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Note on currency conversion
Malawi's currency is the Malawi kwacha, abbreviated to K. Kwacha amounts are
usually not converted in this work because conversion rates fluctuate significantly.
Moreover, conversion to USDollars would not help in understanding how much
one can buy with the respective amount. The national poverty line is a better
reference point. Official data is K16,165 (2004) and K37,002 (2011) per person per
year (National Statistical Office 2012: 204). Using an average annual increase of
K2979.71 (the result of dividing the difference between the 2011 and 2004 figure
by seven years), approximate figures are as in Table 1. 1 Thanks to Gift Chiwona2
for providing this calculation.
Table 1: Malawi national poverty line figures 20042011.
Year

2004

2005

Poverty line K16,165 K19145

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

K22124

K25104

K28083

K31063

K34043

K37002

1 Another possible calculation would be based on inflation rates. Both calculations do not take
changes in the basic needs basket into account, but they are sufficient for the purposes of this
work.
2 Pseudonym.
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PART I: INTRODUCTION

1 Introduction
“NAIL BITING” titled Malawi Nation on Sunday's Economic Report on March
15th, 2009 – as if the subject was a major football event. “The waiting is finally
over and all roads lead to Lilongwe Auction Floors tomorrow for the start of this
year's tobacco selling season.” (Sabola [The Nation on Sunday] March 15, 2009)
Sports events, finales, penalty shootouts are exciting and suspenseful, as the
metaphor “nail biting” indicates; a crime thriller, by definition, should be; but
what exactly is “nail biting” about tobacco auctions and how could it affect a
whole country, as the first sentence of the story suggests (“all roads lead to...”)?
Malawians go as crazy about football as many other people worldwide do.
However, tobacco is a much more serious issue for them, as the tiny Southeast
African country currently derives 65% of its foreign exchange from the crop
(Tchale and Keyser 2010: 35). The issue of tobacco prices, which was the topic of
Sabola's article, is therefore a question of macroeconomic significance as well as
a question of survival for the 360,000 tobacco smallholder farmers and 300,000
tenants on tobacco estates. No wonder that during auction season, tobacco
dominates the news on the radios and in the papers – a top story, background
article or other news report published almost every day.
Only three weeks after the “Nail biting” story, the Daily Times had a story on its
front page titled “Tobacco growers in tears” (Khanje [The Daily Times] April 2,
2009). The high expectations of good tobacco prices at auction were followed by
an anticlimax. The selling season in 2009 was shaped by farmers' protests against
low prices (Kashoti [The Daily Times] March 18, 2009). In 2010 and 2011 the
situation got worse, with up to 70% of tobacco bales rejected by the leaf buyers in
2011 (TAMA 2011 a). Malawi's extreme dependency on tobacco combined with
fluctuating prices generates economic instability for the country as a whole
(World Bank 2010: 9; Lea and Hanmer 2009: 5097:17).
Looking at the global picture, the country is dependent on the goodwill of only
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two multinational tobacco leaf buying companies3 that control the world market
and buy almost 70% of Malawi's tobacco harvest, every year (Limbe Leaf 2012).
Moreover, it has been proven that tobacco industry colluded on prices at auctions
in Malawi (Stanbrook 2005; AntiCorruption Bureau 2005) and other countries,
e.g. in Spain and Italy (Universal Corporation 2006: 14).
Extensive research shows violations of tobacco workers' rights such as the lack of
basic necessities like sufficient food, safe drinking water, adequate housing and
payment (Otañez 2004; Otañez et al. 2006). 78,000 children work on Malawi's
tobacco estates (Otañez et al. 2006: 225), a situation that leads to a perpetuation of
the poverty cycle since these children don't receive a decent education. Tobacco
production is also associated with deforestation and soil degradation (Geist 1999;
Deutsches Krebsforschungszentrum 2009 a).
Nevertheless, the Malawian government keeps on supporting the tobacco sector
and farmers keep on growing the crop. My question for this work therefore is:
What are the practices, rhetorics and infrastructural conditions that sustain the
tobacco sector and reduce the likelihood that tobacco farmers as well as the
government of Malawi exit tobacco production?
The question is of high relevance to international tobacco control4 research. Every
year, tobacco causes almost six million deaths among its consumers and an
additional 600,000 deaths among nonsmokers due to exposition to secondhand
smoke, a third of whom are children (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 16). Eighty
percent of these deaths occur in low and middleincome countries (ibid.).
A lot of research has been done on tobacco prevention, control and cessation.
Contributions from a supplyside perspective that aim at furthering tobacco
control are rather underrepresented to date (von Eichborn and Norger 2012). This
vacuum allows for tobacco industry front groups like the International Tobacco
Growers' Association (ITGA) to feed media campaigns with misrepresented facts
and figures of tobacco control measures and to lobby against the implementation
3 Namely Alliance One International and Universal Corporation.
4 Tobacco control in the WHO sense of the notion.
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of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) (Assunta 2012).
Up to date, studies on alternatives to tobacco growing concentrate on crops and
other economic activities which could substitute tobacco (cf. von Eichborn and
Norger 2012; Kibwage 2006) rather than how change can be introduced or which
obstacles might be opposed to the transformation. My work focuses on the latter.
“Life as we know it is dependent on tobacco” said Joshua Varela, Commercial
Manager at National Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi (NASFAM) in
my interview with him in March 2009. Tobacco production is a takenforgranted
element in the lifeworld (Schütz and Luckmann 1980) of Malawians. In this
work, I use the concept of black boxes to approach these takenforgranted
elements. A black box is a
device or system that, for convenience, is described solely in terms of its
inputs and outputs. One need not understand anything about what goes on
inside such black boxes. One simply brackets them as instruments that
perform certain valuable functions (Winner 1993: 365).
To question it means
to question an enormous interlocking arrangement of assumptions,
equipments, writings, and so on — in effect, an entire tradition or form of
life (Gergen 1999: 58).
For the actors that use it, it is not important what goes on inside the box, “only the
input and output counts” (Stalder 1997). As regards Malawi's tobacco black box,
this means: one puts in tobacco and out comes cash (or foreign exchange, from the
government's perspective). What happens before the input (tobacco) is ready to be
fed into the market black box, and what happens inside the box is hidden
(illustration 1).
A black box contains a setting of actors, habits, expectations and material objects.
And “the more elements one can place in black boxes […] the broader the
construction one can raise” (Callon and Latour 1981: 285).

