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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

While smallholder farming remains at the center of agricultural transformation efforts in Malawi, there is 

renewed interest in the potential role of larger-scale farming in accelerating agricultural and rural devel-

opment. Larger-scale farms —“estates”— have, however, been part of Malawi’s agricultural landscape 

for more than 140 years. Agriculture has long been described as bifurcated with a large, subsistence-

oriented smallholder sector alongside a smaller estate sector that historically supplied most agricultural 

exports. This study reviews the evolution of estate agriculture and examines how estates and small-

holders have interacted economically, drawing lessons for efforts to promote broad and sustainable ag-

ricultural and rural economic development centered around larger-scale farming. 

Despite its importance to Malawi’s international trade, the performance of the estate sector has been 

mixed at best. When estates thrived, it was rarely because they were more productive or efficient than 

smallholders, but rather because the government instituted regulations or took other actions that ham-

strung the productive potential of smallholders in some way.  

Most leasehold estates were created in the 1980s, when quotas to sell burley tobacco were reserved 

for estates of at least twelve hectares, leaving a sector made up of a large mass of small leaseholds 

and a few genuinely large estates. Other than tenure status and scale, there have been few meaningful 

distinctions in how the small estates and smallholders operate. With the liberalization of smallholder ag-

ricultural marketing in the 1990s, the incentive to maintain these leases disappeared and most appear 

to have expired, though some of the older and larger estates retain valid leaseholds. The legal status of 

the lapsed leaseholds is also unclear. It is uncertain whether the land can be re-leased, remains with 

the former leaseholders, or reverts to customary tenure. This ambiguity, combined with longstanding 

concerns about idle estate land, is problematic in the context of increasing agricultural land pressure. 

Estates have frequently partnered with smallholders. The visiting tenant system for tobacco production 

evolved into an outgrower scheme, and the Integrated Production System that now organizes most of 

Malawi's tobacco production has a similar architecture albeit with different actors. Other outgrower 

schemes emerged, at least in part, because of heavy government involvement. Those that endured did 

so largely because of the nature of the crops at the center. Tea and sugarcane must be processed rap-

idly using specialized, capital-intensive equipment to realize their economic value. Beyond such part-

nerships, evidence that estates generate benefits for the smallholders around them is thin. Historically 

many estates have been too poorly managed, and unprofitable to generate economic spillovers. 

The historical record therefore provides limited support for assuming that large-scale farms in Malawi 

are inherently more productive or efficient than smallholders, or that their presence will automatically 

benefit surrounding smallholders. Partnerships between large farms and smallholders are mutually ben-

eficial and commercially successful only in specific contexts and for specific products and where larger-

scale farms do indirectly affect smallholder operations and technology adoption and input use in partic-

ular, the benefits have often been modest. 

None of this argues against large farms in Malawi. Especially for crops suited to mechanized farming 

and those requiring irrigation, large-scale production may be more efficient. Estates and other large-

scale agrifood enterprises are also better positioned than smallholders to engage in processing and to 

access higher-value markets. As resources are scarce, however, the question is not only whether 

larger-scale farming can contribute to the development of commercial agriculture, but whether its contri-

bution justifies diverting resources away from smallholder-oriented and other programs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

While smallholder farming remains at the center of agricultural transformation efforts in Malawi, the lim-

ited impact of smallholder-centered agricultural development strategies in the last decades has resulted 

in a renewed interest in the potential role of larger-scale farming in accelerating sustainable agricultural 

and rural economic development. Under Malawi 2063, the national development vision, large commer-

cial farms were, for example, singled out in the vision as a powerful vehicle for modernizing and 

strengthening the commercialization of Malawian agriculture (GoM 2020).  

Malawi, however, has a long history of larger-scale farming. These larger farms—”estates”—have been 

a significant component of agriculture for over 140 years. In consequence, the agriculture sector in Ma-

lawi has long been characterized as bifurcated, with a large, subsistence-oriented smallholder sector 

farming land held under customary tenure, while the smaller commercially oriented estate sector oper-

ates on land under freehold or leasehold and has historically supplied most of Malawi’s agricultural ex-

ports.  

This study presents a historical overview of the evolution of estate agriculture in Malawi, documenting 

its development through the colonial era and post-independence periods. It identifies economic interac-

tions of estates and smallholders and assesses how the policy context for those interactions changed 

over time. In examining the economic interplay between estate agriculture and the smallholder sector in 

Malawi, the study also evaluates the extent to which the results of these interactions were beneficial or 

adverse for both estate owners and smallholders. The aim is to draw lessons from the historical record 

for designing programs centered around larger-scale farms that are more effective in fostering broad 

and sustainable rural economic development in Malawi. 

Our review reveals that despite the importance of the agricultural estate sector to international trade 

and, consequently, the economic performance of Malawi, historically, these larger-scale farms have not 

achieved consistent economic success. More importantly, a consistent theme is that periods of satisfac-

tory performance of the estate sector often were in part built on policies or practices that were unfair to 

or otherwise harmed smallholder producers. Both in the colonial era and since independence, estate 

owners have been among the political elite of Malawi and have been able to influence public invest-

ments and the design of laws and regulations in ways that work to their own benefit and, frequently, to 

the disadvantage of smallholders.  

The mixed performance of estates affects the benefits that neighboring smallholders can derive from 

them, be it directly through partnerships such as outgrower arrangements and employment creation or 

indirectly through spillovers of knowledge and technologies, infrastructure development, or increased 

demand for goods and services. Many estates—particularly those that produce tobacco—are too un-

dercapitalized, poorly managed, and unprofitable to provide neighboring smallholders with economic 

benefits. While available evidence suggests there are few negative spillovers from the establishment of 

estates near smallholders, it does not show positive economic spillovers from those estates to neigh-

boring smallholders either. Some estate–smallholder partnerships through outgrower schemes have 

endured, primarily those where the crop at the center of the arrangement requires rapid, specialized, 

and capital-intensive processing. At the same time, the reach of these schemes has been narrow, and 

their success also to some extent appears to hinge on effective intermediary organizations supporting 

outgrower operations. 

The paper proceeds as follows. We first describe the estate sector and trace its development across 

five periods from the 1880s to the present. We then examine the estate–smallholder partnerships that 
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have arisen across tobacco, tea, sugar, and macadamia in more detail, before considering how estates 

affect neighboring smallholders even in the absence of any direct links between them. A final section 

concludes and draws out some implications for policy. 

ESTATES IN MALAWI 

The land tenure regime under which agricultural land is held by the farmer has been the principal crite-

rion used to define the estate and smallholder sectors of Malawian agriculture. Estates operate on land 

that is held primarily under long-term leasehold terms. The earliest European-owned estates formed 

before British colonial rule started in 1891 were certified early in the colonial period to be held under 

freehold terms (McCracken 2012, 77). However, thereafter, rights to land for almost all new estates 

have been granted on a leasehold basis that requires annual payments to the government over poten-

tially renewable lease periods, most commonly of 21 years but extending up to 99 years.1 Such land is 

considered to be private, rather than public, land.  

In contrast, smallholders produce crops on land that is held under customary tenure terms. Customary 

land is a category of public land. Local traditional authorities oversee the granting of use rights to arable 

land to households by virtue of their being members of the community. While customary rights to land 

are relatively secure, being protected by societal norms and expectations, no documentation has tradi-

tionally been associated with these rights. Consequently, land under customary tenure does not have 

transferable use or ownership rights that could be used as collateral to obtain credit, in contrast to land 

held under leasehold.2 However, customary tenure systems are highly valued in rural communities 

since they play important safety net functions by supporting access to land for all community members 

and forming the foundation for local social solidarity (Chirwa, Kydd and Dorward 2006).  

We provide a brief overview of the historical development of estates in Malawi below, with the main ele-

ments of the historical evolution of the estate sector summarized in Box 1 and an overview of the major 

crops produced on the estates in Box 2. The subsequent subsections examine the evolution of estates 

during distinct periods in much greater detail.  

The first estates were created by European settlers in the Shire Highlands starting around 1881, before 

colonial rule began. Almost all estates during the colonial period were operated by Europeans. In the 

early colonial period, the Shire Highlands remained the center of estate agriculture. However, much of 

the land of the large estates there remained underutilized due to the challenges in mobilizing labor. Tea 

plantations were created on freehold land alienated by Europeans in Mulanje and Thyolo districts in the 

southern Shire Highlands starting before 1900. In the 1930s, the center of commercial agriculture in 

Malawi shifted to the Central region as tobacco production quickly expanded on new European-owned 

leasehold estates created there that used a new method to mobilize labor—the “visiting tenant” share-

cropping system. 

 
1 Land in Malawi is vested in perpetuity in the Republic of Malawi under the Land Act, 2016. This law also states that freehold land shall not be 
allocated or granted to any person (RoM 2016a). While no new freehold land grants will be made, the freehold tenure on parcels obtained 
historically in that way will continue to be respected. 

2 Under the Land Act, 2016, the customary estate category of private land was established alongside existing leasehold and freehold tenure 
categories. This category seeks to formalize and document customary land rights, guarantee tenure security, and, as collateral, boost credit 
availability to facilitate investment. Further laws concerning customary estates were laid out in the Customary Land Act, 2016 (RoM 2016b). 
However, the registration as private land under customary estate tenure involves fees for surveying, mapping, and titling, which may be 
unaffordable for many smallholders (Bae 2021). Moreover, it remains unclear whether agricultural finance providers are accepting customary 
estate certificates as collateral (Harawa and Chilonga 2025).  
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With independence in 1964, the government of independent Malawi under President Kamuzu Banda 

initially focused on developing smallholder agriculture. However, with poor smallholder sector 

performance, from about 1970, the government began providing increased support to estates. Initially, 

the beneficiaries of this policy shift were the political elites of the country, centered on and including 

Banda. These leaders obtained leaseholds on many of the existing large estates in the country. Initially, 

not many new estates were created. However, in the early 1980s, estate ownership expanded beyond 

the political elite to include local political functionaries, senior and mid-level civil servants, and middle-

Box 1: Historical evolution of the estate sector in Malawi  

1880s  European settlers obtained from Yao chiefs in the Shire Highlands rights to large land 
tracts. By the mid-1890s, over 325,000 hectares had been alienated. 

1892 to 
1894 

The colonial government of the British Central Africa Protectorate, established in 1891, 
certified land claims for 59 European settlers as freehold landholdings.  

Colonial 
period (to 
1964) 

About 150 additional European-owned leasehold estates were created early in the 
colonial period, averaging around 120 hectares. Tea production established on estates 
in Mulanje and Thyolo. 

In total, the number of estate owners fluctuated—399 in 1921, 290 in 1931, and 171 in 
1945. By 1957, estates covered 320,000 hectares of freehold and 80,000 hectares of 
leasehold land. 

Tobacco became the dominant estate crop, with the center of production shifting from 
the Shire Highlands to the Central region in the 1930s. 

1964 to 
late 1970s 

Around 1970, the government of Malawi began providing support to the estate sector. 
Many political leaders and other elites obtained leaseholds on existing estates. Most 
tobacco estates came to be operated by Malawians. 

Two large sugar plantations were established in 1965 and 1976. 

