with community members 

 Implementation of the innovative fish farmers approach 

Several activities were undertaken under IFFNT aimed at improving fish and farm 
productivity. While some farmers such as Mrs Lanes Chavula, have moved almost into 
commercial fish farming, the majority (>75%) still achieve only low production levels. 

IFFNT activities 

The project covered the whole country and was planned to take place over 17 months 
(about 1.5 years). 

Promotion of innovative farmers’ network and their capacity building consisted of several 
activities, including the following major ones: 

1. Identification of innovative farmers (by consultants and Department of Fisheries, DoF) 
2. Baseline survey and analysis of each farmer by System Science Consultants 
3. Creation of farmers’ network structure and its operation, facilitated by DoF 
4. Set up fish farming monitoring and evaluation system to be used by farmers, in 
collaboration with DoF and Bunda College, and facilitated by the consultants 
5. Training and visit (Two National Aquaculture Training Workshops and two Regional 
Aquaculture Training Workshops held at Bunda College, in April and July 2004, attended by 
all IFFNT members). 
6. Implementation of study tours 
7. Promotion of farmers’ innovation through implementation of farmers’ small projects. 
Each farmer wrote a small proposal, with costs not exceeding US $1000, which was 
appraised and funded through the ADiM project. 
8. Publication of new training materials/text book. 
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A locally made metal chamber for poultry house heating at Mr Chikuma’s Farm in Zambia 

©Joshua Valeta 
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Cage culture facility in Lake Kariba visited during the innovative fish farmers study tour in Zambia 

©Joshua Valeta 

 

Results of the innovative fish farmers implementation 

1. Twenty five (25) innovative fish farmers were identified across Malawi. 
2. Baseline survey conducted and analysis of each farmer carried out. 
3. Farmers’ network structure was established; in 2004, the Innovative Fish Farmers 
Network Trust was registered legally by the Government of Malawi 
4. Monitoring system for fish farming activities was established with one officer from the 
Department of Fisheries and farmers themselves recording farm activities, regularly using 
recording sheets that were developed through the project. This was meant to monitor 
each, selected fish farming venture. 
5. Two national aquaculture training workshops were conducted at Bunda College in April 
and July 2004. All IFFNT farmers were in attendance. 
9. Five farmers had a study tour in Egypt, while eight others toured Zambia in 2004, 
where they interacted with other farmers, researchers and trainers, and acquired different 
skills. 
6. Farmers were asked to develop small project proposals for improving their own farming 
activities. Most of the projects were passed by the consultants and they were funded 
through the project. Through the small projects, some farmers received materials for new 
pond construction, pond extension, acquired inputs such as soya seed for production of 
soya for fish feed, and animals such as goats, pigs and chickens for integration. 
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7. Handouts on fish husbandry and record keeping were developed by the consultants and 
distributed to innovative fish farmers both in English and Chewa. 

The overall impact was that the majority of farmers increased their fish yield by more than 
two fold from 0.7 tons/ha/year to over 2 tons/ha/year. This was achieved through sharing 
of knowledge, applying new technologies, enhanced integration, better fish management, 
and better marketing strategies. For example, the majority of the innovative fish farmers 
used to sell their fish at the farm or, sometimes, at local markets, either in heaps of 
different sizes, or by piece. In general, the fish were sold at very low prices, less than US 
$1.30/kg (K200/kg). The fish fetched even lower prices when sold to middle-men. Now 
(March 2011), some of the fish farmers weigh their harvest using conventional scales and 
sell the fish to reliable markets by weight. 

Success story 1 

Mrs Chavula of Luwinga, Mzuzu, a 39-year-old married woman, has a total farm area of 10 
ha. By 2009 she had four ponds of average size, 450 m2. She was a subsistence farmer, 
growing different crops, until 2000, when she started fish farming. In 2003 she became a 
member of the IFFNT. By 2010, with the support of the FAO project run through the 
National Aquaculture Center, she became an established breeder and distributor of Clarias 
gariepinus fingerlings to more than 40 farmers in the northern region of Malawi. She also 
grows other fish such as Oreochromis karongae, Oreochromis shiranus and Tilapia rendalli. 