4

Illustration 1: Malawi's tobacco black box. Abstract model.
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Opening a black box is like opening a matryoshka doll. One opens it and finds
another doll and another and another. Only that the contents of the matryoshka
doll are sorted from big to small and you eventually reach the smallest doll in the
core. Opening a black box reveals many other black boxes of different size at once
and one never reaches the core. Sometimes one thinks one of the black boxes is of
a smaller size and when opened, one finds that it is much bigger than expected.
However, black boxes are never completely sealed, they are always “leaky,” as
Callon and Latour call it (1981: 286). Actors employ a range of practices to keep
the black boxes on which they are seated (ibid.) closed: There are simple elements
like walls and guards to protect a building and the actor that resides in it from
outsiders' views. And there are practices that are not so easily grasped such as
legitimation rhetorics that refer to history.
In this work, I open the tobacco black box and show what is inside. I provide an
inventory of the nonhuman elements and networks of actors that construct the
tobacco sector and shed light on rhetorics that are used to legitimate it.
The empirical basis of this thesis is derived from five months of anthropological
field work in 2008 and 2009 in Malawi during which I conducted interviews with
tobacco tenants, tobacco smallholders, representatives of nongovernmental
organizations, government officials and tobacco sector experts. The analysis
additionally draws upon newspaper articles as well as government, companies' and
civil society organizations' statements collected from 2008 till 2012. Chapter two
gives further information on the methodology used for data collection and
analysis.
I start unpacking the tobacco black box in part II of this work by describing the
historical and global context of the sector. Chapter three gives basic information
about Malawi. Chapter four describes how tobacco production and Malawi's
history are entangled and how a certain kind of narration of this history is used to
legitimate its present existence. Chapter four looks at the unique material
infrastructural advantage that tobacco has over other crops. This is a major reason
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why smallholders do not quit tobacco growing although fluctuating and low prices
pose a great risk to them. On the one hand, the existing infrastructure is a black
box that makes the government count on this force “while negotiating for another”
(Callon and Latour 1981: 285). On the other hand, it works like a “'critical mass'
which 'attracts'” (Czarniawska and Joerges 1996: 23): Actors are assembled
around the black box, institutions are built (black boxes inside the tobacco black
box), energies are concentrated to further its growth and to fix it from leaking.
These actors have their arena in part III. The part starts off with narration of the
individual experiences of tobacco farmers and tenants in chapter six. The next
chapter provides portrayals of important collective human actors in the field.
Whom do they represent and what are their aims? Chapter eight looks at the
political significance of tobacco production. The analysis in chapter nine shows
that the actors of the sector are linked to each other by either a piece of law, 5
through the translation of money into action or by personal overlaps in important
positions.
In writing about and analyzing Malawi's tobacco black box, I continuously point
out areas that are open for initiatives that may eventually lead away from the
tobacco monoculture. The conclusion part of this work therefore provides a
summary of the major findings of this research and an epilogue with the most
promising avenues out of the tobacco black box.
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2 Methodology
This research is based on two fieldwork travels to Malawi in 2008 and 2009 and
the collection of newspaper articles and other documents from 2008 to 2012.
Moreover, it is informed by my work for the project Unfairtobacco.org by the
Berlin Working Group on Environment and Development (Blue 21 e.V.) since
2004 (see below, section “reflections on engaged anthropology”).
The research trips took place from August to October 2008 and February to April
2009 which accounted to five months of fieldwork and language training. During
my first trip to Malawi, I mainly concentrated on learning the national language
Chichewa but I also used the stay to establish contacts, collect information from
media and to do a first exploration of the field. My first approach to the research
was to find out more about abusive working conditions on tobacco estates and the
question if it might be rightly called modern slavery (Otañez 2004: 210; Bales
2004), so I focused on establishing contacts to unionists and workers.
My second trip to Malawi in 2009 was shaped by two events: The tobacco auction
season as well as the official campaign period for presidential and parliamentary
elections began in March. In between both stays, my research approach changed
towards the apparent absence of diversification efforts in the country and I
subsequently concentrated on conducting interviews with tobacco sector experts,
farmers' representatives and smallholder farmers.

2.1 Interviews and other resources
It is impossible to analyze Malawi's tobacco sector without looking at the
dynamics of the world market and within Malawi. One cannot look at the actions
of smallholder farmers alone to explain the sustainability of the tobacco sector.
Therefore, I did a multisited ethnography: The research data derives from objects
produced worldwide (like annual reports of companies and media reports) and
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from interviews on tobacco fields as well as in the offices of government officials
and farmers' representatives. In summary:
•

I visited five tobacco estates in four districts (Mzimba, Kasungu, Dowa,
Lilongwe), collecting data on living and working conditions and doing
interviews with seventeen tobacco tenants and workers and two landlords.

•

I visited fifteen smallholders in two districts (Kasungu and Mchinji), also
doing interviews and collecting data on living and working conditions.

•

I participated in four meetings: a conference and a press conference, both
organized by the Centre for Social Concern, a workshop on child labor
organized by the Malawi Congress of Trade Unions (MCTU) and a
meeting of the tobacco tenants' union's executive committee (Lilongwe,
Blantyre, Salima).

•

I also conducted interviews with tobacco sector experts and political
decisionmakers, sometimes mixing the interviews with advocacy for basic
rights of tobacco tenants, the WHO's Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control (FCTC) and/or diversification away from tobacco, especially when
it came to international development agencies and civil society
organizations (mainly in their offices in Lilongwe).

•

I also got a guided tour inside tobacco auction floors in Lilongwe.

To accommodate the complexity of the research field, I used a multimethod
approach (Bryman 2002)6, i.e. I conducted interviews, collected newspaper
articles, participated in meetings and analyzed selfpresentations of major actors. I
compared the information that I got from different sources to eventually build a
mosaic that fits the reality best (and of course, I used the comparison to find
contradictions).
Most data was gathered from semistructured interviews with
•

tobacco tenants

•

farm authorities

6 Bryman calls this “methodological triangulation.”
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•

smallholder farmers

•

members of parliament and aspiring members of parliament

•

representatives of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) like the
National Smallholder Association of Malawi (NASFAM) and the
Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA)

•

representatives of development aid agencies (DFID, USAID, GTZ, EU,
IMF, World Bank)

•

tobacco sector experts like the general manager of TCC.

The interviews with representatives from organizations were usually very
elaborated and could take up to two hours (with interruptions). For the interviews
with tobacco tenants, farm authorities and smallholder farmers, I got the
assistance of interpreters. Sometimes, these translations were done by
representatives of the tenants' union TOTAWUM, which meant that the
communication had to be held simple and questions and answers about the work
of the union7 were biased. Due to my Chichewa language skills, I was able to
partly understand their translations of my questions and the responses of the
interview partners and could query for a more precise translation when necessary.
I transcribed all interviews, printed them, took notes and added codes and memos.
I allocated pseudonyms to all smallholders, tenants and minor officials. The
political importance of tobacco for Malawi together with the dictatorial
government of President Mutharika led to a critical situation in 2010, when a
German journalist whom I had assisted to prepare the travel, found his and the
names of others in a leaked government letter that indicated that his research is
unwanted (see chapter 8). After that incident, I became even more cautious with
keeping the identity of informants and assistants protected. That is why my local
assistant, whom I mention a few times in this work, opted to be pseudonymized,
too. If not indicated otherwise, officials of organizations and companies are

7 E.g. “Did the union already help you?” was answered with a enthusiastic “yes” but the query
“How?” brought to light that there was no incident the tenant could describe.
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referred to with their real name.
A large part of the research is based on newspaper articles (e.g. chapters 8 and 9).
Newspapers were an important resource to gather information about actors'
activities and aims, such as the donation of laboratory equipment from Japan
Tobacco to the Agricultural Research and Extension Trust (ARET). The
newspapers also reflected the campaign speeches of President Mutharika during
which he recurrently referred to tobacco issues (especially tobacco prices).
During my stays in Malawi, I read the newspapers on a daily basis. This task was
made easier because there were only two of them – The Nation and The Daily
Times. Back in Germany, I checked their websites regularly and used the services
of online resources such as the Nyasa Times and Zodiak Broadcasting Station to
stay in touch with the developments in the country or search for specific
information.8 I cut out and later took photos of articles that were relevant to my
research question. Back home, I printed the pictures and copied the articles on
DIN A4pages to add notes to them and sort them by subject. For the articles of
online papers, I used the free and open source reference management software
Zotero that helped me to save the articles in the browser itself and add keywords
and notes. Articles of printed papers were added to the database as soon as I used
them in my research report and the thesis.
Other sources of research data are documents provided by experts from the field
such as a list of tobacco grades and minimum prices as well as a list of auction
levies, both provided by Tobacco Control Commission. I additionally used data
from World Bank and International Monetary Fund studies. Internal tobacco
industry documents provided by the database of the University of California, San
Francisco (http://legacy.library.ucsf.edu), helped me to follow the links between
actors in the field, e.g. between cigarette manufacturers and International Tobacco
Growers' Association (ITGA).
8 I used keywords like the names of organizations or the words auction, tobacco, foreign
exchange, contract marketing, Integrated Production System, tenancy, tobacco tenants and
others.
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Selfrepresentation materials of the Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA), the
Tobacco Control Commission (TCC), cigarette manufacturers and others play an
important role in chapter 7 that provides portraits of the most important collective
human actors of the field.
Other data was gathered using the participant observation method during meetings
and conferences such as tobacco tenants' testimonies during a press conference of
the Centre for Social Concern (CFSC). I benefited from accompanying journalists
on a CFSC organized field trip to tobacco estates in Kasungu District. The
journalists were asking questions different to mine and rapidly gained trust of the
tenants.
For the analysis of the data, I used situational analysis, a grounded theory based
theoretical/methodological approach to research (Clarke 2005: 83ff). The
approach contains a set of tools of which I found the situational mapping the most
convenient. “To get the researcher moving into and then around in the data,”
(ibid.: 84) the messy maps are the best starting point. In these maps, one puts all
elements that are relevant to the research situation in a kind of brainstorming
activity on a paper. These elements are individuals, organizations, metaphors,
nonhuman elements and others. In a next step, one sorts these elements by types,
e.g. organizations are collective human actors, metaphors most likely belong to the
discourses category etc. This helps reducing the number of elements, and create
more abstract codes so that the next map is going to be less messy. In a next step,
one draws maps that show the relations between the elements. Situational analysis
is the inspiration for chapter 9, that heavily relies on drawings (maps) of networks
of actors.

