
LEARNING FROM INNOVATION:

A Case Study of the
Integrated Farming for Cooperative 
Agribusiness Programme (IFCAP)

What is the IFCAP concept?
The IFCAP (Integrated Farming for Cooperative Agribusiness 
Programme) project is using an innovative approach to improve
livelihoods through sugar production. The sugar sector is 
traditionally run largely by estates with some outgrower
schemes, but working with the Phata Cooperative, IFCAP
blends large scale efficiencies with smallholder farmer 
ownership. 

The model is taking away the reliance on a single crop to 
‘solve all problems’ and instead looks to focus smallholders on 
diversification through an integrated farming system that
meets their nutrition, energy and income needs as well as those
of the surrounding community. This helps overcome issues with
poor provision of goods such as wood fuel and unpredictable
market prices for staple foods.  It is not a standalone model,
but part of the overall Phata business.

Significant potential for African farmers
This case study has been produced to provide details on the
IFCAP project for interested parties and to document lessons
learned in the implementation of this integrated farming 
programme. It is hoped that the innovation and impact 
demonstrated here has substantial cross-cutting potential 
for other industries in Africa as well as providing valuable 
lesson learning for the future.

NUMBER

£393,000

£2,543,000

380

43%

25,000

1,200

10 ponds, 1.2ha site

39 tonnes

17.5 tonnes

Construction &
planting complete.
Over 350 training
days provided.

MEASURE

IFCAP project investment
(Scottish Government)

Potential revenue from
IFCAP 2015 – 2025

Number of Cooperative 
member households

Percentage female-
headed households

Indigenous trees 
planted in woodlot

Improved-variety fruit 
trees planted in orchard

Fish ponds constructed

Maize harvested (2015)

Beans harvested (2015)

Demonstration centre, 
tree nursery & vegetable 
garden

Sugarcane 
smallholder

farmers receive 
good incomes but 
their families are 
still nutritionally
insecure, how can 

we change 
this?

IFCAP AT A GLANCE
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Where is IFCAP and what is 
being done?
The overall objective of IFCAP, based in the Lower Shire area 
of Southern Malawi, is to sustainably develop and enhance the
livelihoods of  smallholder farmers in the Phata cooperative,
their households and the surrounding community. This has
been, and continues to be, achieved through agricultural 
diversification and the implementation of an integrated 
farming project using an existing sugarcane crop and 
associated infrastructure as the basis for development. 

Over a 3-year period from April 2013 to March 2016, IFCAP is
working with the Cooperative in diversification to include 
irrigated food crops, rice, aquaculture, a woodlot and an 
orchard as well as a sustainable farming demonstration 
centre to provide training programmes.

The project was designed for locations where a balance 
between cash crops, food security and protein supply is crucial
and often fragile.  It is essential that the project is commercially
viable, but also that it meets the needs of the local community
and improves their livelihoods as a key priority.  

Nutrition in Malawi
Droughts, floods, inflation and lack of 
diversified farming have exposed a large 
part of the population to food insecurity.

Nearly half of all children suffer from chronic
undernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies,
including iron and vitamin A.

The Phata members now have good food 
security for most of the year; 90% are food
secure for at least 6 months and 60% secure
for 9 months.

A stable income is as important as staple crop
production in obtaining food - which is why
the balance is so 
crucial to IFCAP.

The map above shows the Phata area including large circles of irrigated sugar (Fairtrade certified) for supply to a commercial
buyer, and then a diverse range of IFCAP business activity in-between including the aquaculture (fish farming) ponds, 
woodlots, orchard and crop production.

We had lots 
of problems 

before the project
but now we are able
to fend for ourselves
as we have a safe 

income and a 
secure source 

of food

Sustainable 
Farming 
Demonstration 
Centre

Rice

Orchard

Woodlot

Maize

EU Funded 
Maize

Sugar Pivots
1-5

Aquaculture
Ponds 1-10

Phata Office 
& Workshop
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Meeting local needs and creating 
a replicable model
The area around Phata has a dense population and is heavily
impacted by climate change. A community-based needs analysis
identified that despite increased income from sugarcane sales,
nutrition insecurity remained critical due to poor agricultural
practice and lack of crop diversity.