Late 
1970s to 
mid-1980s 

Between 1981 and 1983, many midsize tobacco estates (30–100 ha) were created 
primarily from customary land. The government facilitated local political leaders, civil 
servants, and professionals to develop their own estates. Estates expanded beyond 
the Shire Highlands and the core tobacco zone of the Central region. 

Mid-1980s 
to early 
1990s 

Mainly in the late 1980s, up to 50,000 small estates (12–30 ha) were created primarily 
to enable their operators to obtain quotas to sell burley tobacco. These quotas were 
only issued to registered leasehold estates with a minimum of 12 hectares.  

Early 
1990s to 
2000 

A moratorium was set on estate creation in 1993. This lasted for several years as a 
land policy reform process got underway. 

Most restrictions on who could sell tobacco were lifted in the mid-1990s. Smallholders 
came to dominate burley tobacco production.  

Since 
2000 

Leasehold land records were digitized in 2016. Estate land was estimated at 
1.4 million hectares. Over 70% of leaseholds on record had expired.  

With the liberalization of tobacco marketing, most incentives for farming land under 
leasehold tenure are gone. By 2014/15, smallholders produced about 89% of the 
tobacco, up from 13% in 1999/2000. 

A third sugar plantation started operations in Salima district in 2017. 

Source: Compiled by authors based primarily on Bolt and Green (2014), Pryor and Chipeta (1990), Mkandawire, Jaffee and 
Bertoli (1990), and Deininger and Xia (2017). 
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class professionals. This led to the creation of many mid-sized tobacco estates of between 30 and 100 

hectares, primarily developed from land under customary tenure.  

The principal driver in the expansion of the number of tobacco estates was a restriction on the sale of 

burley tobacco. Only registered estates that operated on a minimum of 12 hectares could obtain a 

quota to sell burley at the auction floors. Consequently, there was a strong incentive for smallholder 

farmers, particularly those with larger landholdings, to convert the customary land they farmed into 

estates. This boom in estate creation ended in the mid-1990s when smallholders were also allowed to 

produce burley. A moratorium was also placed on estate creation for several years to allow land policy 

reforms to get underway. Few new estates have been registered since the mid-1990s. 

Figure 1 provides an overview of the evolution of the total number of and annual increase in registered 

leasehold agricultural estates, based on a 2016 review and digitization of 35,140 agricultural lease rec-

ords held at the Ministry of Lands. A boom in agricultural estate registration in the Central region is 

seen between the late 1980s and mid-1990s. The total area registered under the leasehold agricultural 

estates digitized in 2016 amounts to 1.41 million hectares.3 While different data sources confirm the 

same broad trends and patterns, there is considerable uncertainty over the size of the estate sector. 

Previous studies estimated the area under estates at 843,327 hectares in 1989 (Mkandawire, Jaffee 

and Bertoli 1990) and 1,148,000 hectares in 1993 (World Bank 1995). 

Figure 1. Evolution in number of agricultural leasehold estates  

 
Source: Authors’ compilation based on data on registered leasehold agricultural estates from the Ministry of Lands.  
Note: Records without a starting date were excluded (9.6%).  

The estate sector consists of a large mass of relatively small leaseholds, and a few genuinely large es-

tates. The median area registered as an agricultural leasehold estate is only 15 hectares. Just 339 es-

tates —the largest one percent, of which half predate 1983— hold 42 percent of all registered leasehold 

estate land. Notably, while according to the digitized information 91 percent of the dated leases had al-

ready expired in 2016, 46 percent of these largest estates with dated leases were still valid, and 147 

will not yet have expired in 2026.  

 
3 Working from the same computerized records, Deininger and Xia (2017) report an identical number of leases and a marginally lower total 
area of 1.35 million hectares. 
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More than three-quarters (77 percent) of the digitized registered agricultural estates are in the Central 

region. The region also accounts for 64 percent of the registered area under estates. The estates there 

are, however, also the smallest, with an average area of only 35 hectares compared to 42 hectares na-

tionally. Figure 2 shows the number, average size, and share of land under agricultural leasehold es-

tates by district. Kasungu district is a clear outlier, leading on both the total number of registered es-

tates and the share of total land area under leasehold estates. This district alone holds 27 percent of 

registered estates and 24 percent of the national area under estates. Here as well, the size of the es-

tates is modest, with a median area of 15 hectares. The South’s few estates are larger, with half cover-

ing an area greater than 18 hectares.  

Figure 2. Leasehold agricultural estates by district 

Number of estates Average estate size, ha Share of total land area  

   

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data on registered leasehold agricultural estates from the Ministry of Lands.  

These records are neither of high quality nor comprehensive. They do not cover freehold estates, so 

exclude several dozen large tea estates in Thyolo and Mulanje. As of 2026, efforts are still underway to 

digitize additional lease records and verify and correct available information. Over 22 percent of the rec-

ords digitized in 2016 lack data on lease duration, nearly 10 percent are not dated, and almost 4 per-

cent have no information on the area covered by the lease. Moreover, Deininger and Xia (2017) 

document that 28 percent of agricultural estates have at least a fifth of their area registered to a second 

owner.  
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Box 2: Estate crops 

Tobacco, produced using wage and thangata labor, became the principal Shire Highlands estate 

crop by 1915. From 1922, estates west of Lilongwe were established using the “visiting tenant” 

system, through which workers were provided with plots and inputs to farm tobacco, together with 

housing and consumption items, in return for a share of the tobacco sale proceeds. The system 

was later extended to support smallholder production on their own land. By 1932, the Central 

region produced half of national tobacco, which accounted for 86% of exports. Until liberalization in 

the mid-1990s, smallholders were restricted from producing and selling burley and flue-cured 

tobacco and required to sell permitted varieties to parastatals, particularly ADMARC from 1971, at 

prices below international levels. Smallholders responded strongly to opportunities to sell their 

tobacco to international buyers at the auction floors after liberalization or under Integrated 

Production System (IPS) grower contracts instituted since the early 2000s. The smallholder share 

of production reached 89% by 2014/15, leaving estates concentrated in more capital-intensive 

flue-cured tobacco.  

Tea was first planted on areas expropriated by European settlers in Mulanje in the early 1890s and 

expanded to Thyolo soon after. Tea estates occupy about 17,000 hectares in Mulanje and 23,000 

hectares in Thyolo (TAM 1991), with little growth beyond the tea production footprint established 

by about 1910. To encourage smallholder participation, the government established the 

Smallholder Tea Authority (1967) and the Malawi Tea Company (1974). Both failed commercially 

and were closed down in 2006. However, smallholder tea production has continued as part of 

outgrower arrangements with estates, most of which are now owned and operated by foreign 

corporations. Smallholder productivity is, however, low. While commercially quite successful, the 

presence of large tea estates in areas with significant land pressure and poor welfare conditions 

has been politically fraught with recurrent land conflicts. 

Sugar. The international company, Lonrho, began irrigated sugarcane production at Nchalo in the 

Lower Shire Valley in 1965 on about 4,750 hectares under a 99-year leasehold. The company in 

1976 established a second plantation on long-term leasehold land at Dwangwa on the lakeshore. 

From 1988, the government supported smallholder outgrower schemes around Dwangwa, 

combining irrigated and rainfed production. Both plantations were sold to the international sugar 

corporation, Illovo, in 1997, which subsequently also established outgrower schemes around 

Nchalo. A third irrigated plantation, Salima Sugar, began production in 2016 as a public-private 

partnership and became fully government-owned in 2023. All three plantations were established 

on land converted from customary tenure and have faced allegations of land grabbing. 

Coffee, cotton, macadamia, and seed. Coffee dominated Shire Highlands estate production 

during the 1890s. A crash in international prices in 1900, however, rendered the crop unprofitable. 

Only a handful of estates in the Southern region continue to produce coffee, usually alongside 

other crops. Cotton briefly replaced coffee as the estate focus after 1900 but was displaced once 

smallholder production on the lakeshore and in the Lower Shire Valley proved financially superior. 

To diversify their mix of crops, tea estates began growing macadamia in the 1970s and production 

has spread northward. Groundnut — with a boom as early as the 1950s — and soybean, grown 

widely only from the 1980s, are commonly grown to diversify production on tobacco estates in the 

Central region. Finally, there are several seed companies that annually contract estates in the 

Central region to produce improved seed.  
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Early colonial era (1880s–1945) 

It is important to understand the economic and political context in Malawi before British settlers began 

coming to the Shire Highlands in the 1870s. Agriculture was focused on assuring the subsistence 

needs of the household and community. While food surpluses were traded within the region (Chanock 

1977), there was virtually no production specifically for commercial exchange. In the mid-1800s, the 

principal trade commodities from the area that was to become Malawi were enslaved people and ivory. 

Regional exchange of ironware and salt also occurred. Beyond flows of food from areas of surplus pro-

duction to deficit areas, there is some evidence of small-scale trade in tobacco—likely introduced into 

the southern African region by the Portuguese in the 16th century—and some homespun cotton 

(Juwayeyi 2020). 

However, because of intensification in the slave trade in the western Indian Ocean, the mid-1800s was 

a politically unsettled period. Several Yao groups, originally from northern Mozambique, asserted their 

control over much of southern Malawi and the lakeshore. Doing so enabled them to expand their trade 

in enslaved people, increasing their wealth and power and enabling them to continue to expand the ar-

eas that they could dominate. In parallel, Ngoni groups, who had been forced to migrate out of South 

Africa from about 1820, caused considerable unrest as they moved through the region, raiding local 

communities. Several eventually settled in Malawi, displacing the former rulers of those areas. Given 

the risks of raids by the Yao and the Ngoni, many farming households in southern Malawi in the mid-

1800s left their land and retreated to refuges in mountainous or swampy areas.  

In 1876, the Blantyre mission was established by Church of Scotland missionaries. Alongside evange-

lism, the mission pursued economic activities, sometimes in collaboration with independent firms. Even 

in the earliest days, a chief aim of the European settlers in Malawi was to establish a commercial econ-

omy.  

European settlers, missionaries, and companies first alienated land for commercial agricultural pur-

poses in the early 1880s. John Buchanan, a lay missionary who worked at both the Blantyre mission 

and the newly established mission in Zomba from 1876, obtained a parcel of land near Zomba from the 

local Yao chief after leaving the mission around 1881. This was the first acquisition of land in the Shire 

Highlands by European settlers for establishing private estates. Thereafter, other settlers obtained large 

tracts of land there. By the mid-1890s, over 325,000 hectares in the Shire Highlands had been alien-

ated to about 25 Europeans (McCracken 2012, 78). The land grants they received made up almost half 

of all land in the Shire Highlands, an area covering primarily what today are the districts of Blantyre, 

Chiradzulu, Thyolo, Mulanje, and Zomba. 