Mrs Chavula is now a leading commercial, integrated fish farmer. She sells her fish at the 
People’s Trading Center (PTC), one of the major supermarkets in the city of Mzuzu, at US 
$2.30/kg, and recently she started to sell fish to bank officials at prices up to US $3.30/kg. 
Innovative fish farmers now sell bigger fish than before. Fish are now sold at the size of 
about 200 g, whereas with the past six years, fish as small as 30 g were often sold. For 
fish to grow to a larger size at harvest, improved feeding regimes are used. Firstly, 
this innovative fish farmer improved bio-resource flow on the farm through integration by 
acquiring more livestock and growing some important crops, including soya and 
vegetables. This resulted in good pond fertilization, and availability of feed ingredients. 
Now, some of the lead farmers have good protein resources from soya bean for fish feed. 
It is now possible to produce pellets on the farm using locally made hand pelleters. With 
better diet and regimes of at least twice daily feeding, fish grow fast, reaching an average 
size of 200 g to 300 g in about 3 to 4 months. 
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Locally made fish feed pellets drying under a shed on a bamboo mat at Mrs Chavula’s Farm in 
Mzuzu, Malawi 

©Compass II, Malawi 



 

 18 

EC FP7 Project, SARNISSA A case study on the experiences of innovative, 
small-scale fish farmers in Malawi 

 

Locally made hand pelleter for fish feed at Mrs Chavula’s Farm in Mzuzu, Malawi 

©Compass II, Malawi 

Success story 2 

Farmer to farmer extension has improved in some areas thanks to the progress of 
innovative fish farmers. In Rumphi District, northern Malawi, Mr Masai Msiska, a 69-year-
old man, is one of the innovative fish farmers who works together with his wife, and from 
their skills, many other farmers have benefited. He has 15 ha of farmland and six ponds 
averaging 465 m2. The couple produces O. shiranus fingerlings in earthen ponds, which 
are sold to 42 small-scale farmers. The fingerlings are of uncertified quality. The wife 
mixes maize bran meal and soya meal and cooks the dough just like ‘nsima’ (the staple, 
cornmeal-based food of the region). Using a kitchen spoon, she makes lumps that are put 
into a wooden basin until they cool down. The lumps are then placed at different positions 
in the ponds for the fish to feed on. Cassava is also thrown into the pond, which fish nibble 
at as it begins to rot. Mr Msiska has trained his fish by tapping a plate to invite the fish to 
‘dinner time’. This method also helps him to monitor fish growth and health, and also 
makes it easier to catch the fish at harvest. 
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Lumps of cooked soy/bran fish meal left to dry in a bamboo mat 

©Compass II, Malawi 

Success story 3 

The enthusiasm of innovative fish farmers continues to grow in other parts of Malawi as 
well. For example, in Mchinji, Central Region, Mr Chokani, a married man of 54 years of 
age, with five children, has 13 ha of farmland where he constructed 17 ponds of average 
size 667 m2. He is an integrated fish farmer and much of his farmland is used for crops. He 
keeps pigs, which provide manure for fertilizing his ponds. He recently indicated that he 
wants to start ‘serious’ breeding of tilapia as is carried out in Thailand, where he had just 
attended a short course. “I am changing the whole system. I was not doing real fish 
farming, but now I want to start,” he said during an interview on his farm. Many fish 
farmers have been inspired by Mr Chokani and are now practicing fish farming. 

However, Mr Chokani has been struggling to start a fish hatchery on his farm, similar to 
the indoor fish hatchery systems where hatching jars are used, as seen in Thailand. His 
interest was on breeding and outgrowing of Clarias gariepinus breeding, but he has been 
let down by the scarcity of fingerlings and sources of broodstock are distant. By 2010, he 
had tried recruiting Clarias gariepinus from the wild but experienced challenges such as 
unstable availability from season to season. His new plans are to install a proper hatchery 
on the farm.  



 

 20 

EC FP7 Project, SARNISSA A case study on the experiences of innovative, 
small-scale fish farmers in Malawi 

 

Mr Friday Nikoloma explaining about his integrated farming by the pond side 

©Compass II, Malawi 

 

Success story 4 

In the south, one of the leading innovative fish farmers is Mr Nikoloma, who is 50 years 
old, and who admits that the coming in of IFFNT has greatly improved fish production. Fish 
size at harvest, markets and selling prices have increased, owing to integration with 
poultry, the training sessions, study tour to Egypt and sharing of skills among local 
farmers, all facilitated by IFFNT. While he used to harvest fish at 150-250 g, now they are 
harvested at 350-450 kg for the same production period of 5 to 6 months. Tilapia was sold 
at local markets at prices as low as US $1.30/kg but now, using acquired marketing skills, 
new markets, including staff at Malamulo Hospital and Government offices at Thyolo 
District Assembly, are offering a better price of US $3.30/kg. Mr Nikoloma plans to; 
“increase the price because the demand for fish is very high.” Although he has so far 
extended some of the ponds, the increase in fish production from his nine ponds still 
cannot meet the demand. He also fertilizes his ponds with manure from goats raised on 
the farm. He uses supplementary feed made in powder form from a 1:3 mixture of 
soybeans and maize bran. 