The IFCAP project was designed as a replicable integrated 
system with complimentary activities taking place to diversify
income sources, improve soil health and environmental 
conditions, develop climate resilience and improve food 
security and protein intake for the local communities. 
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      FISH PONDS
Ten fish ponds have been 
installed on a 1.2ha site at 
Phata using existing bulk 
water infrastructure. Fish 
production is used to boost 
nutrition and income security. 
An on-farm breeding and 
feed-production system is 
planned in future. Ducks 
will be introduced in 2016 
as well.

      CREDIT LOANS 
      FOR HOUSEHOLDS
The Cooperative has set up 
a revolving fund for members, 
allowing them access to short 
term credit to assist with 
establishing other income 
generating activities.

IRRIGATED STAPLE 
AND MARKET CROPS
24ha of irrigated crops are under 
production to support Phata 
income and nutrition security. 
Rice, legumes, vegetables and 
maize are all rotated, with plans 
      for expansion in 2016.

FRUIT ORCHARD
An orchard of 1,200 
improved-variety mango 
and orange trees, a 25,000 
indigenous-tree woodlot 
and a honey production 
system have been set up 
by IFCAP, introducting 
an innovative bee 
hive system.

COMMERCIAL SUGAR PRODUCTION
Phata sugar is Fairtrade certified and the Cooperative 
are actively pursuing Fairtrade markets in order to 
maximise the potential benefit from available premiums.

DEMONSTRATION 
CENTRE
IFCAP has developed a 
demonstration centre 
for improved agriculture 
practices including a tree 
nursery, compost making 
and a large vegetable 
garden.
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Phata and IFCAP activities

Funding
In 2012 a £1.8m EU grant enabled
Phata and Agricane to develop 
300 ha of sugarcane under centre
pivot irrigation and 10ha of irrigated
food crops. Additional funding
(£300,000) was secured from 
AgDevCo through a capital loan.

£393,000 Scottish Government IFCAP 
funding in 2013 built  on existing
Phata infrastructure and launched 
several livelihood and nutrition
security activities.



Ownership and management
is key to success

Ownership
Phata Sugarcane Outgrowers Cooperative (Phata) is a 
smallholder farmer-owned organisation, formed in 2011 in
partnership with Agricane as the technical and management
partner. The Cooperative sugar is sold through Illovo Sugar
Company and became Fairtrade Certified in 2014.

The Cooperative has 378 household members whose 
shareholding is determined proportionally to their original
landholding in the development area. The cooperative has 
developed a constitution and is governed by a Board made up
of farmer representatives and independent directors. 

Management
The Phata Cooperative chose to employ a highly experienced
management and agronomy company as managers of sugar
and IFCAP activities on their behalf. 

A central management team oversee activities and answer to 
a Board of Directors, which includes 5 cooperative members.
Cooperative members take part in farm activities and are 
well informed regarding operational aspects of the farm.

A phased approach to management handover is used to ensure
new elements are transferred to the Cooperative each year to
build local capacity.

● Strong existing organisational structure – The Phata
Cooperative was already in place and successfully
functioning prior to IFCAP commencing

● Membership is based on transparency and has a 
continuity plan – Shareholding was determined 
according to original landholding and agreed with 
the local chief. Shares can be sold but are passed to
pre-identified family members. Ownership of shares 
is strictly regulated and there is a maximum 
shareholding equivalent to 4ha of land.

● The Phata Cooperative was the main driver for the
concept of the project – It is crucial that members 
feel ownership of the project so that commitment 
to resulting activities is secured.

● Externally employed management team – This is 
highly recommended as it helps  prevent corruption
and supplies the required skills and experience

● Partnership between manager and the Cooperative
Board – Strong management and decision making is
essential, but must be inclusive of the Board to ensure
the Cooperative is engaged and empowered.

● The Cooperative set a dividend 
policy which pays out 60% of 
profits to the shareholders and 
retains 40% to cover operational 
expenses for the next season as 
well as expedite repayment of the
capital loan. As a result after just
two seasons of production Phata
has become cash positive and, apart
from the capital development loan,
has no debt. This is largely due to
strong leadership ensuring sound
fiscal discipline and governance. 