White (1987, 78–81) suggests three principal reasons why the Europeans could obtain this land so eas-

ily from the Yao chiefs of the area. First, swindling and deception were elements in many of the trans-

actions. The price paid for the land often amounted to less than a penny an acre—McCracken notes a 

transaction covering about 25,000 hectares of land for which the price paid was GBP 50 in goods 

(2012, 78). It was also documented that in some cases a chief understood the transaction to concern a 

small plot of land on which, for example, to build a house or store, while the documentation drawn up 

by the settler noted hundreds or thousands of hectares (Pachai 1973). Second, the 1880s remained a 

period of continuing local disputes between Yao chiefs (Vaughan 1982). The political relationships with 

the settlers and, more importantly, the British government were valuable within these conflicts. Making 

grants of land on easy terms was a means for the chief to quickly secure potential allies. Finally, as 
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noted above, intensified raiding in the Shire Highlands in the mid-1800s led many communities to aban-

don residences near their fields. Continuing Ngoni raids further contributed to the general insecurity. 

Consequently, in the 1880s, much of the Shire Highlands’ arable land was likely uncultivated and with-

out residents who could challenge its allocation to European settlers by the Yao chief who had estab-

lished his authority in the area. 

The United Kingdom took control of what was to become Malawi in 1891, with the declaration of the 

British Central Africa Protectorate. (In 1907, it was renamed the Nyasaland Protectorate.4) Soon after 

the start of British colonial rule, Johnston, the first Commissioner of the Protectorate, accepted and le-

gitimized the land grants that the settlers had earlier received from Yao chiefs. Between 1892 and early 

1894, he issued 59 Certificates of Claim for the land grants. These stated that the land described in the 

certificate was legally held under freehold terms. All but one of the certificates were granted to Europe-

ans who had obtained land from local chiefs in the period from 1881 to 1891 (Pachai 1973). Some of 

these certificates remain the basis on which estate land is held today on freehold terms. The govern-

ment did not, however, permit any further permanent alienation of land 5 and restricted the subdivision 

and sale of portions of the certified estates (White 1987, 82). 

By supporting European settlers’ claims to large landholdings in the Shire Highlands at the outset of its 

rule, the colonial government kept open the agricultural development model centered on European-

owned estates using the labor of Africans displaced from that land. This model was emerging in South-

ern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), parts of Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), in the highlands of Kenya, and Kivu 

province in Congo, while an alternative model—commercial African smallholder production, with foreign 

firms managing the processing and trade of the produce—was developing for the production of cocoa, 

cotton, and groundnut in several West African colonies and selected farming systems in Eastern Afri-

can colonies (Curtin, et al. 1978, 503). 

The first European estates established in the Shire Highlands initially focused on coffee production. Tea 

plantations were also established in agroecologically suited areas in Mulanje district and then in Thyolo 

district starting in the early 1890s. When coffee prices on the international market crashed in 1900 due 

to a flood of new supplies from Brazilian producers, the estates in the Shire Highlands turned to other 

crops and, for several years, cotton in particular. However, smallholders along the lakeshore and in the 

Lower Shire Valley could produce cotton more profitably than estates. Tobacco therefore soon replaced 

cotton to become the principal crop produced on estates in the Southern region. In 1915, European-

owned estates grew 94 percent of all tobacco and 89 percent of all cotton produced in the colony. How-

ever, this was the historical high point of the share of total export production that came from European 

estates (McCracken 2012).  

The central challenge for the agricultural development model based on production from large Euro-

pean-owned estates was mobilizing labor (Bolt and Green 2014). Much of the land the European set-

tlers obtained remained idle as they could not mobilize sufficient labor (or capital) to bring it into produc-

tion. This prompted the development of several mechanisms to mobilize African labor for estate produc-

tion.  

 
4 In this report, we use Malawi to refer to both colonial Nyasaland and independent Malawi. 

5 In the 20 years after the colonial government recognized the land grants obtained from local chiefs as freehold holdings, European settlers 
obtained an additional 55,000 hectares of land under freehold terms (McCracken 2012, 79). These transactions appear to be the sole 
exceptions to the use of leasehold as the basis for establishing estates after 1894. 
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In 1894, the government established an annual hut tax that in most cases had to be paid in cash (White 

1987, 85). The tax served the dual purpose of raising revenues for the colonial administration and cre-

ating incentives to work for wages on European estates. Its effectiveness as a means of mobilizing es-

tate labor was, however, limited. Around the same time, the British defeated the Yao chiefs, enabling 

the population of the Shire Highlands to return to and cultivate the fields they had abandoned in seek-

ing refuge from Yao raids. Developing food markets, particularly around Blantyre and on the estates 

themselves, also provided smallholders with opportunities to earn the cash needed to pay the tax 

through selling some of their produce. Moreover, wage employment was available outside the estates 

in urban centers and as load carriers. Consequently, most households could meet their hut tax obliga-

tions through other means than supplying estate labor. 

Faced with difficulties in obtaining labor locally, in the mid-1890s, European estates also recruited la-

borers from the Northern region, where markets were less developed. This too proved ineffective. 

Workers typically only made themselves available after they had completed their own farming, when 

estates had the lowest need for their labor. At the same time, wage labor migration from the Northern 

region to Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia, and South Africa began, and Shire Highlands estates 

could not offer wages competitive with those offered to Malawians seeking work elsewhere in southern 

Africa.  

The most successful means of securing labor was through the thangata system of labor rent. European 

estate owners allowed African households to settle or remain on estate land and engage primarily in 

subsistence farming, in exchange for supplying some labor for estate operations, typically two months 

per year. Through this arrangement, the household would also pay their annual hut tax, receiving a cer-

tificate from the estate (White 1987, 90). In practice, dishonest practices arose in the monitoring of la-

bor contributions and the issuance of the hut tax certificate. Moreover, the African households had little 

security, particularly with regard to whether their children could remain on the estate when they came of 

age. Opposition to the unjust implementation of thangata on European estates in the area was one of 

the main triggers for the 1915 uprising led by John Chilembwe against estate owners in Chiradzulu. 

Over the colonial period, repeated efforts were made to reform thangata obligations between workers 

and estates so that they better reflected the operations of a free labor market, particularly by allowing 

rents to be paid in cash or produce rather than solely with labor. These reforms were not wholly suc-

cessful (White 1987).  

Mobilizing sufficient additional labor from neighboring communities during critical periods of the growing 

season continued to prove challenging for the estates, as the estates competed with the own farming 

labor requirements of households in those communities. Workers from households native to the area 

could readily leave an estate to farm on the remaining customary land in the area or go work on an-

other estate.  

Starting around 1900, however, growing flows of Lomwe migrants from Mozambique—where they 

faced higher taxes and labor requirements under Portuguese rule, as well as famine in 1900—provided 

estates with a more reliable source of both thangata and wage labor (W. Chirwa 1994). While initially 

most settled on customary land, from about 1912, the colonial government encouraged their settlement 

on estates instead. Estate owners welcomed the migrants, whom they regarded as more reliable than 

workers from local populations (White 1987, 87; W. Chirwa 1994). A colonial report noted, “they [the 

Lomwe migrants] were industrious as temporary resident workers on the estates and were preferred in 

this capacity to the indigenous native who [was] liable to allow himself to be too much distracted by his 

home and family ties” (quoted in W. Chirwa (1994, 540)). Moreover, for migrants without customary 
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rights to any land locally, access to estate land for subsistence farming made settlement on estates at-

tractive while enabling the estate to better capture their labor (White 1987, 87). Non-Lomwe households 

with customary land rights found it more profitable to increase their own crop production—selling their 

produce in part to Lomwe immigrants on the estates. A report on the 1926 census stated that without 

the Lomwe migrants, most estates in the Shire Highlands would have had to close (W. Chirwa 1994, 

541).  

For about thirty years, European estates were concentrated in the Shire Highlands. In 1922, however, 

two estate owners expanded into the Central region, obtaining leaseholds on land just west of Li-

longwe. Relative to the Shire Highlands estates, the tobacco estates in the Central region were consid-

erably less expansive—between 1920 and 1941, 24,300 hectares of land was put under leasehold 

there, much less than the estate area in the Shire Highlands at the time (Mkandawire, Jaffee and 

Bertoli 1990). Yet, these estates had more reliable access to labor and developed a more successful 

system for mobilizing it. Rather than relying on thangata or wage labor, estate owners introduced the 

visiting tenant system of tobacco production (McCracken 1982a). Tenants were allocated plots of gen-

erally up to one hectare, along with tobacco seedlings and other inputs on credit. The tenants produced 

tobacco under the supervision of the estate owner, typically using the labor of all working members of 

their household. They also received basic housing and consumption items for their households. The 

tobacco was sold by the estate owner. The tenants would receive their share of the sale proceeds after 

a deduction was made by the estate owner of the costs of all inputs and consumption items provided 

them during the season.  

This sharecropping arrangement proved considerably more successful than thangata, as it required 

less supervision and coercion. Conceptually, members of a farming household have strong incentives 

to work efficiently, whereas hired workers require supervision. Making use of household labor that is 

supervised by the household head to farm as under tenant sharecropping terms generally results in 

more efficient production than relying on wage labor, as it avoids costs related to recruitment, supervi-

sion, and ensuring the commitment of hired workers (Binswanger and Rosenzweig 1986).  

The visiting tenant system of tobacco production quickly expanded and evolved in the Central region in 

the 1920s and 1930s. While initially the workers were neighboring smallholders working on estate land, 

as many smallholders became familiar with tobacco production, the system was soon extended to sup-

port them to produce tobacco on their own customary landholdings, with inputs being provided and crop 

marketing still being managed by the estate owner. To continue to produce tobacco on their own estate 

land, estate owners increasingly recruited workers from more densely populated areas of the Southern 

region as seasonal tenants (Prowse and Grassin 2020, USDL 2024). By 1932, half of Malawi’s to-

bacco—which by then made up 86 percent of the colony’s exports—was produced in Lilongwe and 

Dowa districts in the Central region using this labor mobilization system (White 1987). 

Despite the successful establishment of an estate agricultural sector centered on tobacco and, to a 

more localized extent, tea, success for any individual estate operator was not assured. The European-

owned estates faced persistent shortages of labor and capital, as well as high transportation costs to 

international markets, and many failed (Green 2007). Early settlers in particular often lacked the neces-

sary technical understanding, management skills, or capital to engage in commercial farming success-

fully. Some established estates in the hope of obtaining quick returns (Kydd and Christiansen 1982, 

White 1987). The global depression beginning in 1929 intensified these difficulties, resulting in many 

European estates closing as they were unable to profitably produce crops for the international market. 

Estate land under tobacco fell by almost 75 percent (Green 2007), and the number of estates in the 
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country declined over this period. Colonial records listed 399 settler farmers in 1921, 290 in 1931, and 

171 in 1945 (Bolt and Green 2014). 

At the same time, being able to rely on their household labor and with their growing use of improved 

production practices, Malawian smallholders were also quickly able to compete effectively with estates 

in the production of both tobacco and cotton (Pike and Rimmington 1965, Prowse 2013). The colonial 

government, however, structured agricultural markets to the disadvantage of smallholders. Until 1910, 

cotton prices paid to smallholder producers were reduced to encourage them to work on cotton estates 

(McCracken 1982b). In 1926, the Native Tobacco Board was established “to organize and encourage 

the production and orderly marketing of dark-fired tobacco by Africans” (Kettlewell 1965). However, the 

Board’s establishment as a monopoly buyer of smallholder tobacco also meant that smallholders were 

not permitted to produce and sell the types of tobacco that the European estates found profitable. 