2.2 Reflections on engaged anthropology
I conducted this research as an engaged anthropologist, as much a scholar as an
advocate. Besides my studies of anthropology and intercultural communications, I
have been working for the project Unfairtobacco.org of the Berlin Working Group
12
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on Environment and Development (Blue 21 e.V.) since 2004. 9 Unfairtobacco.org
campaigns for alternatives to tobacco growing. It fights against human rights
violations by tobacco industry. My work focuses on public relations and
international networking, i.e. I am contact person for journalists, assisting them
with background information, contacts in tobacco growing regions and the
preparation of travels; and I participate in tobacco control 10 related conferences,11
as well as the Framework Convention Alliance' (FCA) 12 task force on alternatives
to tobacco growing. As a member of the task force, I represented the FCA in the
third meeting of the WHO Working Group on Article 17 and 18 (alternatives to
tobacco growing) in February 2012 in Geneva.
During my research stays in Malawi, Unfairtobacco.org collaborated with two
local organizations Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union of Malawi
(TOTAWUM) and Centre for Social Concern (CFSC) for the delivery of a petition
for tobacco workers' rights to Malawi's Ministry of Justice. The petition was
designed by TOTAWUM and Unfairtobacco.org and the delivery was part of a
larger project CFSC organized in 2009 (see chapter 6.2).
During my fieldwork stays in Malawi, my advocacy work focused on the
cooperation with CFSC for their tobacco workers' rights project, though my
research approach had changed towards the apparent absence of diversification
efforts in the country. Whenever possible, I linked both issues in discussions and
meetings. My press statement for the delivery of the above mentioned petition as
well as the petition itself contained passages to encourage diversification. The
9 Unfairtobacco.org was founded during my volunteer year at the organization in 2004. Since
then, part of my work has been paid, but not to the extent of making me financially dependent
on it. Unfairtobacco.org did not play any role in the selection of the topic for this work or
preparation or revision of the manuscript.
10 Tobacco control in the WHO sense of the notion.
11 I have presented at the European Conference on Tobacco or Health in Basel in 2007, at the 14th
World Conference on Tobacco or Health (WCToH) in Mumbai and the 15th WCToH in
Singapore in 2012. Additionally, I have given about ten public presentations, including lectures
in schools since 2004.
12 The Framework Convention Alliance (FCA) a network of over 350 organizations from more
than 100 countries working on the implementation of the World Health Organization’s
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC).
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CFSC project had three key events: First, the Conference on Tobacco Tenancy
Labour System in Malawi from 16th to 17th March. Second, a trip to tobacco
estates with journalists, which I had the honor to accompany for one day in
Kasungu District, from 30th March to 1st April. Third, the delivery of the petition
for tobacco workers' rights to the Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Agriculture and
Ministry of Labour on 17th April.
Unlike George Marcus' “circumstantial activist” (Marcus 1995: 98) that is created
by the circumstances of multisited ethnography, I entered the field while already
advocating for the rights of the tobacco tenants I was going to work with during
my research. Being an advocate means a commitment to the people one is working
with that goes beyond that of a scholar. As a scholar, one may turn to another
interesting issue if access to the field is too difficult to achieve. As an advocate,
for example delivering an international petition, I could not pack my things when
Malawi's Ministry of Justice was refusing to receive it (see chapter 6.2).
A common criticism of activism or personal involvement in the research field is
that it distorts the outcomes. One never knows what would have happened or how
actors would have acted, if the researcher had not actively intervened. The
ethnographic method of participant observation was many times reflected in view
of this criticism. The positive science approach aims at as much as possible
reducing context effects. Michael Burawoy proposes an alternative model, the
reflexive science, which
embraces participation as intervention precisely because it distorts and
disturbs. A social order reveals itself in the way it responds to pressure. [...]
the activist who seeks to transform the world can learn much from its
obduracy (1998: 16f).
Participating in the project organized by CFSC and the activities around the
petition delivery provided me with insight about the political significance of the
crop and the government's attempts to silence issues like child labor and slavelike
working conditions.
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In his article about activist research, Davydd Greenwood opens three categories of
research approaches: Epistêmê equates to the most commonly used approach in
social science research: it is theorybased and “aims to remove as many concrete
empirical referents as possible” (Greenwood 2008: 326). Tékhnêbased research is
aimed at the development of ideal solutions for social problems, and is influenced
both by moral codes and theory. The researcher engages with local stakeholders
but not to the extent a phrónêsis informed researcher would do (Greenwood 2008:
326–7). Phrónêsis means the collaboration with local stakeholders. All
stakeholders are equal in the creation of knowledge, the researcher is one of many
in the group.
In these three categories, my research is at the border between tékhnê and
phrónêsis. I have engaged with local stakeholders as regards workers' rights and in
the role of the Unfairtobacco.org advocate, I have been one of them. On the other
side, I have not collaborated on an equal level with local stakeholders when it
comes to knowledge creation. Greenwood's model engages local stakeholders in
the research design, the group decides what to look at, how to look at it and which
solutions the research brought to light (Greenwood 2008: 327). My research
question aims at Malawi's eventual exiting of tobacco production and asks how the
tobacco sector is sustained. In my discussions with TOTAWUM and CFSC both
suggested that this was not a pressing issue.
The role of an ethnographeradvocate was a challenge for me, as it meant a
constant renegotiation of my professional persona (Marcus 1995: 98) as I entered
the different sites of my research. Both roles, ethnographer and advocate are
balanced and inextricably linked, though one or the other had more weight,
depending on the situation I was in. There were some interview situations where I
did not mention my role as an advocate for one reason or another. One of those
interviews was with Mr Henderson Chimoyo, acting general manager of Malawi's
Tobacco Control Commission (TCC). When making the appointment, I just said
that I am “a student of anthropology doing research on the tobacco sector in
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Malawi.” I did not mention my affiliation to Unfairtobacco.org because I feared
not to get the opportunity to talk with him. On the other side, it was simple to find
out about my advocacy for workers' rights and diversification away from tobacco
by entering my name into an internet search engine. Though it is rather unlikely
because of the way Mr Chimoyo talked with me, it is not said that he did not know
more about my background only because neither of us mentioned it.
When talking with smallholder tobacco farmers, I used the same introduction as I
did at TCC, mainly to avoid interference with the interview questions. One of the
first questions I asked was “When you think about tobacco, what is the first that
comes to your mind?”  after a lengthy introduction as an ethnographeradvocate
who campaigns against exploitation of workers by tobacco industry and who is
advocating for diversification, the responses would have been rather different to
what I got. When appropriate or when a respondent asked, I told more about
myself after finishing the interview.
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PART II: MALAWI'S PLACE IN
THE TOBACCO WORLD
This part provides the historical and global context of tobacco production in
Malawi, a background that shapes the tobacco sector today (chapters 4 and 5). But
before we can dive into Malawi's tobacco story, we have got to explore the terrain:
some basic information about the country's population, geography and economics
will help (chapter 3).