Another important aspect was the introduction of Clarias gariepinus breeding in tanks. Mr 
Nikoloma is one of the innovative fish farmers who started breeding catfish through the 
training attended and assistance provided. He conditions broodtsock in tanks filled with 
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water supplied by gravity from a reservoir on the farm. The spawn is collected and mixed 
with milt from sacrificed males, and thereafter they are laid in another tank, which has 
substrate made from polythene sack/bag material. The bred fingerlings are sold to other 
farmers who in the past had virtually no source of catfish fingerlings. Currently, an FAO 
catfish project is assisting the farmers further to improve catfish breeding to increase 
availability of fingerlings and promote catfish production in the Malawi. 

Failure story 1 

Some of the innovative fish farmers are almost back to the foundation stage of fish 
farming since the phasing out of project activities. In Zomba, one of the innovative 
farmers (name withheld) is growing weeds in the ponds, which once boasted a good crop 
of T. rendalli and O. shiranus. While he was still thankful to the IFFNT initiative, as he 
pointed to a good goat animal house besides his home, he lamented that the withdrawal of 
the project activities left them as orphans, without adequate capacity to carry on the good 
coordination among farmers and the extension service that was initiated by the project. 
However, analysis of the farmer’s expectations and fish farming history revealed that he 
merely lost the enthusiasm as he was rather anticipating things to be done for him. He 
was one of those farmers that perhaps neither shared nor upheld the vision of IFFNT, but 
stood at the receiving end as a ‘beneficiary’, a problem that many development 
interventions should prepare to deal with in the context of rural poverty. For such farmers, 
production almost halted or they only produce to harvest for domestic consumption as 
need arises. In such cases, extensive fish farming is practiced with no or little 
management. 

Failure story 2 

Another category, perhaps the biggest, of the innovative fish farmers are those that have 
gradually retrogressed to their normal fish farming before IFFNT interventions. They lost 
the livestock acquired, either to diseases or selling, and stopped growing crops such as 
soya for feed ingredients and improved integration. However, since these farmers still 
have the passion for fish farming, they continue to raise the fish and rush to participate in 
any aquaculture development project that comes their way because of the funding 
involved, in an attempt to make up or boost their fish production again. A good example of 
such farmers is found in Chingale Area, in rural Zomba District. Most of these farmers have 
seen several projects come and go in their area but production still remains lower than the 
potential despite having many ponds and good water sources. Fish is sold in heaps or per 
piece at an average price of K 200/kg at the farm or sometimes at local markets. Poor 
stock, poor feeding regimes and predation remain the main problems faced in fish farming, 
according to the 2008 ARDEP baseline study. 

Challenges and lessons learnt 
IFFNT- is it a flawed organization or flawed strategy? 

The IFFNT strategy can be seen as flawed in terms of strategy, not necessarily as an 
organization, but from conception through implementation to phasing out, as discussed 
below. It was conceived exogenously by consultants and government and some ideas and 
activities such as provision of ‘small project grants’ and study tours to Egypt and Zambia, 
were somewhat a waste of resources as the impact cannot be easily traced. By the end of 
the project period, which was rather too short, the IFFNT leadership, as well as farmers, 
was not financially empowered, hence the Trust is dormant and its objectives have not 
been achieved. Farmers do not own the Trust, and the Government has not taken up its 
role as the facilitator. 

Low fish production and poor market structures 



 

 22 

EC FP7 Project, SARNISSA A case study on the experiences of innovative, 
small-scale fish farmers in Malawi 

A recent study carried out in Chingale area in Zomba District in August 2008, by the 
Agriculture Research and Development Programme-funded project titled, “Dealing with 
major challenges to aquaculture development in Malawi,” has shown that the majority of 
farmers, including some innovative fish farmers, own an average of 2 to 3 ponds, with an 
average size of 200 m², each. Level of integration is still low although some farmers still 
keep chickens and goats and grow some crops, which if properly utilized would improve 
integration. Feed is not always supplied to fish, and where it is, maize bran is supplied 1 to 
2 times per day. Productivity is still low; on average, 1.8 to 3.3 ton/ha/year. Most of the 
fish (61.1%) are sold at local markets where it fetches prices lower than K 200/kg if sold 
on weight basis. The irony lies in the fact that IFFNT was established to promote 
innovative activity among fish farmers, which would, in turn, improve fish and farm 
productivity. What lessons can be learnt? 