Throughout the colonial period, smallholders were prohibited from selling burley and flue-cured to-

bacco. The Native Tobacco Board supported the interests of the European estate owners in curbing 

smallholder tobacco production, which was undermining their profitability—three of the executive mem-

bers of the Board were estate owners (Prowse 2013). 

The colonial government, however, also showed considerable ambivalence towards the European es-

tates as the principal driver of commercial agricultural development in Malawi. Archival records from 

quite early in the colonial period show that administrators quickly became skeptical of the technical abil-

ities and economic prospects of the European estates (McCracken 1982b). Green (2007, 121) argues 

that both the European estates and the colonial government were too small and too weak to take any 

consistent actions that would enable the estates to be commercially successful or to act as a strong 

brake on smallholder agricultural development to the advantage of the estates, as some historians have 

asserted. The estate owners were among the political elite in colonial Malawi, so their interests were 

taken into consideration. Nonetheless, they were too few in number, and their production potential was 

dwarfed by that of the smallholder sector. The colonial government recognized this. “The government’s 

response to a weak estate sector was support for the smallholder sector, rather than the other way 

around” (Green 2007, 128). The policies of the colonial government were not consistently supportive of 

European estates or designed to put smallholder farmers at a disadvantage. Rather, agricultural poli-

cies changed as social and economic conditions changed. More broadly, government policies were less 

central to agricultural development paths in the colonial period than were changes in domestic and in-

ternational economic conditions and how the local factors of agricultural production—particularly la-

bor—were owned and organized (Bolt and Green 2014).  

Late colonial era (1945–1964) 

From about 1930, the production arrangements in commercial agriculture in Malawi were relatively 

fixed through to independence in 1964 (Kydd and Christiansen 1982). However, as was seen with most 

colonial powers globally, after World War II, there was increased recognition of the need to prepare the 

colony for independence. There was a significant increase in public investments and development pro-

grams to develop smallholder farming. These efforts were accelerated after a serious famine in the 

Southern region in 1949 that highlighted the food insecurity challenges inherent to Malawi’s agrifood 

system (Vaughan 1987). In the years preceding the famine, smallholders had been increasing their pro-

duction of tobacco, as production regulations were weak at the time. In response to the famine, maize 

prices for producers were increased, while the Native Tobacco Board tightened its control of small-
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holder tobacco production. Until 1957, the government set the prices paid to smallholders for their to-

bacco at levels significantly below international prices. The colonial government used the resulting rev-

enues to finance agricultural and rural development programs (McCracken 2012, 249). 

This included significant investments in agricultural research and extension. Most research stations that 

remain central to Malawi’s agricultural research today were established in the late 1940s and early 

1950s. Smallholder extension services were also expanded, focusing primarily on soil erosion control 

and increasing and diversifying production (Knorr, Gerster-Bentaya and Hoffmann 1987). With regard 

to the marketing of smallholder crops, in 1956, a number of commodity-specific marketing boards, 

including that for tobacco, were amalgamated into the Agricultural Production and Marketing Board. 

This agency had monopoly powers in order to control prices and minimize any market-related risks to 

its operations (Kettlewell 1965, 247–249). 

Over this period, a national soil conservation program was rolled out. This legally required farmers to 

plant on ridged rows along the contour and utilize anti-erosion technologies including storm drains and 

bund embankments, while arable land on steep slopes and stream banks was to be left uncultivated 

(Kettlewell 1965). These measures disrupted traditional practices and were often enforced coercively, 

making opposition to soil conservation an important source of rural resistance to colonial rule in the 

post-World War II period (Mulwafu 2010). 

A Master Farmers’ Scheme was also implemented to develop a cadre of ‘progressive,’ commercially 

oriented, larger-scale (minimum of 4 ha) smallholder farmers who were meant to serve as local role 

models (Kalinga 1993). The scheme involved targeted extension efforts and some financial support for 

the participants. However, by 1959, nationally only 745 registered master farmers were operating 3,400 

hectares (Pike and Rimmington 1965). The limited profitability of commercial food crop production, par-

ticularly in remote areas, perceptions of the political alignment of the master farmers with the colonial 

government, and exacerbation of existing socioeconomic differentiation within rural communities con-

tributed to the unsuccessful scheme winding down in the early 1960s (Kalinga 1993). 

To provide the colonial government with guidance on ensuring Africans had access to sufficient land 

and preventing estate land from being left idle, several high-level commissions examined these issues 

from early in the colonial period, but with little resulting change (Phiri 2010). Greater progress followed 

the 1946 Abrahams Commission, which, similar to the earlier commissions, acknowledged the legiti-

macy of African grievances around land pressures caused by the European estates and encouraged 

the government to purchase from willing owners uncultivated estate land and land used by estate ten-

ants to redistribute it to those tenants or other smallholders (Kettlewell 1965). As the Abrahams Com-

mission report suggested a pathway that would help resolve some of the land use challenges within the 

colony in the lead-up to independence, its findings were strongly endorsed and pursued by colonial 

Governor Colby when he assumed office in 1948.  

Although organizing the purchase program took some years, by 1960, over 200,000 hectares had been 

bought (Kettlewell 1965). The government acquired a further 100,000 hectares in 1962 and 1963 

(McCracken 2012). These purchases continued after independence in 1964 with financial assistance to 
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the government of Malawi from the British government. As a result, by 1972, only two percent of Ma-

lawi’s land was owned by non-Africans under freehold terms, compared with 3.4 percent in the 1890s 

(Pachai 1973, 691–692).6 

During consultations on implementing the Abrahams Commission’s recommendations, European estate 

owners made their opposition clear. They also sought to frustrate the acquisition of their land by the 

government by exploiting the changes to land-market regulations made to enable the government to 

purchase the estate land, including by selling land to other estate owners (White 1987, 202–216). How-

ever, these actions slowed, but did not halt, the acquisition of estate land for redistribution. The Euro-

pean estate owners in Malawi also supported the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, established 

in 1953 and dissolved in 1963, a position that ultimately proved misplaced and short-sighted (Kettlewell 

1965, 253). Although nominally a colonial institution, its legislative and administrative power rested with 

white Rhodesian politicians. While European estate owners in Malawi derived some benefit from it 

(McCracken 2012, 281), the Federation was politically unworkable. It proved increasingly so as public 

support for an independent Malawi increased in the late 1950s.  

Period of estate promotion post-independence (1964–early 1980s) 

At independence in 1964, Malawi had a small number of very large registered estates (Deininger and 

Xia 2017). Although subject to considerable uncertainty, freehold and leasehold land in 1964 was esti-

mated at 167,800 and 72,000 hectares respectively (Mkandawire, Jaffee and Bertoli 1990). In the years 

immediately after independence, the agricultural policies of the government generally reflected continu-

ity with those of the late colonial period (Chanock 1977). The smallholder focus of the agricultural de-

velopment efforts of the government was maintained. However, Malawi’s agricultural sector showed 

poor performance through the 1960s. So, in the 1970s, the government increasingly prioritized Mala-

wian-owned estates in its agricultural development strategies and public investments (Vail 1983).  

Initially, these efforts focused on large—often formerly European-owned—estates of 100 hectares or 

more in size. In some cases, customary land was converted into leasehold to create some of these 

large estates. From about 1968 to 1973, most of the estates were operated by the political elite of 

Malawi. President Kamuzu Banda was chief among them through the Press Farming arm of Press 

Corporation, which he controlled, and through General Farming, a joint venture of Press Corporation 

and ADMARC, the parastatal smallholder agricultural marketing board formed in 1971 out of the 

colonial Agricultural Production and Marketing Board (Kydd 1984). At the same time, Southern 

Rhodesia’s unilateral declaration of independence in 1965 resulted in many international tobacco 

buyers turning to Malawi as an alternative source, particularly of flue-cured tobacco. Rhodesia was 

excluded from international tobacco markets until shortly before the establishment of independent 

Zimbabwe in 1980. These broad market developments benefited the expansion of Malawian-run 

estates. Estate output grew at 17 percent per year between 1967 and 1979, while the smallholder sec-

tor grew by an average of only 3 percent per year (Owens 1997). 

The financing of the operation of these estates and the expansion of the estate sector was not based 

on direct government investment or intervention (Pryor and Chipeta 1990). Rather, the political 

leadership’s control over ADMARC and the country’s two commercial banks enabled ready access to 

commercial credit for the estate operators. As detailed by Kydd and Christiansen (1982), ADMARC 

 
6 The figure of 3.4 percent reflects expropriated land primarily in the Shire Highlands of over 325,000 hectares. It does not include a land grant 
of about 1.1 million hectares obtained by the British South Africa Company in northern Malawi in the lead up to colonial rule (Pachai 1973, 
683). This land was never exploited by BSAC and eventually reverted to colonial government control as public land. 
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purchased tobacco—and, to a lesser extent, groundnuts and cotton—from smallholders at prices far 

below those ADMARC received in markets where prices were determined by international market 

conditions. While part of the resulting surpluses were used to subsidize staple food prices for wage 

workers on estates and in urban centers, the bulk were used by ADMARC to build a portfolio of estates 

that it owned solely or in partnership and to gain control of Malawi’s two commercial banks. The control 

of the banks in turn permitted increased financial resources to be channeled to the estate sector. 

Agriculture’s share of lending by these commercial banks rose from 13 percent over the period 1965 to 

1972 to 53 percent in 1980. 

The implicit taxation of smallholders through the low prices they received from ADMARC was also an 

important factor in the supply of labor to the estate sector. Although wages on the estates were low, 

they offered better returns than smallholder production of crops for sale to ADMARC. At the same time, 

Banda also blocked labor migration to other countries in southern Africa, which resulted in a channeling 

onto estates of considerable numbers of workers who otherwise might have sought employment 

outside of Malawi (Vail 1983, Hirschmann 1990). 

From 1973, Banda expanded estate farming by encouraging other politicians, local political leaders, 

military officers, and senior civil servants to develop tobacco estates (Kydd 1984). These estates, 

generally between 30 and 100 hectares in area, were created primarily by converting uncultivated 

arable land in their home areas into leasehold (Kydd and Christiansen 1982). Figure 3 shows a marked 

increase in the area registered as leasehold agricultural estates in the following decade, especially in 

the Central region, which accounted for 62 percent of the newly registered estates in terms of area.  

Starting in 1974, the commercial banks, controlled through ADMARC by the country’s political elite, 

provided these new estate owners with ready access to financing. To handle day-to-day operations, 

many of the largest, best capitalized estates employed experienced expatriate managers, most of 

whom had managed tobacco estates in Rhodesia. Too few Malawians had the experience needed to 

profitably operate the new estates using production techniques that would allow the estate owners to 

meet their credit repayment obligations. As a result, many of the new estates defaulted on their loans, 

resulting in the banks taking over estate operations or in production on the estates being abandoned 

altogether. By 1978, production on 10 percent of the area under tobacco estates had been shut down 

by the banks (Kydd 1984, 325).  