3 Malawi: basic facts
Malawi is a landlocked Southeast African country bordering Tanzania,
Mozambique and Zambia. The
Table 2: Malawi: Socioeconomic context.

area known as Malawi today
Total land size (sq km) 118,484 (24,404 water)

was established as the British
protectorate of Nyasaland in
1891

and

became

an

independent nation in 1964.

Arable land

20.68%

Population density
(people per sq km)

173

Population

16,323,044 (July 2012 est.)

Government type

multiparty democracy

Chief of state

President Joyce Banda

Official language

English

The country's first President
Hastings Kamuzu Banda ruled
in a oneparty state for 30 years
until he gave in to a referendum
for democratic change in 1994.
This

study

was

conducted

during the rule of Bingu wa
Mutharika (20042012) who
was

Malawi's

second

Gross National Income Int$753 (2011)
(GNI) per capita
Human Development
Index (HDI) 2011 rank

171 (of 187)

Total government
revenues (2011)

US$1.764 billion

Source: All data: Central Intelligence Agency 2012,
except GNI and HDI: United Nations Development
Progamme 2011.

democratically elected president. President Bingu wa Mutharika died from a heart
attack during his second term in office in April 2012 and is succeeded by former
Vice President Joyce Banda.
Legacy to Malawi's colonial past, the official language is English, although the
majority of the population does not speak English fluently. The most commonly
spoken language is Chichewa. Laws, parliamentary debates, newspapers and many
political speeches are in English. Official announcements in newspapers are
published in English and Chichewa. The language barrier constraints many
Malawians, especially the rural poor, from political influence, says Malawian
academic and human rights campaigner Jessie Kabwila.13
13 Kabwila made the statement in a lecture that was organized by the
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Almost half of the 16 million population is under the age of fifteen and more than
half of the country's inhabitants are living below the national poverty line (CIA
2012).
Life expectancy raised to 54 years in 2011, up from 46 years in 2000. Although the
country makes significant progress in terms of development, it is still ranked in
the low human development category on rank 171 of 187 countries. (United
Nations Development Programme 2011)
Agriculture is the mainstay of Malawi's economy as it employs about 80% of the
4.5 million workforce (Government of Malawi 2007: xv) and provides more than
30% of gross domestic product (GDP) (CIA2012). A major constraint to
agricultural production is the high population density (173 people per square
kilometer) which “has resulted in overexploitation, deforestation, erosion, loss of
soil fertility, and lessened productivity” (Population Unit, Ministry of
Development Planning and Cooperation 2010: 16).
Other important economic sectors are services and industry which contribute 53%
and 16.7% of GDP, respectively (CIA2012). With the opening of Kayelekera
uranium mine (operated by Paladin Africa Limited) in 2009, the mining sector
currently accounts for 10% of GDP (World Bank 2012 a).

continued from page 18 amnesty international student group of Martin Luther University Halle
Wittenberg (Germany) on June 11, 2012.
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Illustration 2: Map of Malawi.

Source: United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations, Cartographic Section. January
2004.
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4 Tobacco history
The first cultivation of the plant species Nicotiana tabacum14  generally known as
tobacco  dates back to 6000 before common era (BCE) in the Americas. The
crop began its journey around the world in the ship of Christopher Columbus who
brought tobacco leaves and seeds to Europe in 1493. However, it took until 1612
when tobacco was first grown commercially by settlers in the area of Virginia
which is a prominent tobacco growing region in the United States of America
(USA) today (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 86; Geist 1997). Additionally,
Virginia is the domicile of Universal Corporation, the largest multinational leaf
company. Philip Morris USA (Altria Group) still has its headquarters there, while
Philip Morris International, the largest multinational cigarette company, shifted its
headquarters to Switzerland in 2002 (Swissinfo June 18, 2001).
From begin onwards, tobacco growing was dependent on cheap or unpaid labor, as
can be seen in the Virginia case: To cope with high work demand of the crop,
Virginian tobacco planters relied on servants imported from England and from the
late 17th century on slaves who were abducted from Africa (Mitchell 1983). The
use of cheap or unpaid labor, including child labor, in tobacco growing is
widespread till present, e.g. in Malawi and Brazil (Otañez et al. 2006; Kassensturz
2010; Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids 2001; Rimmer 2004).
Tobacco production experienced a rapid growth after it was shipped to England in
1614. Within a few years, thousands of shops opened to sell Virginia tobacco in
England (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 86) and exports from the colony
tripled within less than a decade (Mitchell 1983: 410). Tobacco industry took its
modern shape when James Bonsack invented the cigarettemaking machine in
1881. The machine could produce 100,000 cigarettes a day and replaced the work
of fifty people, thus making extensive consumption growth rates possible
(Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 87).
14 There is another tobacco species, Nicotiana rustica, which is only produced and consumed in
Russia and Eastern Europe and therefore not significant for this study.
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4.1 History of tobacco in Malawi
Malawi's first commercial tobacco was cultivated by British planter John
Buchanan in 1893 with seeds imported from Virginia. At that time, Malawi was
British colony Nyasaland Protectorate that was established only two years earlier
in 1891. Buchanan himself acknowledged in a typically colonial parlance that
Africans were also growing tobacco, however of a different type, “being coarse
veined, thick and heavy in every way, totally unsuited for any save the coarsest
uses in the home market” as opposed to tobacco from imported seeds (supposedly
Virginia) that was grown by Europeans (Buchanan 1893: 253). European planters
in the territory of Nyasaland attempted the growing of a variety of crops for
domestic and export market. Apart from food crops, those were chiefly coffee, tea,
tobacco and cotton. As the Virginian planters in the 17th century, so the European
planters in Nyasaland experienced the high labor demand of tobacco. They
lobbied the British rulers to introduce a hut tax which Africans were only able to
pay if they produced cash crops or worked on the estates of Europeans. “Yet these
measures failed to solve the labor shortage in the southern province because most
Africans worked just long enough to pay their taxes” (Shillington 2005: 910) and it
was more attractive to work for much higher wages abroad (Sharpe 1910: 342)15 
wages that European tobacco planters in Nyasaland apparently were not able or
willing to pay from their tobacco profits. To overcome the shortage, European
planters recruited Mozambican immigrants as tenants who worked for up to six
months on the estates in return for access to land. Abusive labor conditions were
prevalent and one of the reasons for the 1915 Chilembwe uprising (Shillington
2005: 912; Otañez 2004: 213).
Despite the difficulties in resolving the labor shortage, by the 1920s tobacco
became Nyasaland's major export crop, overtaking cotton (His Majesty’s
15 Sharpe states that “employers in the Protectorate are naturally jealous of any encouragement of
this exodus, as they fear that men who have worked in the south and earned wages of £2, £3,
and even up to £5 a month would be unlikely to return to work on plantations within the
Protectorate, where the average wage given is 3s. per month.” (1910: 342)
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Stationery Office 1926: 7). In 1926, the Native Tobacco Board (NTB) was
established to control production and marketing of smallholder tobacco produce
and tobacco grown by tenants on estates (van Donge 2002: 101). The NTB was
financed by a levy that went up to 53% of the auction price in 1939 (McCracken
1983: 182). It limited selling places, introduced compulsory grading by the
Board's inspectors and restricted production as a measure of price protection (van
Donge 2002: 101). Prowse argues that the NTB first and foremost “constrained
peasant/smallholder production of firecured to facilitate the expansion of estate
tenant production” (2011: 15).
When the NTB increasingly became a major tobacco trader itself (it required all
smallholders to sell their produce to the Board which sold it on Limbe Auction
Floors), the regulatory functions were transferred to newly founded Tobacco
Control Commission (TCC) in 1938. TCC still governs Malawi's tobacco sector
today. The NTB changed its name several times until it became Agricultural
Development