Exogenous conception of IFFNT 

It turns out that the Innovative Fish Farmers Network Trust (IFFNT), as a body, is almost 
dormant, with little or no activity. In the first place, some active members of IFFNT, 
especially the remaining leaders, question the basis for the formation of IFFNT as well as 
its structure: “who wanted the network, in the first place? Was it JICA? Was it Bunda 
College? Was it the Department of Fisheries, or was if the fish farmers themselves?” All are 
good questions. It is speculated, by both the innovative fish farmers, and the government 
officials that initially participated, that despite IFFNT being an important vehicle for fish 
farmers, its structure and membership was rather formed in the interest of sponsors and 
facilitators; they got paid, not the farmers themselves. There were no structures at 
grassroots level, such as committees at district level. These are some of the reasons why 
many farmers are not now upholding the Trust. Furthermore, there was lack of appropriate 
phase-out or transition strategy to fully empower the Trust to remain in operation. These 
factors resulted in a lack of financial and institutional sustainability, hence the dormancy. 

Poor leadership and lack of proper transition 

IFFNT leadership also lacked the zeal to encourage farmers to maintain subscription in 
terms of both fees and attendance to meetings. Annual meetings had not been conducted 
since 2007, hence there has been no replacement of the Chairperson, who passed away, 
and no election of officers to the effect that the current officers are ‘operating illegally’ 
according to the IFFNT constitution, as reported by one of the executive members. 
However, there was need for proper transition and empowerment of leadership of the 
farmer organization. 

Lack of common vision 

Secondly, there is a general feeling, even among the fish farmers, that the definition of 
“innovative fish farmers” was very abstract and largely inclusive. This implied that some 
farmers who were aboard IFFNT were not innovative at all; they were just local fish 
farmers, some of whom aspired to be commercial fish farmers. During consultation, the 
qualifications of some of the members were questioned; “how innovative are these other 
so-called innovative fish farmers?” One of the, then, Master Plan study coordinators from 
the Department of Fisheries admitted that; “not all innovative fish farmers are true 
innovative fish farmers. In fact, because extension workers were used to identify 
innovative fish farmers, some of the real innovative fish farmers were left out simply 
because they did not know them.” Furthermore, it has been observed that some of the 
innovative fish farmers are too old to do anything, and are resistant to adopt new 
technologies on their farms. This has resulted in dormancy due to lack of ownership of the 
Network, as it was seen as a project from which all beneficiaries would gain materially or 
financially during its lifetime. On the other hand, because of the attractiveness of new 
methods to some of the young farmers, they fail to concentrate on a technology long 
enough to reap the benefits, but instead jump on anything new, sometimes jeopardizing 
the success of previous technologies. 
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Lack of funding 

The fact that IFFNT farmers came from all over the country also contributed to failure to 
hold meetings, especially because there were no funds to cover their travel costs since the 
membership fee was only meant for facilitation of administration. There was no definite 
plan for financing the Trust’s activities, as it was hoped that farmers would contribute 
towards activities such as meetings, or identify sponsors, which never materialized. This 
suggests that the financial planning was flawed and ill-matched with the weak leadership. 

Short-term intervention 

The IFFNT project period of 1.5 years was too short for effective growth of the body. A 
long-term project would have been better, which would develop the innovative farmers 
with gradual decrease of funding, for example for 5 years, until the Trust became 
financially independent. 

Recommendations 

1. Identification of innovative fish farmers to participate in activities such as those of the 
IFFNT should take into account their level of willingness to commit themselves financially 
to the activities of the organization. However, to promote the farmers’ innovations, there is 
a need for partners, such as technical assistants, government or donors, to carefully 
consult with the farmers and, drawing lessons from past interventions, adequately 
facilitate the implementation of a strategic plan. 

2. Organizations aimed at promoting fish farming in Malawi may target a few lead 
innovative fish farmers to promote them to commercial fish farming by, for example, 
linking them to micro-finance institutions such as the Opportunity International Bank of 
Malawi (OIBM) and Micro-Loan Foundation, and providing close monitoring at initial stages. 
Such farmers shall act as model farmers from which others shall learn. 