● Income per shareholder has also 
increased and is considerably higher
than the income realised previously.
Although income is largely 
attributable to sugar as a cash 
crop, the IFCAP inputs have played 
a key role in diversification and
food production.
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We, 
the executive 

committee, and 
the employed farm 
manager work hand
in hand to make all

key decisions 
regarding planning

and operation 
of the farm

Weston Yohane 
Chairman of the Executive Committee



Sustainable Farming Demonstration
Centre – Maximising Impact

The aim of IFCAP is to build the success of the Phata 
Cooperative through diversification and improved sustainability
using responsible farming methods. As the farm is owned by
the Cooperative, the  long-term success is dependent on 
growing the capacity of its members. 

These needs have been addressed through development of 
a demonstration centre for improved agriculture practices 
including a tree nursery and a large vegetable garden.

Training has been made available to all member households,
with over 350 attendees receiving training on woodlot and 
orchard management; aquaculture, maize and sugarcane 
production and crop sowing.  These training sessions are 
provided by IFCAP on top of the extensive business and 
health awareness training provided through the Cooperative /
Agricane management.

Over 50% of participants attending training sessions 
were female.

● Increased environmental awareness;
the worth of which cannot be 
understated in a country racked 
by deforestation and pollution

● Strengthened long-term viability
through improved skill base, 
motivation and participation 

● Increased resilience within wider 
community through local 
knowledge transfer of improved
agriculture techniques

● One-off classroom trainings 
don’t work – Training must be a
long term, regular activity based 
on the needs of participants and 
orientated around modules that 
are practical and context specific.  

● Training must be demand driven
and based on self motivated 
attendance, not incentivised by 
refreshments or forced as part of
cooperative membership. 

Vegetable Gardens
The vegetable gardens have been expanded within the 
boundaries of the office complex, the nursery and the fish
ponds. Crops harvested to-date include broccoli, cauliflower,
egg plant, spinach, carrots and peppers.  All are sold via the
main office to Cooperative members with great success and 
to a very high quality. 

What do you really mean by 
‘sustainability’?
A ‘sustainable livelihood’ for a farmer is not simply about
where income is generated, it is also one in which risks that
threaten that livelihood are controlled and mitigated as 
much as possible.  For example, in early 2015 severe flooding
affected the whole region, destroying crops and water supplies.
The Phata scheme had protected water supplies thanks to sugar
infrastructure, and diversified production through IFCAP meant
that farmers had access to maize, fish and other surviving crops;
the members’ vulnerability to shocks was therefore reduced.
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The IFCAP 
training has been

very helpful, 
it has helped 
to push us 
forward.

Annika
Phata Cooperative Member



Irrigated Crop Production 
– for Food and for Income

Irrigation is essential at Phata for crop development and 
diversification. IFCAP funded the installation of 14ha of
dragline overhead sprinklers, utilising the existing sugar 
bulk-water systems, with rotation of maize and legumes 
and further fields for rice and vegetable gardens.

Legumes (beans)
Beans are another staple crop 
for Malawians. They are climate-
resilient, nitrogen-fixing 
(improving soil conditions on 
rotation with other crops); and
provide an affordable source of
protein.  At Phata the beans are
being grown for high-value seed

production as a cash crop with excellent yields to-date.

“When we compare to other types of crop,
maize is only used for consumption, 
whereas beans are a good source of income”
Ethel, Phata Cooperative member

Maize
Maize production is crucial in
Malawi as a food crop. For Phata
members it is essential, as it is a
staple crop that suffers high price
fluctuations, even considering
their sugar income. It is a farmer’s
priority every year.

Phata-grown maize is distributed
within the cooperative. Following the floods in early 2015,
Phata farmers harvested 39 tonnes of maize to help with food
security at a difficult time.

“Growing maize helped us alleviate hunger.
It is very important to us as most 
families were able to have food when 
there was nowhere else to get it from” 
Roland, Vice-Chair of the Executive Committee

Rice
IFCAP is implementing flood-
irrigated rice to replace the 
traditional rain-fed production
systems. Rice is being grown as a
high-value cash crop to improve
income and economic resilience
for the Cooperative.  The aim is 
to produce two annual crops, 
rotated with one legume crop for

soil health. A buyer has been identified for rice sales regionally,
however there is also local demand.

● Unforeseen Challenges - Malawi
was hit by severe flooding in 
January 2015. It is important that
there are contingency funds and
plans in place to mitigate 
challenges such as this.

● The Food Vs Cash Balance – 
community sensitisation was re-
quired when the bean crop started
to deliver good incomes. It is 
important to keep both the bean
and maize crop in place to ensure
both cash and food can be delivered
every year despite market and 
climatic changes.