and

Marketing

Corporation

(ADMARC)

after

Malawi's

independence – another institution that still exists today, though not focusing on
tobacco anymore (van Donge 2002: 102; Nsiku 2007: 12).
Dumisani Magadlela observes that tobacco production was encouraged, supported
with extension services and subsidized in Nyasaland and shows how essential such
support from government was by comparing it to Zimbabwe where lack of support
led to the collapse of Inyoka tobacco production (Magadlela 1997: 15). Davis gives
a more detailed account of government subsidies for tobacco production in
Nyasaland for the years preceding 1961 (Davis 1964: 25f).
At the time of independence, the agricultural sector was informed by colonial
policies: The country had a flourishing estate sector and three colonially
introduced crops as major export earners: tea, cotton and tobacco made up 80% of
total exports (Kettlewell 1964: 259). President Hastings Kamuzu Banda and his
Malawi Congress Party made little attempt to change the system. To the contrary,
it was used to reward loyal politicians and civil servants who were given estates at
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low cost, President Banda being the largest tobacco estate owner through Press
Holdings Ltd (Orr 2000: 349; Tobin and Knausenberger 1998: 407). Estates grew
fluecured and burley tobacco, while smallholder farmers were restricted to dark
fired and oriental tobaccos which they had to sell to ADMARC as a sole buyer. At
that time, ADMARC's majority shareholder was Press Holdings (Orr 2000: 349).
The system ensured constant supply of tenants as laborers on estates since there
were little other possibilities for Malawi's rural population to earn money.
Within twenty years of independence, Malawi excessively expanded its tobacco
exports. By 1980, the country exported more than 50 million kilograms of
tobacco, rising far over 100 million kilograms a decade later and reaching 200
million in the 2000s (Zant 2012: 10f).16 In terms of export earnings percentage,
tobacco exports rose from 47.7 % in the 1970s to 70 % in the 1990s while tea, nuts
and cotton exports decreased (Chirwa et al. 2008: 8:15). Estate grown burley
volumes increased, but smallholder grown dark fired tobacco stagnated in the
1980s and decreased in the 1990s. The country's extension of tobacco production
was part of a major trend on the tobacco world market. From the 1960s onwards,
tobacco production was shifted to developing countries, while global volumes
doubled (Deutsches Krebsforschungszentrum 2009a: 13–14; Shafey et al. 2009:
48).
On pressure of World Bank and United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), burley tobacco production was made accessible to
smallholder farmers in Malawi in the 1990s (Orr 2000; Tobin and Knausenberger
1998). The aim was to redistribute wealth in the agricultural sector and advance
smallholders' ability to purchase fertilizers for maize production without
government subsidies (ibid.). The support of the use of chemical fertilizers further
fueled the country's dependency on foreign exchange earnings.
The redistribution of burley profits formed a contestation of the political elite.
TAMA and government argued that deregulation of burley production might
16 Zant (2012) erratically measures Malawi's tobacco volumes in million tonnes instead of million
kilograms. Nevertheless, his article gives valuable insight on the tobacco commodity chain.
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jeopardize the country's economy, bearing in mind Malawi's huge dependency on
the crop (Tobin and Knausenberger 1998: 408). The reference to the country's
dependency on tobacco production is recurrently used as an argument for the
maintenance of the status quo, reestablishing the tobacco black box as
unquestionable.
“To reduce interference from vested interests in government and the tobacco
industry, smallholder burley was packaged as a 'project'” Alastair Orr explains
(Orr 2000: 351). First a pilot project in the 1990/91 growing season, the scheme
was gradually expanded. By 1996, 45,000 smallholder farmers grew burley
tobacco and directly sold an estimated 10.7 million kilograms on the auction
floors (ibid.) – about ten percent of the total volumes produced that year.
After decades of tabooing poverty at household level during Kamuzu Banda's
regime, the issue became decisive for the first democratic elections in May 1994
(Chinsinga 2002: 27). Since burley tobacco production was regarded as a means of
poverty reduction, it is no wonder that full liberalization of the sector was made
official during democratically elected President Bakili Muluzi's first term in office
(van Donge 2002: 91) the more so as the liberalization challenged the former
dictatorship's elite.
Presently, most of Malawi's burley tobacco is produced by about 360,000
smallholder farmers and one third of total volumes is harvested on estates (Zant
2012: 8; World Bank 2004: 37). Overproduction (Reserve Bank of Malawi 2006)
and collusion (AntiCorruption Bureau 2005) among global tobacco companies in
Malawi led to decreasing prices on the auction floors since the 2000s, so that
investment costs for farm inputs were not covered (Sabola [The Nation] March 25,
2007). In 2007, the government introduced minimum prices (Jomo [Bloomberg]
June 28, 2010).
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4.2 History of tobacco control
While tobacco industry shifted tobacco production and consumption to developing
countries, tobacco control research gained momentum. In 1953, tobacco industry
in the USA faced its first crisis over health hazards and hired a public relations
agency to counter scientific findings that tobacco tar on the skin of mice causes
tumors (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 89). Ten years later, the US Surgeon
General officially announced that smoking causes lung cancer (ibid.). Within the
next decades, tobacco control research produced an increased number of studies
on the link between smoking and lung cancer as well as secondhand smoke and
other health hazards. Tobacco industry counters these findings by sponsoring
research projects that are aimed at discrediting research about the harmful
consequences of tobacco use. Often, these studies are, “in order to increase the
credibility and impact of the studies presented, whenever possible, [...] published
by a 'third party'  a scientist whose connection to the industry could be hidden,
with the industry’s involvement often actively concealed” (Grüning, Gilmore, and
McKee 2006: 26).17 Additionally, to undermine WHO's tobacco control efforts,
tobacco industry influenced other United Nations' agencies such as the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) to oppose WHO (Committee of Experts on
Tobacco Industry Documents 2000). Up to date, tobacco industry is heavily
lobbying political decisionmakers in Germany and other countries (Deutsches
Krebsforschungszentrum 2010: 14) and influencing government decisions on
tobacco control through various means (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 62–63).
An international tobacco control community took shape and organized its first
World Conference on Smoking and Health in New York in 1967 (ibid.)18. In 1993,
US American legal academics Ruth Roemer and Allyn Taylor came up with the
17 Cf. Kyriss and Schneider 2012: The development of scientific consultants: how the tobacco
industry creates controversy on the carcinogenicity of tobaccospecific nitrosamines. In:
Tobacco Control, September 2012.
18 Since then, the conference takes place every three years and was renamed World Conference on
Tobacco or Health (WCToH) in the 1990s. I attended both the 14th and 15th WCToH in 2009
and 2012 to advocate for tobacco workers rights.
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idea to develop a legal instrument for tobacco control under the auspices of the
World Health Organization (WHO). From 1995 to 2003, the World Health
Assembly of the WHO negotiated and finally adopted the Framework Convention
on Tobacco Control (FCTC) that came into force in 2005 (Roemer, Taylor, and
Lariviere 2005). The treaty is a legally binding instrument that stipulates tobacco
marketing control and prevention of tobacco smoking. In article 17, it promotes
diversification programs for tobacco growers. Up to date, 175 countries are parties
of the FCTC (WHO June 25, 2012). Malawi is one of the last countries in the
world that did not sign the convention.

4.3 How does history sustain the tobacco sector?
Tobacco production plays an important role in Malawi's history and was honored
with a depiction on the lower – and accordingly more used – values of the
country's banknotes from 1964 till the 1990s (illustration 3). The high value cash
crop was one of the first export commodities from British colony Nyasaland.
From the time of colonialism through independence and President Kamuzu
Banda's rule, restrictions of the tobacco sector were used to maintain and expand
the wealth and power of the ruling elite. Commercial tobacco growing and several
relevant institutions of the sector (TCC, TAMA, ADMARC and Auction
Holdings) have a long history of their own, reaching back to colonial times.
Tobacco history in Malawi is shaped by challenges and contingencies: It was
always necessary to force people to work and use cheap labor in order to make
tobacco production profitable. Additionally, the tobacco sector needed support of
a regulatory body (NTB, later TCC) that restricted tobacco production to protect
prices. The sector was supported with subsidies and extension services. The
liberalization “project” – a term that implies detailed planning – conducted by
USAID and World Bank had unplanned effects: Its aim was to redistribute wealth
in the rural areas of Malawi but due to the liberalization, tobacco was
overproduced and auction prices plummeted, increasing risks for smallholders.
27

Illustration 3: One Kwacha banknote depicting tobacco growing (1990).