3. The following interventions are also recommended: 

• a. Promotion of entrepreneurs who can supply appropriate and adequate fish feed, 
alongside the facilitation of innovative fish farming. For example, entrepreneurs 
already dealing in the provision of poultry and animal feed can be approached and 
enabled to also supply fish feed, and assuring them of a market consisting of the 
innovative fish farmers. This also means that the innovative fish farmers should be 
practicing semi-intensive to intensive aquaculture, which will ensure the feed 
demand exists. However, the farmers should start by using locally formulated feed 
and simple technology, such as the hand pelleter of Mrs Chavula. As the demand 
for quality feed arises with scale of production, feed manufacturing and supply 
entrepreneurs can be used. Initially, some of the farmers can buy feed from the 
National Aquaculture Center and MALDECO Fisheries, in the south, and Bunda 
College of Agriculture, in the center, at an average price of US $1.33/kg.  

• b. Improving infrastructure for water supply/management and culture of fish, for 
example, appropriate design of culture systems. Some farmers acquired good skills 
for tilapia breeding from Thailand in 2009. Such farmers can be deliberately 
targeted by encouraging them, through the revived IFFNT, to either acquire loans 
or, through sponsorship, to establish model aquaculture farms.  

• c. The identified innovative fish farmers should undergo some practical-based 
entrepreneurship training in aquaculture, designed to allow for implementation of 
the ideas acquired, while the course continues to ensure monitoring and 
sustainability. Government, through the Department of Fisheries, as the IFFNT 
facilitator, could even do this using government funding.  

• d. Ensure a steady fingerling production and supply system. Currently, the 
National Aquaculture center, in the south, and Bunda College of Agriculture’s 
Aquaculture Farm, in the central region, are producing and selling fingerlings at 
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affordable prices (US $0.07–0.13). In addition, private farmers such as Mrs Lanes 
Chavura and Mrs Zimba, in the northern region, are approved, quality fingerling 
producers with capacity to supply innovative farmers, although not in all species. 
In this case, some of the innovative farmers can specialize in quality fingerling 
production with assistance from the already established producers. The 
Department of Fisheries, together with Research into Use (RIU) project can 
spearhead this approach. I would also add, quality fingerling supply, including 
widespread access to the supply and a sufficient quantity for the needs of fish 
farmers across the country.  

4. It is a good sign that some of the innovative fish farmers, especially those in the 
executive committee, are still growing. Encouraging such farmers to identify fellow 
innovative fish farmers would me more appropriate as they know each other better. In this 
case, only serious innovative fish farmers can be assisted through projects such as 
Research into Use, not necessarily by financing their activities, but enabling them to 
intensify communication and sharing of their experiences. 

5. There is a need to advise and empower some of the innovative fish farmers to either 
intensify/specialize or improve on the breeding of O. karongae at farm level rather than to 
depend on government and research stations for seed. 

6. The Government of Malawi should consider allowing some of the innovative fish farmers 
to raise other fast growing and more productive fish species including exotics such as carp, 
which is produced at Kasinthula Private Farm, in the Lower Shire, Chikwawa, to further 
encourage innovative fish farmers. 

7. The Government of Malawi should recruit more aquaculture extension workers and 
these should be trained in entrepreneurship in aquaculture, hence the need to review the 
curricula at the Malawi College of Fisheries, The Natural Resources College, as well as at 
Bunda College of Agriculture and Mzuzu University, to re-enforce entrepreneurship skills in 
aquaculture. A commendable approach was taken in 2009 by the Entrepreneurship in 
Aquaculture (EiA) project funded by the Scottish Government, whereby lecturers from the 
above named institutions, except for Mzuzu University, underwent two sessions each of an 
entrepreneurship and postharvest course. 

8. Through lead farmers and appropriate extension, innovative fish farmers should be 
made to understand that rather than beneficiaries, they are partners in aquaculture 
development in Malawi. This means that they will be learning and improving together with 
the extension system, rather than depending on the extension system and donor 
interventions. 