● Financial returns - Rice has high
land requirement but attains lower
financial returns than sugar. 
Sensitisation was needed to ensure
farmers understood the need for 
diversified income and agriculture
techniques.

● Land disputes - Rice production has
been slightly slower than planned
due to challenges organising the
land.  The planned rice production
area included land belonging to 
individuals who were not members
of the Phata Cooperative, this  
resulted in logistical issues that 
required significant discussion 
and transparency in order to be 
resolved.

● Although some maize was lost in
2015 floods, 39 tonnes was still 
harvested at an average yield of 
4 tonnes per ha. 

● Production of beans has also 
exceeded expectations and 
yielded 17.5 tonnes in 2015.

● Crop sales can create considerable
income over the long term for
Phata based on success to-date.
Beans alone have a projected 
income of around £150,000 
over 10 years.

6

KE
Y 

LE
SS

ON
S

 SU
CC

ES
S







Fish Ponds – Providing a vital protein
source for the community

There is a strong demand for fish in the
Phata area as a source of income, but
more importantly as a source of protein.
Fish provides up to 60% of dietary 
animal protein intake in Malawi, yet 
consumption has fallen considerably due
to low availability and high price. The
need for a reliable source of protein is
crucial, and is achievable through the
model being implemented at Phata. 

Phata has optimal environmental conditions for aquaculture
with regard to water temperatures and quality as well as 
direct market access from the farm gate. Cooperative 
members have first option to purchase fish, however this is 
limited to 1kg per household per harvest, remaining stocks 
are sold at commercial rates to surrounding communities and
wholesale buyers.

Constraints to growth of Malawian aquaculture:
The supply of seed (juvenile fish), and good quality feed, are primary
constraints to growth of the aquaculture industry throughout Africa. 

There are several commercial seed suppliers in Malawi, but it 
can be a challenge to get the right quantity, quality and species.
This has considerable impact on farm management, with early
breeding and stunting being standout issues. The IFCAP project
works closely with suppliers to help improve efficiency and 
consistency of orders, which has resulted in significant 
improvements to-date. Phata also aims to sell seed locally; 
therefore building capacity and knowledge outside of the farm
boundaries and strengthening the value chain further.

Commercial feed is generally too expensive for smaller fish
farms. The first batch of fish at Phata was fed on commercial
feed with limited fertilisation of the ponds. Although good
growth was observed, an alternative approach is required to 
reduce costs and ensure the ponds are commercially viable. 
As a result, Phata are now using fertilisation and supplementary
feeding with local ingredients such as rice-bran rather than 
commercial feed. Trials are also planned using feed produced 
on-site and ducks have been introduced in the pond area to 
enhance productivity and diversify the Cooperative further.
Phata members have indicated a desire to farm chickens in 
future, which could provide fertiliser input for the ponds.

● There are high external costs for
transport, feed and seed, this 
requires careful budgeting.

● Aquaculture success is often 
dependent on species available. 
In Malawi this is a key limiting 
factor as only indigenous species 
are permissible for farming, this 
constraint does not apply 
throughout Africa.

● Although demand is strong, 
organising sales and securing 
markets remains a challenge. 
Mitigated best so far by sales in 
advance of harvest to improve 
efficiency at harvest and 
commercial management.

● Theft is a widespread issue in 
aquaculture and is often indicative
of the relatively high value of fish.
Mesh fencing around ponds has
mitigated this at Phata, but can 
be expensive without fabrication 
facilities.

● 10 fish ponds have been installed
on a 1.2ha site using existing bulk
water supplies from the sugar cane 
irrigation system.  The ponds have
been highly successful to-date with
production of 1 tonne  in the first
harvests and fish growing from 5g
to an average of 150g in 8 months.

● The Phata fish ponds were 
professionally designed and 
engineered to the local context and
proved resilient to major floods in
2015, providing income and 
nutrition security to the Cooperative
and surrounding community.
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Orchard and Woodlot – Tree crops are 
critical to success in Malawi

Tree crops are not sufficiently recognised for their potential
commercial and social value. Malawi remains highly dependent
on wood fuel with extensive deforestation and is often unable
to commercialise the fruit sector due to unsuitable varieties for
high-value markets. 

IFCAP has planted an orchard with improved fruit varieties 
including 200 ‘Kent’ and 400 ‘Tommy Atkins’ mango; and 600
‘Sunshine’ orange trees. The first fruits should be available for
domestic consumption within the Cooperative as well as 
external sales in 2016 / 2017.