Lake Malawi and President Kamuzu Banda on the front, tobacco growers on the reverse. Date of
issue: 1 December 1990. Source: Banknotes.com (www.banknotes.com/mw.htm).
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USAID had the expectation that tobacco growing would boost food security, but in
fact it contributed to food insecurity and a devastating famine in 2001/2002, with
thousands of deaths (Orr 2000; Orr, Mwale, and SaitiChitsonga 2009). Full
liberalization of the sector was only made possible because of the coincidental
democratization of the country. Regarding the future, the World Bank stated that
“income from tobacco production might be the vehicle for diversification into
other highvalue crops” (Tobin and Knausenberger 1998: 413) – but to the
contrary, the country's dependency on the crop increased.
It is not history itself that sustains Malawi's tobacco sector but the kind of
narration of history and how this narration is used rhetorically. The past can be
employed as a strong legitimation of institutions and social practices (Berek 2009:
151; Mai 2010: 20). Rhetorics of the past are thus a means of keeping the black
box closed.
During my interviews, I never asked questions about the history of the tobacco
sector. Nevertheless, both Felix Mkumba (Chief Executive Officer at TAMA) and
Henderson Chimoyo (Acting General Manager of TCC) employed a narration of
the past to legitimate the present and the future of tobacco cultivation in Malawi.
As TAMA's CEO, late19 Felix Mkumba represented the biggest tobacco growers'
association of the country. He was a smoker as he proudly acknowledged during
the interview. TAMA is a founding member of International Tobacco Growers'
Association (ITGA) which is sponsored by tobacco industry (see ITGA portrait,
chapter 7.3) and fights against the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control
(FCTC). The association has a close relationship to the government of Malawi as
can be seen by President Joyce Banda's opening remarks on TAMA's 24th Annual
Congress in 2012 (TAMA 2012 a). Mkumba knew that I was a tobacco control
advocate and working for Unfairtobacco.org. The interview resembled a public
relations conversation in which he put an emphasis on defending TAMA and
Malawi's tobacco production. One of my first questions was “What does tobacco

19 Felix Mkumba died 27 February 2012 (Khanje [The Daily Times] February 28, 2012).
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mean to the country?” and he responded:
Tobacco to the country does mean quite a lot. In fact, empirical data tells
us that when the early people that were coming to discover Africa, like this
part of Africa was discovered by Dr. David Livingstone, a missionary from
Scotland. […] It is written, that at that time, tobacco was being grown in
Malawi. […] Now, you can imagine that, from that time to date, they are
still growing that crop. Now, to us, it is our way of living, because it is a
crop that has quite so much in terms of our livelihood. (April 2009)
The reference to colonial times sets a link to the collective memory of Malawians.
By incorporating tobacco into the collective memory, he underlined the
importance of tobacco production to the country at present. He used the past to
explain how tobacco cultivation became Malawians' “way of living” – a takenfor
granted element in their world of meaning (“Sinnwelt”), to term it with one of
Schütz' notions (Schütz and Luckmann 1980). The story that he told
(re)establishes the status quo.
In my interview with Acting General Manager of Tobacco Control Commission
(TCC) Henderson Chimoyo (April 2009), I asked him how he imagines the future
of Malawi's tobacco sector. Chimoyo got to know me as “a student of
anthropology doing research on the tobacco sector in Malawi” and I did not
mention my affiliation with Unfairtobacco.org.20 The interview was very
informative and Chimoyo seemingly enjoyed to give me insight into tobacco
issues. Chimoyo had worked with the plant species Nicotiana tabacum throughout
all of his professional life21 and in 2006, he became Technical and Operations
Manager at TCC. In 2009 he shortly replaced fired TCC General Manager
20 It was simple to find out about my tobacco control work by entering my name into an internet
search engine, but it seems like nobody at TCC did so.
21 Chimoyo had acquired a Bachelor of Sciences degree at Bunda College of Agriculture of the
University of Malawi in 1980 and subsequently got employed at Tobacco Research Institute of
Malawi (TRIM). Sponsored by a United Nations Scholarship Programme, he pursued his
studies at tobacco industry funded Clemson University (R.J. Reynolds Company 1997) in South
Carolina (USA) in 1984. He received a Master's and Doctor of Philosophy's (PhD) degree and
rejoined TRIM in 1987. During the interview he said that he had never smoked in his life. “It's
like being a brewer and not even testing the beer”, he said.
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Godfrey Chapola.22 At the time of the interview, Chimoyo therefore was not only
an experienced tobacco expert but represented the most influential institution of
Malawi's tobacco sector – the one that regulates the moves of all other actors in
the field.
Regarding the future of tobacco production, Chimoyo commenced:
For Malawi it's been there since time immemorial, since the times that
colonialists came and settled in Malawi, in the 1900s, before that.
To envision the future of tobacco production in Malawi, he drew upon history.
When people say that something has been there “since time immemorial”, they
imply that it belongs where and how it is and will (or should) not be changed. The
notion implies stability. In this case it means that tobacco production belongs to
Malawi's identity. It cannot be questioned. It belongs to the lifeworld of
Malawians just like the air they breathe – to pick up another notion Chimoyo used
when asked to say what first comes to his mind when he thinks about tobacco:
Personally, it's like if you had to choose between air and some other gas,
[…] I'm sure you have no choice but pick oxygen, whatever the other side
effects that oxygen will have on you. Because oxygen is life. Air is life.
[…] Malawi at the moment cannot survive without tobacco.
In his next sentences on the future, Chimoyo referred to tobacco control23 history
and no other issue that might have been a challenge to tobacco cultivation in the
past:
And talking of antismoking lobby, that's been there a long time. I can
recall in some reading that I've done that the first antismoking lobby was
looking at tobacco or cigarettes that were produced without a filter and
now, this was countered by the production of the filter cigarette. After that,
there was tar and then efforts were made to reduce tar and now we're just
looking at the nicotine and the addictive nature of the nicotine and the
sideeffects that come with it and people have continued smoking. [...] So,
22 For more information on Chapola's dismissal, see chapter 8.
23 Tobacco control in the WHO sense of the notion.
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the antismoking will be there but I am sure, people continue smoking.
Because it's a social habit.
In his narrative, tobacco control,24 though being “there a long time” – note that “a
long time” is a shorter period than “time immemorial” – is not a big challenge
since all issues that were raised by it were countered. It sounds as if all the
problems he mentioned had only one logical response that was implemented right
away. His argumentation is a fallacy, the conclusion is not a logical consequence
of the premises. He states: If issue A was countered and issue B was countered,
the conclusion is that all problems will be countered. Chimoyo's kind of narrating
tobacco history is a revisionist history and “revisionist histories tend to forget or
silence complexity and contingency” (Borup et al. 2006: 290): When history is not
yet history but present time, events are often felt as if they are popping up
randomly. Events that are easily summarized when looking back 20, 30 or 100
years later, in reality happened over a long period of time. In present time, years
are experienced day by day, and each day new events take place that point in
different directions. In an act of sense making and avoidance of a feeling of
insecurity, events are right away interpreted as causally determined by certain
events in the past. Looking back to similar events in the past, and solutions that
were found for them (“social stock of knowledge”, (Schütz and Luckmann 1980)),
people find solutions for the present event. If an event becomes part of the longer
past – part of history – it is weaved into a narrative 25 in which every event logically
leads to the next and the solution that was found for a problem was “naturally”
right – or, if it turns out that the solution that was pursued was not working out,
people tend to believe that this could have been easily foreseen; in case it was a
public event, usually someone has to resign then. But fortunately, “with some
exaggeration, one can claim that most ideas can be proven to fit most problems,
assuming good will, creativity and a tendency to consensus” (Czarniawska and
24 Tobacco control in the WHO sense of the notion.
25 Narratives are “our central mode of knowing”, say Czarniawska and Joerges in Travels of Ideas
(Czarniawska and Joerges 1996: 21).
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Joerges 1996: 25). Most of the times, one solution is picked and presented as the
one solution in the narrative, although maybe several ideas were pursued and
contributed to a good outcome as much as the one that is narrated. In the end,
every event and reaction followed a higher plan, a collective aim. Once again, the
endeavor to avoid the impression that society is a monster was successful, a
monster where the leg does not know what the arm does and the head cannot
control the body's legs anymore as there are just too many of them, be it legs or
heads.26
In the same way, tobacco history in Malawi is perceived as if it was planned that
the country concentrates on tobacco as the one crop that helps to develop the
country and as if tobacco was “a hero of its own making” (Borup et al. 2006: 290),
easily defending itself from outside threats such as global tobacco control. Malawi
now experiences a contingent present. The country tries to create a future that is in
continuity to the past and present, in other words, that is the present, but as an
enhanced version (Borup et al. 2006: 288):
expectations tend to reflect current conceptions of technological utility or,
as Marvin puts it, ‘the tendency of every age to read the future as a fancier
version of the present’.
For Malawi, that means the continued production of tobacco, but with
improvements such as the opening of a cigarette factory in the country. If people
have doubts of the viability of tobacco industry, it may also mean that tobacco is
substituted by one other crop or another huge industry, e.g. mining – continuing
the monoculture: “The only solution is end growing tobacco. Just cease. Leave it
aside, find another crop, concentrate on that crop,” (emphasis added) said Raphael
Sandramu, General Secretary of Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union of
Malawi (TOTAWUM) in an interview I conducted with him in June 2008.
However, the introduction of new crops is a contingent undertaking that is prone to
suffer setbacks, as every change does, but that does not mean that it remains