9. Interventions employing the innovative fish farmers’ approach should consider 
combining with the farmers’ club approach. It is envisaged that grouping farmers into 
clubs would be another ideal approach whereby innovative fish farmers mobilize other fish 
farmers in the locality into groups, which will learn from each other while the innovative 
farmer acts as a facilitator and mentor. This approach would help to keep the IFFNT alive 
and create the platform for its growth and positive impact on society. The approach proved 
successful when it was implemented by the same ADiM, as an alternative strategy. 
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Summary of results of the farmers’ club approach; the alternative approach 

Assumptions Indicators Results (comparison between before and after the implementation of 
the pilot project) 

Farmers benefit 
household stability by 
being a member of a 
farmer club 

1. Comparison between model 
farmers' clubs and newly established 
farmers' clubs on socio-economic 
conditions (e.g. income, productivity, 
etc.) 

Average annual income for the model clubs is US $197.87 whereas the 
income for the other three clubs is US $ 115.81. Productivity for the model 
club is US $48/ha whereas it is US $40.07 for other clubs. 

Aquaculture can 
contribute subsistence 
farmers in the club 

1. Income from aquaculture 

Two model clubs share US $11.33 from aquaculture in 2004. For other 4 
clubs, though 36 members possess fishponds, nobody generated any cash 
income in 2004. After the implementation of the Pilot Project, cash income 
from fish farming among members of Mawila farmers' club has increased 
from US$11.57 to US $23.13. 

Successful farmer club 
will be duplicated in the 
other areas 

2. Process of duplication of the 
successful farmers’ club to others 

There [was observed] observed appliance of new technologies in 4 clubs 

There was one club, Teuka farmers' club that has constructed 11 new 
collective ponds. 

 Others 3. The roles being played by 
successful farmers' 

There has been active intervention between Mawila and Teuka farmers' clubs. 
Members of Mawila voluntarily advised on pond construction. Mkamwalekani 
farmers club being adjacent to Mawila, observed and learned how Mawila 
farmers' club practices [aquaculture] 

Source: Data obtained by ADiM Pilot Project (2004-2005) 
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Organizations 
 

Organization 
Type of 

Entity 
Organization Address  Main Contact Individual  Web Address  

Bunda College 

of Agriculture 

University P.O. Box 219 Lilongwe, 

Malawi. 

Telephone: (265) 1 277 

226 Fax: (265) 1 277 364  

Prof. Emmanuel Kaunda 

ekaunda@yahoo.com   

http://www.b

unda.unima.m

w/ 

Innovative 

Fish Farmers' 

Network Trust 

Farmer 

Group 

C/O Department of 

Fisheries, Ministry of 

Agriculture and Food 

Security, Lilongwe, Malawi. 

Ronald Chokani 

+265999956949 

 

Malawi 

Department 

of Fisheries 

Government P.O. Box 593, Lilongwe, 

Malawi 

  

National 

Aquaculture 

Center 

Government National Aquaculture 

Center, P.O. Box 44, 

Zomba, Malawi 

Brino Chirwa 

+265999695203 

brino_chirwa@yahoo.com 

 

Systems 

Science 

Consultants 

Inc 

Consultancy 3-18-13 Takadanobaba 

Shinjuku-ku 

Tokyo 169-0075 

Japan 

Tim Andrews 

Tel: 03-5337-6601 

Fax: 03-5337-6609 / 8 / 7 

ssc@ssc-tokyo.co.jp 

http://www.ss

c-tokyo.co.jp 

Links to Websites 
Organization Web address 

FAO: Malawi - National Aquaculture 

Sector Overview 

http://www.fao.org/fishery/countrysector/
naso_malawi/en 

FAO: Malawi - Fisheries country 

profile 

http://www.fao.org/fi/oldsite/FCP/en/MWI
/profile.htm 
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Fax +66 02 524 6200 
E-mail: Bhujel@ait.ac.th   

 
BUNDA COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF MALAWI, 
Bunda College, Lilongwe,  
Box 219, Malawi  

 
Dr Emmanuel Kaunda 
Tel. + 265-1-277-240 
Fax +265-1-277-364 
E-mail: ekaunda@yahoo.com  

 
INSTITUT de RECHERCHE AGRICOLE pour le 
DEVELOPPMENT, 
IRAD, BP 2067/2123 Yaounde, Cameroon 
 

 
Dr Victor Pouomogne  
Tel. + 237-22-23-3538 
Fax +237-22-22-3362 
E-mail: pouomognev@yahoo.fr  
 

ETC FOUNDATION 
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PRINCIPAL SUBCONTRACTOR 
 
Department of Agricultural Resource 
Management, KENYATTA UNIVERSITY,  
PO Box 43844, Nairobi 00100, Kenya 
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Tel. + 33-565-741951 
Fax + 31-33-4940791 
E-mail: m.dubbeling@etcnl.nl 
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