300 banana trees have been planted within the drainage area
of the fish ponds to provide further income and food for 
Cooperative members.

An extensive woodlot has also been created with over 25,000
seedlings planted.  The woodlot is managed by trained Phata
members and harvested wood used as both sustainable wood
fuel for the members and for construction material.

Integrated Pollination and Honey Production

Bee hives were introduced to the orchard in 2015 through an
innovative contractual relationship with a local company who
supply the hives, processing and safety equipment and offer a
guaranteed break-even buy-back of honey produced. The 
Cooperative has the option of keeping produce and selling it
locally, but having a buy-back option mitigates the risk of the
venture making a loss. Bees also play an important role in 
orchard development and pollination of the trees.

Innovation
All farmer members were also invited to provide two mango
seeds to the nursery, which were grafted with improved varieties
and returned for the farmers to grow in their own gardens.

“We are growing mangoes and oranges 
so that we can sell them as a source of 
additional income. We will also give some 
to our children to eat”

● Trees in the woodlot and orchard
are established and growing fast in
the fertile soils at Phata, with plans
already in place to increase this area
in future. Woodlots are of increasing
importance as Malawi struggles to
manage its wood consumption and
the commercialisation of sustainable
wood fuel is one of the country’s
most pressing concerns and nearby
tea estates are under critical pressure
to manage dwindling forest stocks.
The Phata supply provides a 
significant step forward in the 
region’s economic and 
environmental sustainability. 

● Theft from the woodlot and 
orchard would be a key problem 
if not managed appropriately. 
Internal accountability within the
Cooperative has played a crucial
role, however security personnel 
are established on the perimeter 
for monitoring as well.

● Time to maturity is a key element 
of woodlot and orchard 
management. Expectations 
of farmers need to be managed 
accordingly to allow 3 years 
before seeing a harvest and 
financial return.
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Christina, 
Phata Cooperative Member

Trees 
prevent soil 

erosion and stop
flooding, we can 

also use the trees
for timber when 

they are 
mature.



The Development Rationale
Why do this?  Why diversify production, and why focus on a cooperative
model rather than an estate one – which is surely more commercial, isn’t it?
Is this really going to help people out of poverty?  How is it going to be 
sustainable?  

A ‘theory of change’ spells out what the journey is, from starting point to
goal. This is useful in helping test whether a project will make sense by
demonstrating the causal links. 

For Phata, the aim is to overcome the constraints of farming low 
volumes on small plots with the associated risks and little market power. 
By producing sugar commercially, alongside a diverse range of food and
cash crops they can overcome precisely these constraints.  Increased income, 
improved farming and increased capacity in management, are helping 
deliver the goal: ‘A prosperous Phata Cooperative with diversified 
livelihoods in a sustainable sugar supply chain.’

The total return on IFCAP donor investment is estimated to be £2.5million,
from a £393,000 initial investment. (This valuation is based on current prices,
conservative volume projections, and will be subject to changes in prices and
the wider economy.) In many respects, this is a hybrid model of production
which combines the best of estate production, with the ownership of land
under the cooperative. It also maximises the opportunity for women to 
undertake a variety of roles in different value chains rather and reduce 
cash dependency – there is high value in woodlots, for example, that will 
be used by Phata households rather than be sold.  While this is not yet 
common, it is in keeping with the principle that proceeds from land can 
be utilised by the owner in an effective, ‘benefit-maximising’ manner.

A 

prosperous

Phata

Cooperative

community with

diversified

livelihoods in

a sustainable

sugar supply

chain.

Diverse, low volume, 
poorly irrigated 
smallholder plots.

No sugar sales and 
income to Phata 
smallholders, little 
product and income 
diversification.

Rain fed systems, 
no irrigation in 
place.

Informal traders 
giving limited 
market opportunity 
for farmers.

Little / no capacity 
in the Phata 
Cooperative.

Agricane 
management of 
sugar on the Phata 
cooperative land – 
pooled into one 
farming unit.

Planting of irrigated 
crops (fruit trees, 
wood lots, maize, 
rice); creation of 
fish ponds 
integrated into 
crop production 
systems.
 

Market 
development for 
products.

Supporting Phata 
on cooperative 
governance.