26 Latour's and Callon's “Leviathan” (Callon and Latour 1981).
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strenuous. The omission of setbacks in Malawi's tobacco history narrative makes
tobacco history suitable to fit into a black box of its own and increases the stability
of the tobacco black box. Setbacks in the development of alternatives to tobacco
monoculture are more easily accepted if Malawi's tobacco history is more
accurately narrated, and the opened tobacco black box shows all the skeletons it
has in the closet.
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5 The tobacco market
Malawi's tobacco sector is linked to a specific world market situation in which
basically two leaf buying companies control the prices that are paid for the crop:
Alliance One International and Universal Corporation buy, process and sell 70%
of Malawi's burley tobacco. Tobacco production is a global business, worth
US$664 billion a year (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 54). Only five companies
share 80% of the cigarette world market, making a profit of US$35.1 billion each
year (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 56–57). With 96% of total sales, cigarettes
dominate the world market; other tobacco products are chewing tobacco, bidis and
cigars, which are not relevant to Malawi. In 2000, 5,711 billion cigarettes were
consumed worldwide (Shafey et al. 2009: 33). Cigarettes typically consist of
virginia, burley and oriental tobacco – called blended cigarettes or American
blend style cigarettes – or mainly virginia tobacco, then called virginia cigarettes
(Philip Morris International 2012). Both types have added ingredients such as
sugar and menthol (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 24).

5.1 Malawi & tobacco: records
Tobacco and Malawi have a record holding relationship. With over 65% of its
foreign exchange earnings, 13% of overall gross domestic product (GDP) and 23%
of tax income deriving from tobacco (Tchale and Keyser 2010: 35), Malawi
currently is the country with the highest dependency on tobacco production in the
world. In 2011, the country realized a total of US$293 million from tobacco sales
(Maulidi [Zodiak Broadcasting Station] December 29, 2011). Though a tiny
country, it is on rank five of the leading producers of tobacco leaf (table 2).
Malawi mainly produces burley tobacco, which is contained in Americanstyle
cigarettes such as Philip Morris' Marlboro27 brand as a blend. In 2011, burley made
27 Due to the specific world market situation (Malawi being biggest producer of burley tobacco,
Philip Morris being the country's major tobacco buyer, see below), it is
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up 88% of Malawi's tobacco volumes, virginia and darkfired tobaccos being only
10% and 2%, respectively
(estimations

based

on

Table 3: Top ten tobacco producing countries.
All tobacco types (2009)

Burley tobacco (2011)

Country

Tobacco
quantity
(million kg)

Country

Tobacco
quantity
(million kg)

(1998

China

3067

Malawi

208

2011) of world production

Brazil

863

Brazil

111

makes

country

India

620

USA

71

currently the biggest burley

USA

373

Mozambique 66

producer,

Malawi

208

EU

42

Indonesia

181

Argentina

42

Argentina

159

China

37

Italy

119

Thailand

36

Pakistan

104

Philippines

19

Zimbabwe

963

Bangladesh

16

Limbe Leaf Tobacco Comp
any 2012). A share of an
average

17.5%

28

Brazil,

the

followed
the

Mozambique

USA

by
and

(Universal

Leaf Tobacco Company
2012: 6). In contrast to
virginia tobacco, of which
less than half is exported,

Source: Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 106ff.; Universal
Leaf Tobacco Company 2012: 6.

more than 90% of the world's burley production is traded on the world market.
Malawi makes no exception: since the country does not have cigarette factories, 29
all of the crop is exported. Therefore Malawi's tobacco farmers completely rely on
the world market other than farmers in Brazil where the local market absorbs
about 25% of locally produced tobacco, or in China, the world's biggest producer
of tobacco that exports almost nothing of the crop.30 Since Malawi mainly
continued from page 35 very likely that Marlboros contain tobacco from Malawi. However, there
is no evidence that burley tobacco from Malawi is contained in the Marlboro brand, because
cigarette manufacturers keep their marketing chains confidential.
28 Data based on Universal Leaf Tobacco Company (2007: 27; 2008: 23; 2012: 6). After the
share had risen to over 25% from 20092011, it dramatically declined to 11% in 2012, with a
crop of only 63 million kilograms (Universal Leaf Tobacco Company 2012: 6).
29 Recently, a cigarette factory opened in Lilongwe but it is producing minimal amounts.
Additionally, Japan Tobacco International and other cigarette manufacturers conduct
negotiations with government of Malawi (Jassi [The Daily Times] February 29, 2012; Mzale
[The Nation] June 15, 2012).
30 Estimation for Brazil: 2009 data based on FAOSTAT (FAO 2012). China: FAOSTAT and
Shafey et al. 2009: 106–107.
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produces burley tobacco, the word “tobacco” in this work refers to this variety
unless indicated otherwise.