Figure 3. Evolution of area under agricultural leasehold estates by region 

 
Source: Authors’ compilation based on data on registered leasehold agricultural estates from the Ministry of Lands.  
Note: Records with no usable start year or missing area (13%) are excluded. 
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The failure of these new estates compounded the losses that smallholders bore under the estate 

promotion strategy of the Banda government. In addition to the direct adverse effects of the low prices 

ADMARC paid, they also lost any potential indirect benefits from the financing of neighboring estates 

when those estates failed (Pryor and Chipeta 1990). 

While the discussion in this section has focused on developments during the 15 to 20 years after 

independence concerning estates engaged in tobacco production, early in the post-independence 

period, the government invested quite substantially in supporting a system to enable smallholders to 

produce tea alongside the long-established tea estates in Thyolo and Mulanje districts. Throughout the 

colonial era, all tea was produced on these estates. In 1967, the government established the Small-

holder Tea Authority to develop and promote tea production by smallholders in the two districts. The 

Authority also created the Malawi Tea Company in 1974 to purchase and process smallholder tea 

leaves independently. However, while these state-run efforts continued for over 30 years, they 

ultimately did not prove commercially sustainable. Both state-owned agencies failed as commercial 

businesses and were closed down in 2006 (Cameron and Mkomba 2014). Smallholder tea production 

nonetheless continued through outgrower arrangements with the estates, as discussed below. 

It was also during this period that the Nchalo and Dwangwa sugarcane plantations and sugar refineries 

were developed and brought into operation—Nchalo immediately after independence and Dwangwa in 

1976. Lonrho, a British-based multinational corporation with a significant presence across southern Af-

rica at the time, worked first with the colonial government and then the independent government of Ma-

lawi to establish the plantation. Lonrho received from the Malawian government a 99-year leasehold on 

4,750 hectares of land that could be irrigated from the Shire River, with the possibility of expanding the 

plantation to adjoining land later (Amer and MacGregor Hutcheson 1967).7 The Nchalo plantation would 

eventually cover 11,000 hectares of irrigated estate land. Lonrho quickly developed the land to bring it 

into production, built the sugar refinery, and began producing sugar in 1965. At the same time, Lonrho 

created a wholly-owned subsidiary, the Sugar Company of Malawi (SUCOMA), to operate the planta-

tion.  

After launching the SUCOMA sugar plantation at Nchalo, Lonrho continued working with the govern-

ment of Malawi to establish a second sugarcane plantation in the Dwangwa river delta in northern 

Nkhotakota district. The government again facilitated the granting of a long-term leasehold to Lonrho on 

a large block of public land that had been under customary tenure. The plantation of around 6,000 hec-

tares first began production in about 1976, operating as the Dwangwa Sugar Corporation (DWASCO), 

which was wholly owned by Lonrho.  

Period of structural adjustment and economic liberalization (early 1980s–
2000) 

In 1979 and 1980, the Malawian economy declined for a combination of reasons—variability in 

international tobacco prices leading to foreign exchange shortages; rising import prices; overspending, 

including on the development of the new capital in Lilongwe; civil conflict in Mozambique increasing 

transport costs for Malawi’s exports; and drought in 1979/80 (Hirschmann 1990). President Banda 

turned to the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund for macroeconomic assistance. To 

provide support, these lenders required that the government carry out a set of structural adjustments. In 

agriculture, the aim was to remove any economic incentives that worked against smallholders. Reforms 

 
7 This land was held under customary tenure, so was public land over which the President of the Republic had ultimate authority. 
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concentrated on increasing prices offered by ADMARC to encourage smallholder production of to-

bacco, groundnuts and cotton (Harrigan 2003). 

The advantages of estate production of tobacco under Banda, however, continued to be based on only 

allowing registered estates to produce and sell flue-cured and burley tobacco on the auction floors. 

Following excess production of burley tobacco in the 1982/83 season, quotas on tobacco sales were 

introduced (Mkandawire, Jaffee and Bertoli 1990). Registered estates received annual quotas of the 

amount of leaf they were permitted to sell. Smallholders could not legally produce burley and flue-cured 

tobacco, they could produce only selected lower-value air-cured, sun-cured, or fire-cured tobacco 

varieties  for sale to ADMARC. Consequently, many would produce burley tobacco on their land and 

sell to estates with quotas that the estate owners were unable to fulfill from their own production (Jaffee 

2003). Although illegal, in this way, smallholders could obtain better returns than if they only produced 

other forms of tobacco. Even with the expansion in tobacco production on Malawian-owned estates, 

there remained significant demand for improved access to more remunerative tobacco markets, in par-

ticular, the auction floors. 

Possibly in recognition that the elite-centered growth model was failing, the government accommodated 

and encouraged the expansion of tobacco production on much smaller estates. Following increases in 

the real prices for burley tobacco, it is estimated that some 30,000 estates between 10 and 30 hectares 

in size were created by smallholders converting customary landholdings into 21-year leaseholds so that 

the owner could obtain a sale quota for burley tobacco (Bosworth, Steele and Mapemba 1997, 

Deininger, Xia and Holden 2019). Smallholders with landholdings of above 12 hectares, the minimum 

leasehold required to obtain a tobacco sales quota, simply registered their long-cultivated customary 

land under leasehold conditions. Smaller landholders partnered with family members or neighbors to 

create a joint holding of sufficient size. Mkandawire et al. (1990) estimated that at the end of 1989, es-

tates occupied an area of 843,327 hectares, representing an increase of about half a million hectares 

over the course of ten years. The authors also noted that between 1987 and 1989, over 40 percent of 

newly registered leasehold land was due to smallholder farmers registering their customary land. The 

resulting enormous expansion of the estate sector, concentrated in estates smaller than 30 hectares 

during this period, is also clearly reflected in the digitized leasehold records (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Newly registered leasehold agricultural estates by size and period 

 
Source: Authors’ compilation based on data on registered leasehold agricultural estates from the Ministry of Lands.  
Note: Records with no usable start year or missing area (13%) are excluded. 
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In contrast to the previous round of estate expansion in the 1970s, this expansion of small estates in 

the 1980s involved little formal lending as commercial banks had reduced their agricultural lending, 

drawing lessons from the losses they suffered in lending to the new estates in the late 1970s. Rather, 

the estates were established and obtained the inputs needed to produce burley tobacco using savings 

(Mkandawire, Jaffee and Bertoli 1990). The many new small estates also primarily relied on household 

labor, supplemented in some cases by contracting visiting tenants. Mkandawire et al. (1990) concluded 

that it had become difficult to draw any meaningful distinctions between production on leasehold es-

tates and smallholder production. They also observed that it was owners of the smallest estates who 

most intensively cultivated their land and were the least likely to have any idle land, mirroring land use 

intensity patterns observed in smallholder farming. 

From 1988, the government also worked to foster smallholder outgrowers of sugarcane to supply the 

Dwangwa refinery, an initiative discussed in more detail below. Lonrho sold the Nchalo and Dwangwa 

plantations to the international sugar producer, Illovo, in 1997. Illovo continues to operate them.  

Banda lost power in 1994 following democratic elections. The economic privileges that estate holders 

received were viewed as incompatible with democratic norms (Collier and Beukes 2023), so a lengthy 

land policy reform process was started that eventually led to the adoption of a new Land Act in 2016. 

Moreover, the sharp increase in the number of estates in the 1970s and 1980s had caused disruption in 

Malawi’s tobacco sector and concerns about its future. Consequently, a moratorium was established in 

1993 on the issuing of leases on agricultural land.  

Reforms related to the structural adjustment program continued with the change in government. In 

1994, the government allowed clubs of smallholders to obtain tobacco sales quotas, with the physical 

sales being handled by registered intermediate buyers. There was a rapid and large response to this 

change in policy that provided smallholders with the opportunity to sell tobacco to international buyers 

at the auction floors—200,000 smallholders had taken up tobacco cultivation by 1996 (Jaffee 2003). 

Many estates found it difficult to remain in business with the lower tobacco prices at the auction floors 

that resulted from the increased smallholder production and the challenges in finding sufficient labor 

when most of the rural workforce preferred to produce tobacco on their own land. The smallest estates, 

which relied primarily on household labor, could most easily mobilize the labor they required. However, 

these small estates generally had insufficient capital to obtain the inputs and other services required for 

efficient production of quality leaf, somewhat undermining the international reputation for the quality of 

Malawi’s tobacco (Dorward and Kydd 2004). Jaffee (2003) estimated that 40 to 50 percent of tobacco 

estates operating in the early 1990s had stopped producing tobacco by the early 2000s. 

Recent developments (2000 to the present) 

Following the removal of restrictions on smallholder burley production in the mid-1990s, smallholders 

quickly demonstrated that they could compete effectively with estates and captured a large share of the 

burley tobacco market in Malawi. Annual crop production estimates for 1999/2000 showed that small-

holders were then only responsible for 13 percent of total tobacco production. However, smallholders 

came to dominate the production of burley tobacco and produced 89 percent of the tobacco produced 

nationally by 2014/15 (Benson 2021, 43). Only with flue-cured tobacco production, which is relatively 

capital-intensive given the need to construct flue barns, are estates, particularly larger estates, main-

taining a competitive edge over smallholders. 
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In the early 2000s, Malawi’s tobacco sub-sector was undergoing a difficult transition. As smallholder 

production of burley tobacco expanded, many estates could no longer compete profitably, undermining 

the estate-centered production system. Chirwa, Kydd, and Dorward (2006) attributed the sector’s diffi-

culties to the breakdown of three forms of coordination that Malawi’s weak markets require: vertical co-

ordination along the supply chain, particularly through the provision of sufficient financing; horizontal 

coordination to control side-selling, enforce contracts under which inputs are advanced against later 

payment from the harvest, and strengthen farmer organizations; and complementary coordination 

through which farmers can access related services, including inputs, credit, output marketing, and, pos-

sibly, insurance. This complementary coordination function is more controversial than the others, as 

historically in Malawi this function was primarily provided by the colonial marketing boards and then by 

ADMARC, often to the detriment of smallholders.  

Earlier, the combination of government engagement in the provision of public goods and regulatory 

oversight, together with the estate-centered system of tobacco production working with international to-

bacco buyers, provided the coordination functions needed for the tobacco sub-sector relatively effec-

tively, if not equitably. In the early 2000s, it was not evident that these functions could continue to be 

provided with the shrinking of the estate sector. Despite the many economic reforms to liberalize agri-

cultural production and marketing in Malawi, the continuing weakness of Malawi’s private sector meant 

that it was unable to reliably provide the goods, services, and coordination required for agricultural 

growth simply through wholly market-driven processes (Chirwa, Kydd and Dorward 2006).  

However, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Integrated Production System (IPS) emerged out of 

the disruptions to Malawi’s tobacco sector. IPS provided the necessary coordination of the provision of 

inputs and services. From the early 2000s, the government increasingly allowed tobacco buyers to en-

ter into direct production arrangements with producers, rather than requiring them to purchase all their 

leaf on the auction floors (Prowse and Grassin 2020). Most of the handful of major international tobacco 

buyers in Malawi now operate their own IPSs to do so. Each firm provides inputs on credit and agro-

nomic advice to producers and, using an extensive field staff, maintains a high level of control over the 

production process of the farmer during the growing season. The firm agrees to purchase a contractu-

ally specified amount of tobacco from the farmer at the end of the season, deducting the value of the 

inputs the farmer received from the proceeds of the sale of the tobacco the farmer produced. This sys-

tem of organizing the production of tobacco revitalized the sector. While international tobacco buying 

firms in Malawi also offer inputs and services to estate owners under IPS, smallholders have responded 

most strongly to the opportunities that IPS grower contracts offer.  