Sugar volumes 
through pooled 
farmland, irrigation 
and management.

Fish, fruit, 
vegetables, maize, 
rice, wood lots and 
other products 
emanating from 
the pooled farming 
model and irrigation 
systems.

Market 
opportunities from 
increased and 
diversified 
production.

A Phata cooperative 
that is sustainable 
– with management 
and payment 
functions for 
ongoing production.

Increased income 
from sales (price, 
volume) of sugar.

Diversified products 
to support farming 
initiatives additional 
to sugar prouction: 
supporting food 
security.

Improved soil 
health, markets, 
climate resilience.

Phata members 
with the means 
to manage their 
land productively 
and sustainably.

GOALSTARTING POINT ACTIVITIES OUTPUTS OUTCOMES

9



The Economic Rationale: 
Integrated Value Chains

IFCAP must be viewed as an interrelated model of diversified goods –
with the diversification ‘fitting together’ as complementary streams 
of activity, supporting sustainable livelihoods.

The sugar production supports some of the core management costs, 
and IFCAP supplements the sugar through supplying foods and wood
fuel that would otherwise be: 1) expensive to buy on the market; 
2) vulnerable to large price fluctuations (like maize after the recent floods);
or 3) unsustainably produced and becoming scarce, like wood fuel.

These value chains rely on interrelationships (such as land use, water,
labour, gender roles) but ultimately provide a diversified and maximised
income stream for cooperative members.

● A revolving fund was 
established at Phata to
hold income from 
products. It is from here
that dividends are paid
and loans are drawn. This
fund has been a particular
success of IFCAP and is
seen as a key benefit by
the farmers themselves.

Total Economic Activity 
generated through IFCAP 
In 2015, revenue from IFCAP activities will generate in the region of
£144,000 (including in-kind value of crops retained by the Cooperative
e.g. wood and maize). IFCAP activities are still at an early stage, but with
realistic growth expectations, can provide a return of £363,000p/a by
2025 and reflect a return on investment of nearly tenfold over 10 years. 

The core business of sugar is also essential for the commercial partner
(Illovo Sugar) because it adds volume to their primary commercial 
interest, and offers a demonstrable farmer-owned model which allows
them flexibility to grow without taking on more land ownership 
themselves.  Although the scale of the sugar revenue exceeds IFCAP 
activities by a considerable margin, it is important to highlight that not
only is IFCAP commercially viable as a stand-alone model, but that its 
importance exceeds financial returns as it is benefitting the community
through diversified income, capacity building and food security.

While much of the revenue of IFCAP will be spent on re-investing in the
Cooperative, this will include local employment and use of local 
businesses.  Therefore the true economic value will likely be even higher
because the income is recycled through the local economy (i.e. it has an
‘economic multiplier’).

BUYERSINPUT SUPPLY PRODUCTION LINES MARKET
PLATFORMS

IFCAP VALUE CHAINS
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Agricane commercial
management

Phata land – comprising: 

1) irrigated sugar 
 circles (under 
 irrigation pivot; 

2) gaps for diversified 
 and irrigated food 
 crops and fish ponds.

Value Chain: Fish

Value Chain: Food Crops

Value Chain: Orchards

Value Chain: Wood Lots

Value Chain: Honey

Commercial
sugar buyer

Local sugar
market

International
sugar market

Local Market

Local market / shop outlet / 
domestic consumption
Local consumption, possible 
market development

Local cooperative use

Local markets

SUGAR PRODUCTION
• Commercial sugar
 production under 
 management contract.
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NUMBER

£393,000

£144,000

£363,000

£2,543,000

MEASURE

Total IFCAP project 
investment

Total IFCAP predicted
revenue 2015

Total IFCAP projected
revenue 2025

Potential revenue
from IFCAP 
2015 – 2025

IFCAP AT A GLANCE

Note. Figures include in-kind value of 
crops retained rather than sold externally 
e.g. wood and maize.



● Employment of skilled external management but keeping
community at the core. Working with the community, building
relationships and ensuring engagement from concept to 
operation is essential. It was crucial for IFCAP that Agricane 
already had a professional management relationship with Phata. 

● Formation of a strong cooperative with careful planning
and transparency of land agreements. The Phata 
Cooperative was established in a unique way; pooling land to
gain efficiencies and unlock a range of farming options that go
beyond what would be possible by simply sharing equipment
or bulking product.