Overall, developments since 2000 show a considerable weakening of the centrality of estates to to-

bacco production in Malawi. Large farms with generally good management and access to capital con-

tinue to produce a large share of the national tobacco crop, particularly the more capital-intensive flue-

cured tobacco. Smaller farmers produce much of the burley. The distinction between the production of 

burley tobacco on estates and that undertaken by smallholders has become difficult to see. Access to 

auction floors is no longer tightly restricted. At the same time, the IPS programs do not differentiate be-

tween smallholders and estates in contracting tobacco farmers, nor do they require collateral, such as a 

leasehold title, for farmers to participate in the programs. However, larger estates may still be privileged 

in obtaining finance from commercial lenders for production on areas larger than the IPS programs will 

support.  
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However, while large estates no longer dominate tobacco production, the visiting tenancy system they 

introduced to mobilize labor remains. In 2024, 260,000 individuals were estimated to work under ten-

ancy arrangements in tobacco production in Malawi, three-quarters of whom work in the Central region 

(ILO 2024). Many complaints have been made over the years about unfair practices in these tenancy 

agreements. Information, resources, and power in the tenancy relationship lie primarily with the estate 

owner. Contracts, often made verbally, are frequently not honored. Debt bondage over several years 

may result when tenants are unable to repay agricultural inputs or consumption items received on credit 

from the estate owner. The government has recently taken steps to ban tenant labor in tobacco produc-

tion but has not yet been successful in those efforts (USDL 2024). 

The operations of the tea and sugar estates have changed little over time, although both have in-

creased their reliance on smallholder outgrowers to supply their processing factories. Tea production 

continues to be dominated by estates in Mulanje and Thyolo,8 accounting for 93 percent of Malawi’s 

production (Cameron and Mkomba 2014). Most of these estates are now owned and operated by for-

eign corporations, several of whom own multiple tea estates, with processing of the leaf being done in a 

central factory. In recent years, many tea estates have diversified by adding macadamia and coffee to 

their crop mixes. The tea estates are estimated to employ about 50,000 permanent and seasonal work-

ers, with seasonal labor from surrounding communities being particularly important during the Decem-

ber to May tea-plucking season (Steele, et al. 1997). The presence of large estates in two of Malawi’s 

most densely populated rural districts, where smallholder landholdings are among the country’s small-

est, has generated recurring tensions and land conflicts (Chinigò 2016, Kishindo and Mvula 2017).  

Lonrho sold the Nchalo and Dwangwa plantations to Illovo in 1997, as the firm divested itself of all 

sugar operations in Malawi and elsewhere in the Southern Africa region as part of a streamlining and 

restructuring process for the multinational corporation. Illovo continues to operate both plantations. The 

Salima Sugar Company, which has 1,680 hectares under sugarcane production on its plantation, was 

established between 2012 and 2016 under a public-private partnership between the government of Ma-

lawi and a private firm, AUM Sugar & Allied Ltd. However, after allegations in 2023 of breach of con-

tract by the private firm, the partnership was dissolved, and the government, under the Greenbelt Au-

thority, a state-owned corporation established to promote large-scale irrigation schemes, took full own-

ership of the company (Meki 2025). This change in ownership resulted in disruptions to the sugar oper-

ations that are not yet fully resolved. In 2026, the company was reported to be struggling with loan re-

payments (Singini 2026).  

Land issues have been a continuing political challenge for the three sugarcane plantations. The Land 

Laws of Malawi enabled the government to allocate land that was being farmed by smallholders with 

customary use rights to the sugarcane plantation developers. In consequence, all three plantations 

have had to defend themselves against accusations of having been established using unjust “land 

grabbing” mechanisms (Corporate Citizenship 2017, Bae 2021, Chinsinga 2025). 

In 2004, the government, with funding from the World Bank, embarked on a land redistribution project 

that involved purchasing estate land from willing sellers to resettle land-poor households from Mulanje, 

Thyolo, Machinga, and Mangochi districts. While the project aimed to purchase land in all four districts, 

no interested estate owners could be identified in Mulanje and Thyolo. By 2011, a total of 46 estates in 

Machinga and Mangochi were acquired and 33,428 hectares of land were distributed to 15,142 house-

holds. Beneficiary households each received roughly two hectares of land, for which the title was held 

 
8 A tea estate of under 1,000 hectares was successfully established in Nkhata Bay district in the Northern region around the time of 
independence and remains in production. 



21 
 

by a beneficiary group, and a cash grant that was held in a common account (World Bank 2013). The 

project was, however, not universally successful. Many beneficiaries ended up living in remote areas 

with limited access to services and markets and few off-farm income earning opportunities (Mendola 

and Simtowe 2015, Sharp, Zerriffi and Le Billon 2020). 

When the land records of the Ministry of Lands were digitized in 2016, it was found that leases for 

71 percent of estates had expired, and 22 percent were indeterminate as to their validity (Figure 5). No-

tably, less than 5 percent of the leases for the Central region were still valid in 2016. The leaseholders 

on record, most of whom first registered their land as agricultural estates in the 1980s, appear to have 

had little incentive to maintain their lease after the liberalization of smallholder agricultural marketing in 

the 1990s and the removal of other advantages related to tobacco production that earlier were reserved 

only for registered estates. It is unclear what the legal status of these lapsed leaseholds is—whether 

the land is now available for new users to lease, remains under the de facto control of the former lease-

holders, or reverts to being customary land under the oversight of local traditional authorities.  

However, it can be seen by contrasting the two graphs in Figure 5 that owners of larger leaseholds are 

more likely to still hold valid leases. While only 7 percent of the leases had not lapsed in 2016, 21 per-

cent of the area remained under a valid leasehold. Although not shown in Figure 5, most of these 

leases are likely still valid in 2026 in part because many of the very largest estates hold 99-year leases 

that have not yet expired. Based on these records, nationally over 284,000 hectares are estimated to 

be under valid agricultural leasehold in 2026, representing one-fifth of the total agricultural area ever 

registered under leasehold conditions.  

Figure 5. Validity of agricultural estate leases in 2016 

 

 
Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the agricultural land records of the Ministry of Lands that were digitized in 2016. 
Note: The Ministry of Lands database in 2016 contained 35,140 leasehold records covering 1.41 million hectares in total. 
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ESTATES AS ANCHOR ENTERPRISES 

In its development policies and associated strategies, the government of Malawi over the past several 

decades has given an increased profile to the role that large-scale producers might play in advancing 

the agricultural sector. For example, there is increased attention to determining how the growing num-

bers of medium-scale farmers operating landholdings of between 10 and 100 hectares might spur agri-

cultural and economic development in their communities. The government is also providing subsidized 

funding to larger-scale farmers who register with the Mega Farms Support Department of the Ministry of 

Agriculture—in the 2024/25 season, 950 farmers received financing for crop production on 46,000 hec-

tares (MoA 2025). While smallholders remain the primary focus of its efforts in the sector, the govern-

ment is seeking effective ways to foster agricultural development through engaging with and allocating 

increased resources to larger-scale farms.  

Throughout their history and still today, estates have partnered with smallholder farmers in arrange-

ments that bear similarities to the anchor enterprise models that are increasingly being promoted in Ma-

lawi. Historically, tobacco estates acted as intermediaries for smallholder producers, buying burley leaf 

from those who held no sales quota of their own. In addition, the visiting tenant system of tobacco pro-

duction quickly evolved as, once they gained experience in tobacco production on the estates, local 

smallholders in the Central region preferred to produce tobacco on their own customary landholdings. 

This was done in partnership with the estates, with the estates providing inputs to the smallholders and 

handling the sale of the tobacco they produced. The Integrated Production System that now organizes 

most production of Malawi’s tobacco has the same basic form—inputs on credit, close supervision by 

field staff, marketing handled by the contracting party, and advances deducted at the point of sale—

although the coordinating role or anchor function under IPS has passed from the estates to the interna-

tional tobacco buyers. One of these buyers, Pyxus International, also replicated its IPS model for 

groundnut from the 2018/19 season, for both smallholders and estate owners, reusing most of its to-

bacco IPS operational components and field staff—one-hectare input packages, in-season advice, col-

lection of the crop, and settlement of the input loan from the sales proceeds. While Pyxus operates its 

own estates as part of its groundnut operations, these are primarily used for producing groundnut seed 

to distribute to the contracted smallholder groundnut producers. 

Smallholder engagement with estates is also seen for other crops. As noted, while tea was produced 

exclusively on estates throughout the colonial era, smallholder production was promoted by the Mala-

wian government after independence. Farmers registered with the Smallholder Tea Authority (STA) 

were organized into tiered groups to reduce transaction costs of dealing with a large number of small 

farmers and received subsidized inputs including seedlings as well as agronomic advice. While initially 

the smallholder-produced leaves were processed by estates, with the STA acting as an intermediary, 

the Malawi Tea Company in Mulanje later largely took over the purchasing and processing of the tea 

the smallholders produced. The area under smallholder tea rose from 287 hectares in 1970 to 2,902 

hectares in 2002 (Chirwa and Kydd 2005).  

However, with the failure and closing of both state-owned agencies, smallholder tea producer organiza-

tions turned to the estates. A small number of estates started to procure green leaf from smallholders at 

designated collection points at scheduled times. All estates offer the same base price, set seasonally 

by the Green Leaf Pricing Committee. Growers may, however, also receive a bonus depending on the 

prices the estate realizes when it sells the processed tea. In some cases, the estates also offer inputs 

on credit or provide extension services. Several smallholder tea grower associations have also received 

Fairtrade certification. Based on the quantity of tea sold by the smallholders under Fairtrade terms each 
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season, a payment is made to the association to support development of the smallholders’ communities 

(Pound 2013). 

In 2018, it was estimated that about 20,000 smallholders were members of tea grower associations (du 

Toit, Nankhuni and Kanyamuka 2018). The productivity of the smallholders has, however, been found 

to be substantially lower than that of the estates, primarily due to weaker agronomic management on 

smallholder plots, including low planting densities, low levels of fertilizer application, insufficient weed-

ing, and inconsistent leaf plucking regimes (Pound 2013). Estates hold about 89 percent of the nearly 

19,000 hectares of land under tea and produce some 93 percent of the crop (Cameron and Mkomba 

2014). A survey among tea outgrowers in Mulanje suggests that tea farmers allocate almost all their 

land, typically 0.8 hectares (2 acres), to tea production. As tea is a perennial crop whose bushes take 

around five years to mature and are costly to replant, growers cannot switch crops without writing off 

the asset that occupies nearly all their land (Ochieng 2020). This creates some risk of farmers being 

locked into an arrangement that is no longer beneficial. 

All three of Malawi’s sugarcane plantations similarly combine estate production with smallholder out-

growing. Starting in 1988, the Dwangwa plantation on the lakeshore was the focus of considerable gov-

ernment effort to foster smallholder outgrowers of sugarcane to supply the sugar refinery on the planta-

tion. That same year, around 500 hectares of estate land were allocated under tenancy contracts to 

200 smallholder farmers supported by the Smallholder Sugar Authority (SSA). This parastatal provided 

input loans and training and marketed the aggregated harvest. In 1999, the Dwangwa Cane Growers 

Trust took over all assets of the SSA, sub-leased part of the 500 hectares, and formed Dwangwa Cane 

Growers Limited. This private company manages daily operations associated with cane growing 

against fees retained from the sugarcane proceeds. In addition, sugarcane is sourced from dryland pro-

ducers who are organized in associations. The Trust and the associations oversee sales to Illovo. In 

2019, the irrigated outgrower area was just over 1,000 hectares with 325 outgrowers, while the dryland 

outgrower area was just under 3,000 hectares with 1,000 outgrowers (von Maltitz, et al. 2019). 

Herrmann and Grote (2015) find that participation in the outgrower schemes linked to the Dwangwa 

plantation is associated with higher incomes. The returns, however, differ by farming system. The irri-

gated outgrowers generally obtain much higher yields and net incomes per hectare than the dryland 

producers. Von Maltitz et al. (2019) emphasize, however, that the irrigated outgrowers must follow the 

direction of sugarcane production managers and do not have permanent use rights on the land they 

farm. In contrast, the dryland outgrowers, despite lower yields, have considerably more control over 

what crops they produce (whether sugarcane or another) and how they manage the production of their 

crops. They also obtain a much larger share of the revenues from their sugarcane production than do 

the outgrowers on irrigated land. Moreover, the land the dryland farmers operate will remain theirs even 

if they exit the outgrower scheme.  

At Nchalo in the Lower Shire Valley, efforts to supplement the sugar refinery’s cane supply with produc-

tion by neighboring households began around the time Illovo acquired the plantation in 1997. Roughly 

312 hectares, previously used to grow irrigated rice, were allocated to a trust that holds the land on be-

half of the smallholders. The land was rehabilitated to produce sugarcane under contract for Illovo. The 

trust in turn created Kasinthula Cane Growers Limited to manage the scheme. By 2013, the area was 

expanded to over 1,400 hectares (Gcanga 2014).  

The Phata Sugarcane Outgrowers Cooperative, with over 1,100 members, was developed in 2011 to 

similarly produce irrigated sugarcane for Illovo (Landesa 2019). However, while outgrower payments in 

the Dwangwa and Kasinthula outgrower schemes are based on individual plot production, the Phata 
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cooperative members consolidated their land so that it can be farmed as a single unit.9 The members 

receive dividends based on the proportion of the land under the scheme that they contributed (Landesa 

2019). The cooperative employs an agricultural management firm to oversee cane production. The 

same management firm was part of the establishment of Kasinthula and took over the management of 

this scheme again in 2019 when it was faced with near bankruptcy (Henriksson, Vincent and Naidoo 

2021). Similar to the smallholder tea outgrowers in Mulanje and Thyolo, both Nchalo sugarcane out-

grower schemes have received Fairtrade certification. 

Finally, the more recently established Salima Sugar Company also works with over 200 outgrowers to 

obtain additional supplies of sugarcane for its refinery. These farmers are organized under the Lingadzi 

Cooperative and operate around 500 hectares within the irrigation scheme. The change in ownership of 

the company in 2023, however, resulted in disruptions to operations that are not yet fully resolved 

(Singini 2026).  

Beyond tobacco, tea, and sugar production, there has been some estate-anchored outgrowing of mac-

adamia. In the early 1980s, estates diversifying into macadamia production provided smallholders with 

seedlings for use as boundary crops and would purchase and process the harvested nuts. Many small-

holders, however, abandoned the crop because of low payouts. While estates continue to process and 

market macadamia and act as offtakers for any smallholder-produced nuts, partnerships or outgrower 

schemes for macadamia production appear rare (Zuza, et al. 2021). Tropha Estates Limited, a large 

macadamia producer in the Northern region, instead operates an outgrower scheme for chili and pap-

rika, while producing macadamia on its own land. 

The cases of tea and sugarcane suggest that estate-anchored outgrowing in Malawi can be viable and 

sustainable where there is a technical reason to partner. In both cases, the estates operate processing 

facilities and contract smallholders to supplement the supply of raw materials to them. Both crops re-

quire rapid and specialized processing using capital-intensive equipment to realize their economic 

value (Benson, Cockx and De Weerdt 2025). Yet, this alone is no guarantee of success. Both cases 

also show the importance of effective intermediaries, such as a grower association or cooperative, that 

are able to obtain financing, contract management services, or engage with international product certifi-

cation agencies. Intermediaries can also increase farmers’ bargaining power, which is an important 

consideration in the context of significant power differentials between smallholder producers and com-

mercial agrifood enterprises. At the same time, the reach of these schemes has been very narrow as 

they are confined to the immediate vicinity of the estates or plantations. 

Most of these schemes linking smallholders with estates arose, at least in part, because of heavy gov-

ernment involvement. Smallholder tea and sugarcane production was initially organized by government 

and parastatals. In the case of sugarcane, the partnership to supply the estates’ refineries was there 

from the outset. In the case of tea, the government tried to substitute for the estates, but when this 

failed, estates took over the relationship, inheriting a large body of growers who had already committed 

their land to a perennial crop and had nowhere else to sell. The visiting tenant system in tobacco pro-

duction is the exception. It arose from the commercial interest of the estates themselves. 

 
9 Payment at Kasinthula was not always plot-based. The scheme ran at a loss until 2009. To manage this situation, the trust borrowed in order 
to pay every farmer an equal monthly sum, an “advance dividend,” which the farmers themselves repaid with interest from their sugarcane 
sales. A plot-based payment arrangement was established in 2013 despite the initial reluctance of the farmers to accept the change (Gcanga 
2014). 
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ASSESSMENTS OF THE ECONOMIC EFFECTS OF 
ESTATES ON NEIGHBORING SMALLHOLDERS  

The arrangements described in the previous section rest on partnerships between estates and small-

holders. However, even in the absence of such direct links, the presence of estates may affect neigh-

boring smallholders. Several studies consider the economic interplay between estate agriculture and 

the smallholder sector in Malawi and assess the beneficial and harmful effects of estates on the eco-

nomic wellbeing of smallholders living in nearby communities. Here, we provide a brief review of this 

literature and the findings. Particularly for the empirical assessments, the studies proved challenging to 

carry out, and caveats were associated with most of the results obtained. 

Conceptually, several positive and negative effects of estates on the welfare of neighboring smallhold-

ers have been proposed. Among the benefits smallholders might obtain are:  

 Spillover of knowledge and improved technologies. The estates can provide a channel for the 

introduction of cash crops and modern farming techniques to smallholder farmers. 

 Development of infrastructure near estates that would also be of economic benefit to smallholders. 

The increased access to capital or greater political influence of estates could result in improved 

public infrastructure and services in areas where estates are located. 

 Increased income-earning opportunities for workers from smallholder farming households, whether 

through monthly wage labor, occasional daily wage labor, or engaging as sharecropping tenants on 

estate land. However, it was also recognized that such employment may involve a tradeoff between 

earning income off-farm and engaging in subsistence production, with indeterminate effects on 

household welfare. 

 Demand by estate owners and workers for food crops and other products and services offered for 

sale by neighboring smallholders. This could include the estates being a source of demand for cash 

crops that the smallholders could produce but which they, but not the estates, find difficult to 

market. 

The principal adverse effect of estates on the welfare of neighboring smallholders that these studies 

considered was that the loss of land to the estates may reduce the amount of farmland available for 

smallholder production or restrict access to important common property resources for local communi-

ties. 

In the 1990s, there were two relatively large-scale research programs focused on estates—the Social 

Analysis of Policy Change in East Africa Project implemented an estate survey in 1990 (Mkandawire, 

Jaffee and Bertoli 1990) and the Estate Land Utilisation Study (ELUS) conducted a series of studies in 

1996 and 1997 (ELUS 1997). Both examined, if somewhat secondarily, the impact of tobacco estate 

creation on neighboring households.  

The 1990 estate survey, conducted in five districts, found little evidence of smallholders having been 

dispossessed of land in the creation of new estates. Most of the estates in their sample were created in 

the 1980s through the conversion of customary land already under cultivation into leaseholds by 

individual smallholders or groups of smallholders—typically, extended families. The survey also found 

that on the smallest estates, family members of the leaseholder made up a significant share of the 

workforce. However, as would be expected, larger estates relied more on wage workers and tenants. 
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Consequently, in areas where small estates dominate, the opportunities for workers from neighboring 

households to obtain employment were more limited. 

The ELUS survey program conducted a dedicated qualitative assessment on the impact of estates on 

neighboring households in two communities in Kasungu district where many estates had recently been 

established (J. Bosworth 1997). Although not a representative study, several insights were obtained. 

No one was found to have been pushed off their land to create estates in the two communities, as the 

estates were created from uncultivated bushland or from customary land farmed by the estate owners. 

However, the reduction in the local availability of land had modified the livelihood and coping strategies 

that households in the communities could use. Households were increasingly supplementing their food 

supply and income either by working on estates or by renting land, since locally there was no longer 

any uncultivated arable land that could be brought into production. 

Relatively high levels of employment of workers from surrounding villages were found on the estates. 

All three main types of employment were found—tenants, monthly employees, and daily casual (ganyu) 

workers. Those who worked as seasonal tenants on the estates tended to be poorer villagers unable to 

obtain inputs for their own crops. There was also some reverse hiring with estate workers being em-

ployed by neighboring villagers in the off-season for building, maintenance, land preparation, and other 

short-term tasks. 

Relatively significant two-way trade was found between villagers and estate residents in livestock and 

animal products, sleeping mats and other handicrafts, field crops and vegetables, and agricultural in-

puts. The estates were also important to smallholders in the villages as intermediate buyers of burley 

tobacco produced by burley club members that was above their quota or by illegal burley producers. 

The estates increased the local availability of transport for farm produce, since most estate owners 

owned vehicles that smallholders could hire. These various economic exchanges were viewed as posi-

tive developments in that they expanded the incomes or consumption of those involved. 

Overall, local estate development was found in these two study communities to have successfully in-

creased local employment opportunities and stimulated market-based economic activity. Land pres-

sures were rising, and some economic differentiation was emerging in consequence. However, tradi-

tional local social institutions appeared to be adequately preventing any overt conflict from emerging—

this, despite a slight majority of the estates being owned by outsiders and not by individuals with tradi-

tional ties to the two communities. 

Since the ELUS survey program was completed in the mid-1990s, insofar as we are aware, there have 

been no in-depth studies of larger-scale commercial agricultural farming enterprises in Malawi that 

developed reasonably comprehensive data sets on their organization, operations, and economic 

interactions with neighboring smallholders. However, three articles assess the impacts of nearby es-

tates on dimensions of smallholder welfare or their agricultural production based on secondary data.  