● Realising the full potential of smallholder sugarcane 
production. IFCAP would not have been possible without the
sugarcane infrastructure and income. Practically speaking this
enabled activities, but it also provided the commercial security
and freedom to diversify incomes and supply nutrition benefits. 

● Strength through partnership. IFCAP was implemented by
several partners, each bringing selective skills and experience.
Partnerships based on a history of trust and success has been a
particular benefit to IFCAP.

● Long-term planning and vision. IFCAP was designed around
the needs of the Phata community in line with the local District 
Development Plan. By rooting activities in line with the vision 
of the beneficiaries and the Government; participation, support 
and ownership have been secured.

● Short, medium and long-term benefits. Farmers have
quickly seen physical and financial improvements at Phata, but
continue to realise further benefits as outputs become apparent
as a result of the range of activities implemented through IFCAP.
The revolving fund has been particularly popular, with farmers
seeing financial returns and gaining access to finance, but also
having a say in future investment.

● Gender equality is key for IFCAP, where 43% of households
are female-lead and 57% of attendance at training has been
from female representatives keen to engage and learn.

Securing the future for
Phata
Its important to continually 
assess the business and 
operational model.

● Long-term sustainability
and impact. IFCAP placed
training and capacity building
at its core, however how much
of this has been absorbed and
will be actively utilised into the
future remains to be seen. This
capacity is critical if Phata is to
maintain its governance and
fiscal discipline and attain the 
standards necessary to sustain
yields and thus income and 
nutrition security. 

● Can expansion be achieved 
without negative impacts?
The implementation of Phase
Two and inclusion of new 
farmers will bring issues that
must be carefully mitigated
through planning, dialogue 
and transparency.

● Is this replicable? The Phata
model shows promise to radically
alter the conundrum between
commercial estate scale and
smallholder ownership.  Can it
find the correct model through
refining its operations?  If so,
which other crops can provide
the underlying commercial 
income, and why?

● What is the best long-term 
management model? The use
of Agricane as contracted 
managers has been highly 
successful, but the option 
remains for Phata to move to
self-management. Can this work?
What will the dynamics be and
can sufficient capacity be built?
These remain unanswered
questions, but we remain
hopeful for a positive future
built on successful foundations!
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Looking to the Future
Phata and Agricane have 
recently secured EU funding 
to increase sugarcane production 
by an additional 300ha.  The 
expansion plan, to include IFCAP 
activities, stands to benefit a 
considerable number of new 
household members.  Funding 
has also been awarded through 
IDH Sustainability to develop 
the aquaculture programme 
and build on the foundations 
set by IFCAP.
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The IFCAP project team included management and technical
input from Imani Development, Agricane, AgroBusiness 
Development and the Phata Cooperative – a key strength of
IFCAP has been, and will continue to be, the team approach.

Phata Sugarcane Outgrowers 
Cooperative (Phata) is a smallholder
farmer-owned organisation in the Lower
Shire region of Malawi.  It is a pioneer in 
developing an alternative cooperative 
farming model based on the pooling 
of smallholder landholdings.

Imani Development is an employee-
owned economic development consultancy
firm with primary offices in Malawi, 
South Africa and Scotland. Further details
available at www.imanidevelopment.com

Agricane is an Agricultural Engineering
and Development company that aims 
to provide a service that will make 
a sustainable difference in African 
Agriculture. Further details available 
at www.agricane.com 

Kate Mathias is an independent consultant with extensive experience 
of smallholder sugar production and the social challenges facing the 
industry throughout East and Southern Africa.  Kate had a key role in
design and implementation of the IFCAP project.

Contact
If you would like more 
information, please contact:
Phata Sugarcane Outgrowers 
Cooperative, PO Box 220, 
Chikwawa, Malawi.
Tel: +265 (0)111 645 688 

or
iain@imanidevelopment.com.  

Further information is available
on the Imani Development and 
Agricane websites.

Contributors
This case study was produced by
Georgina Saunders, Iain Gatward
and Andrew Parker of Imani 
Development; Luca Desideri 
of Agricane with additional 
photography by Megan McGrath.

The IFCAP project was supported through the Scottish Government International Development Fund / Malawi 
Development Programme.  Guided by the Government of Malawi, this fund is supporting a range of projects, which
are delivering on the four policy strands of the Co-operation Agreement: civic governance and society, sustainable
economic development, health and education.
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