These analyses suffer from data challenges. There is very little information on the economic perfor-

mance of estates in Malawi. The only dataset produced by the National Statistical Office (NSO) of the 

government of Malawi over the last two decades that contains reasonably comprehensive information 

on the agricultural production of tobacco estates is the 2006/07 National Census of Agriculture and 
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Livestock (NACAL).10 This also contains similar information obtained from smallholder farming house-

holds, and so has been used, if not extensively, in analysis comparing estates and smallholders.11  

In addition, identifying estates is challenging, particularly for tobacco. There generally are no sharp dis-

tinctions in the operations and, consequently, in the physical characteristics of tobacco estates and 

smallholder tobacco plots. For most agricultural landscapes, the observer is unlikely to be able to tell 

whether any plot of tobacco is being produced by an estate or a smallholder. Consequently, analyses 

that rely on spatial datasets, whether developed through crowdsourcing, like OpenStreetMap, or satel-

lite imagery interpretation, will not accurately identify tobacco estates in Malawi. These spatial datasets 

can be useful for analyses focused on tea and sugarcane estates, since those plantations are apparent 

on the landscape and, consequently, in spatial datasets. The digital land records of the Ministry of 

Lands, although problematic in terms of quality, will generally be needed for any empirical assessment 

that requires data on the location of tobacco estates. 

Deininger and Xia (2017) used the 2006/07 NACAL dataset to compare the yields on estates to those 

of smallholders, finding that smallholder yields were significantly higher, except for cassava, despite es-

tates applying more inputs to their crops. The authors also consider whether estates may provide bene-

fits to neighboring smallholders by improving their knowledge of improved production techniques, 

providing easier access to factor and output markets, offering employment on the estates, or other fac-

tors. More specifically, the study examines how smallholders’ input use, output, and profit varied with 

residence on or proximity to estates. The results suggest that proximity is associated with higher levels 

of output, but this is largely the result of a larger cultivated area rather than improved productivity. Per 

hectare profits are higher only for those close to estates whose lease has not expired. The authors con-

clude that no spillover benefits in terms of either technology or market access seem to have material-

ized from the proximity of smallholders to estates.  

Edobor (2022) used information on the share of a community’s agricultural land under estate leasehold 

from the IHS community questionnaire with household-level panel data from the IHS on the own use 

and hiring in and out of labor by smallholder households to assess whether there is competition for la-

bor between estates and households. The only statistically significant finding with regard to the role of 

estates in smallholder use of labor was that smallholders in communities with more than three-quarters 

of the community’s land allocated to estates have a 6 percent lower probability of hiring-in ganyu labor 

than households in communities with a lower share of land area allocated to estates. At the same time, 

these smallholder households increase their use of their own household labor. The study also exam-

ined several other possible mechanisms for estates to influence labor use by smallholder households, 

but found no significant effects on those other labor use patterns associated with the level of domi-

nance of estates in local land use.  

The most recent analysis is that of Joseph, van Dijk, and Krisztin (2023), which used the distance of 

smallholder households from the nearest estate to assess whether there were any economic spillovers 

from estates that affect smallholders’ incomes, crop yields, and crop diversity. Household data were 

obtained from the 2016/17 IHS. The OpenStreetMap spatial database for Malawi was used to identify 

estates. As the IHS has location information (censored), a variable approximating the distance from 

 
10 The National Statistical Office (NSO), with the International Labour Organization (ILO), recently conducted a representative survey that 
examined the use of visiting tenants as laborers in Malawi’s tobacco industry (ILO 2024). While no data was collected on the organization and 
economics of agricultural production for the tenants surveyed or for the farms on which they worked, future NSO surveys could do so.  

11 A second National Census of Agriculture was administered by NSO in 2025, covering both smallholder farming households and estates. 
While the results of the survey among smallholders have been made public (NSO 2026), the information obtained through the survey of 
estates has not yet been made available. 
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each farming household in the IHS to the nearest estate could be computed. However, as noted, the 

OpenStreetMap database adequately identifies tea and sugar estates, but not tobacco estates. 

Moreover, the authors used only those estates in their database that were over 50 hectares in size, so 

their total estate dataset consisted of only 59 records, of which only five produced tobacco. 

Consequently, their results are primarily applicable in considering spatial spillovers from large-scale 

plantations in Malawi, and not spillovers from the much more common and generally smaller estates 

planted to tobacco. 

Nonetheless, several effects of proximity to estates on smallholder incomes and agricultural production 

were seen in the analysis, some of which were specific to particular distance thresholds. Households 

that reside within 5 km of estates have significantly higher incomes, likely reflecting access to additional 

income-earning opportunities in the form of wage employment in tea and sugar plantations or provision 

of goods or services for the estate or its workers. However, those same households are also subject to 

greater land pressure, with significantly smaller areas of land under cultivation than households located 

farther from estates. Households close to estates generally obtain higher groundnut and pigeonpea 

yields and produce a more diverse mix of crops. However, no relationship was found between maize 

yields and proximity to estates. 

The empirical analyses done to date on the effects of estates on smallholder production and welfare 

offer quite limited insights. This reflects both the data challenges involved and some analytical specifi-

cation issues. Additional evidence would be useful to guide the provision of infrastructure investments, 

including for irrigation, processing, and transport, to benefit both estates and smallholders. Future stud-

ies could also inform how estates might better promote the diffusion of new knowledge and agricultural 

technologies to smallholders or improve their access to agricultural financing and input and output mar-

kets. However, the studies now available overall show that, while there appear to be few negative spill-

overs from the establishment of estates near smallholders, the measured benefits are also limited.  

DISCUSSION 

The first estates were established by European settlers in the 1880s in the Shire Highlands, which re-

mained the center of estate agriculture in the early colonial period. However, much of the land of the 

large estates there remained underutilized due to the challenges in mobilizing labor. Using the visiting 

tenant system, the relatively smaller tobacco estates established in the Central region from 1922 on-

wards were considerably more successful, and the center of estate agriculture shifted. Tobacco soon 

came to dominate estate production and exports. The number of estates, however, fluctuated and re-

mained low during this period.  

This changed after independence when the Banda government started supporting Malawian-owned es-

tates, financing them through ADMARC surpluses and directed bank credit, first for the political elite 

and from 1973 for a wider circle of officials and professionals. The overwhelming majority of leasehold 

estates were, however, created in the 1980s when quotas to sell burley tobacco were reserved for reg-

istered estates of at least twelve hectares. With the removal of restrictions on tobacco sales, the boom 

in estate creation ended in the mid-1990s. Running alongside these different phases of estate develop-

ment, and largely independent of them, is the separate history of the tea estates established in Mulanje 

and Thyolo before 1910 and the sugar plantations developed at Nchalo from 1965 and Dwangwa from 

1976. 
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Records on leases held at the Ministry of Lands that were digitized in 2016 suggest that at least 71 per-

cent of agricultural estates had expired leases, with the leases for a further 22 percent being of uncer-

tain validity. Some of the older and largest estates, however, appear to retain valid leaseholds in 2026, 

with roughly 284,000 hectares under leasehold nationally that is largely concentrated in a few hundred 

holdings. In the Central region, where the 1980s boom was concentrated, 94 percent of dated leases 

had expired by 2016. Leaseholders appear to have had little reason to maintain their leases once the 

marketing privileges that leasehold conveyed were removed. Questions remain about the legal status 

of lapsed leaseholds. It is unclear whether this land can be reallocated to new leaseholders, remains 

under the de facto control of former leaseholders, or reverts to customary tenure. This ambiguity, com-

bined with longstanding concerns about idle estate land, is highly problematic in the context of severe 

and increasing agricultural land pressure across Malawi.  

Despite the historical importance of the agricultural estate sector to international trade and, conse-

quently, the economic performance of Malawi, the performance of estates has been mixed at best. 

When they thrived, it was rarely because they were more productive or efficient than smallholders, but 

rather because the government instituted regulations or took other actions that hamstrung the produc-

tive potential of smallholders in some way.  

Estates in Malawi since their advent have, however, partnered with smallholders in various ways. Some 

of these arrangements have endured. The visiting tenant system in effect evolved into an outgrower 

scheme, with estates providing inputs on credit to smallholder tobacco producers, supervising produc-

tion, and handling the sale of the harvested tobacco. While the Integrated Production System that now 

organizes most of Malawi’s tobacco production has the same form, the actors have changed, with both 

estates and smallholders producing tobacco under contract for a handful of major international tobacco 

buyers in Malawi. Tea estates and sugar plantations have also worked with outgrowers. Yet, while the 

visiting tenant system for tobacco production developed out of the commercial interests of the estates, 

the outgrower schemes for tea and sugarcane arose, at least in part, because of heavy government in-

volvement. The arrangements, however, endured because of the nature of the crop at the center. Tea 

and sugarcane must be processed rapidly using capital-intensive specialized equipment to realize their 

economic value. 

Beyond these partnerships, the evidence that estates affect the smallholders around them, whether 

positively or negatively, is thin. While conceptually, the presence of estates could foster the spread of 

knowledge and technologies, generate employment, and improve access to input and output markets, 

historically many of the Malawian estates have been too undercapitalized, poorly managed, and unprof-

itable to provide neighboring smallholders with economic benefits. Other than differences in tenure sta-

tus and scale, there have often been few meaningful distinctions in how estates and smallholders oper-

ate. Both types of farms grapple with much of the same productivity and profitability challenges, and 

there is little evidence to suggest that estates in Malawi are able to manage those challenges any better 

than smallholders. 

As such, this study suggests that caution is warranted in giving any prominent place to large-scale 

farming to promote broad agricultural development in Malawi. The historical record clearly shows that 

large farms are not inherently more productive or efficient than smallholders. The recurring difficulties in 

mobilizing labor illustrate that smallholder production can be more efficient. Where large farms do suc-

ceed, it should also not be assumed that the benefits will extend to the smallholders around them. Part-

nerships between large farms and smallholders will be mutually beneficial and commercially successful 

only in specific contexts and for specific products (Benson, Cockx, and De Weerdt 2025). Most large 
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farms have no commercial reason to function as an anchor enterprise, and schemes established with-

out such an underlying rationale in place are unlikely to be sustained. A growing literature on the spillo-

vers between large and small farms suggests that while there is some evidence that the presence of 

larger-scale farms can indirectly affect smallholder operations and technology adoption and input use in 

particular, the benefits are often modest (Ali, Deininger and Harris 2019, Deininger and Xia 2016, Lay, 

Nolte and Sipangule 2021, Liverpool-Tasie, et al. 2023). The development potential of large farms 

should therefore not be overestimated. 

None of this argues against large farms in Malawi. Especially for crops suited for mechanized farming 

and those requiring irrigation, large-scale production may be more efficient. Estates and other large-

scale agrifood enterprises are also certainly better positioned than smallholders to engage in crop pro-

cessing and to access higher-value markets. Where this is the case and large farms are more produc-

tive and profitable, it should not be assumed that they require government support. As resources are 

scarce, the question is not only whether larger-scale farming can contribute to the development of com-

mercial agriculture in Malawi, but whether its contribution is large enough to justify diverting public re-

sources away from smallholder-oriented and other programs for agrifood system development. 
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