5.2 Malawi's tobacco marketing chain & infrastructure
In this section, we follow Malawi's tobacco along the marketing chain from the
prerequisites of cultivation to its consumption in the form of cigarettes. The first
row in illustration 4 traces the change of tobacco ownership between farmers and
companies along the stages of the chain, which are shown as yellow fields. 31 Lots
of infrastructural elements and other nonhuman actors build the environment that
enables tobacco farmers to produce tobacco, leaf merchants to buy tobacco and
cigarette companies to sell their product to consumers. These nonhuman elements
are depicted below the chain. Finally, to get a glimpse of the globality of tobacco
business, the figure features example places for each phase of the chain.
The one element that is present at every stage of the chain is tobacco, though in
different forms: seeds, plants, green leaf, unmanufactured tobacco, cigarettes.
Tobacco, as other actors, is an “element which bends space around itself, makes
other elements dependent upon itself and translates their will into a language of its
own” (Callon and Latour 1981: 286) – not only because it is an addictive product
(so much that consumers decide to buy tobacco instead of food for their family
(Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 46)). From the perspective of situational
analysis, "nonhuman actors/actants structurally condition interactions within the
situation through their specific agencies, properties, and requirements" (Clarke
2005: 87) and tobacco has its own combination of those. The crop's properties
demand responses such as specific fertilizers, seeds and pesticides that are adapted
to climate and soil conditions. Agricultural Research and Extension Trust (ARET),
that maintains three research stations in Malawi, negotiates with the tobacco crop
to adapt it to the requirements of tobacco industry and Malawi's agricultural
31 This section only deals with ownership relations, part III and particularly chapter nine is a
closer analysis of actors and their links.
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conditions. It then translates the crop's will into planting recommendations for
farmers which are disseminated by nine extension offices all over the country.32
Since Malawi does not have fertilizer production factories, all fertilizers are
imported, mainly from the Black Sea region through Beira port in Mozambique
(Tchale and Keyser 2010: 12) – a journey via Mediterranean Sea, Suez Canal, Red
Sea, Gulf of Aden and along the African coast via the dangerous area near
Somalia, where warships from European Union, NATO, China and other countries
operate in unity33 to protect vessels from pirate attacks (EU NAVFOR n.d.). All in
all, it is a distance of about 10,000 kilometers to Lilongwe.
Farming inputs are purchased by smallholder farmers who produce about two
thirds of Malawi's burley tobacco and estate owners whose tenants and workers
cultivate most of the country's fluecured and about one third of the burley
tobacco. Tenants do not have a connection to ARET or to companies but are
provided with inputs by their landlords (this relationship is represented by a
dashed arrow in illustration 4), who mostly exaggerate prices (see chapter 6.2).
Other requirements for the transformation of seeds into tobacco plants are soil and
water. With almost 3% of agricultural land devoted to the crop, Malawi currently
holds the record of the country with the single highest percentage of land use for
tobacco growing in the world (Eriksen, Mackay, and Ross 2012: 111). Studies
found that devotion of land and labor to tobacco is a threat to food security (Orr
2000: 358; Orr, Mwale, and SaitiChitsonga 2009: 247), especially when
combined with land pressure and the crop's high rate of soil depletion (Clay 2004:
362). On the other side, being a oneyear cash crop, tobacco increases flexibility
in the usage of scarce land as opposed to tea or coffee that grow several years
before farmers can yield their first harvest.
32 One research station is located in Lilongwe at ARET's headquarter, the others are in Kasungu
and Mzimba. Field offices have a differing number of staff, depending on number of tobacco
farmers in the area, e.g. Kasungu: three officers for one district, Blantyre: one officer for three
districts (ARET 2009).
33 Wikipedia authors comment: “The military response to pirate attacks has brought about a rare
show of unity by countries that are either openly hostile to each other, or at least wary of
cooperation, military or otherwise” (Wikipedia contributors 2012).
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Illustration 4: Malawi's tobacco marketing chain: Actors, enabling environment, places.
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A lack of irrigation systems makes 99% of Malawi's agriculture dependent on the
rainy season and the right timing of rainfalls. 34 In September, farmers start
clearing the fields, first seedlings are planted in October and November. During
the growing of seedlings, pesticides are applied (usually from October to
December). With the beginning of rainfalls the seedlings are transplanted to fields
which have to be weeded regularly. From February up to April, the tobacco is
harvested, starting with the bottom leaves. This way, growers treat up to 400,000
leaves per hectare – by hand (Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids 2001: 5). The FAO
estimates that three to four persons are necessary to cultivate one hectare of
tobacco (FAO 2003: 70).35
After harvest, the green burley leaves are sewed to bundles and hanged in a drying
shed for aircuring (illustration 5). The sheds are constructed of several wood
poles that carry a grass thatched roof whose watertightness is improved by plastic
sheets. Cross bars enhance stability and serve as a placement area for the sticks
with tobacco bundles (illustration 6). Several rows are hung above each other. To
ensure air ventilation during the curing process, the shed has no walls. Farmers
complain that the method consumes a lot of wood because drying sheds have to be
maintained every year. Wood is often obtained from customary land (Geist,
Kapito, and Otañez 2008: 263).36 Because of the scarcity, farmers often lack
sufficient space in their drying sheds and use their verandas and houses instead
(illustration 7), living with coughing and other respiratory problems.
However, curing makes tobacco more viable than other crops for Malawian
farmers because after the process tobacco can be stored for a few months at
relatively basic conditions (sufficient air and protection against rain) – in contrast
to rapidly perishing products such as fruits or flowers that need a transport system
34 Only 1% of agricultural land is equipped for irrigation (FAO2012).
35 Information about cultivation stages and months derive from own observation and Otañez'
dissertation “Thank You for Smoking” (Otañez 2004: 253ff.).
36 Fluecured virginia tobacco needs even more wood to fuel artificially heated curing barns
(Geist 1999; Geist, Kapito, and Otañez 2008). Lack of fuel wood is partly responsible for the
decline of fluecured virginia tobacco cultivation in Malawi since the 1990s (Universal Leaf
Tobacco Company 1997: 48; Universal Leaf Tobacco Company 1998: 29).
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that is not yet available in Malawi to sufficient extent (aircraft, lorries with cooling
system). Logistics within Malawi and out of the country largely rely on poorly
maintained roads, lorries and trains. President Bingu wa Mutharika dreamed of a
flourishing inland port that would help carry goods from Malawi to port of Beira
in Mozambique through Shire and Zambezi rivers but the US$6 billion Nsanje
port project turned out to be a flop.37
The relatively long storage potential empowers farmers to hold their tobacco back
from sales when they perceive favorable prices at auction later in the season.
Additionally, tobacco – in contrast to oranges – to some extent forgives
contingency such as delays of several weeks when there is congestion at auction
floors38 or the country experiences a fuel shortage and consequently a transport
crisis as was the case in 2011: A lack of foreign exchange that usually flows into
Malawi with the beginning of the auction season in March prevented the country
from importing fuel, fertilizers and other necessities. Leaf merchants offered low
prices and rejected up to 70% of tobacco bales that were offered on auction days
(TAMA2011 a: 2). Rejected bales had to be reoffered until they were sold – and
the auction season was prolonged for more than two months till December, a
record in Malawi's history. In the end, Malawi earned US$100 million less than in
2010 (Maulidi [Zodiak Broadcasting Station] December 29, 2011) although it had
produced more tobacco than ever before. The lack of foreign exchange caused the
most severe economic crisis since 1993. Nineteen people died during protests
against government (Chapulapula [The Malawi Democrat] July 29, 2011).

37 Populist Mutharika did not take into account that long and complicated negotiations with
government of Mozambique would be necessary. The port's construction was finished in
October 2010 and opened by Mutharika, along with Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe and
former Zambian president Rupiah Banda – Mozambican diplomats missing. While Mutharika
said that "it is Malawi’s desire to develop the Nsanje Port to the standards of the Hamburg Port
in Germany," he had to admit that the barge with fertilizers that was supposed to officially open
the port was not cleared by Mozambican authorities to navigate the Zambezi and never arrived
(IRIN [IRINnews] May 10, 2012; Ngozo [Inter Press Service] October 25, 2010; F. Mponda
[AFP, Google News] October 23, 2010).
38 On average, lorries wait 23 weeks before the bales are offloaded and stored in the floors'
warehouse (Tchale and Keyser 2010: 38).
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Illustration 5: Smallholder farmer sews tobacco leaves to bundles.

Kasungu District, March 2009.

Illustration 6: Tobacco bundles hanging in a drying shed.

Kasungu District, March 2009.
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Illustration 7: Smallholder farmer dries tobacco leaves in her house.

Because of lack of space in their drying shed, smallholder farmer Cecilia Sukali dries tobacco
leaves in her living room. Her family hazards the consequences of respiratory diseases for the
benefits they get from tobacco growing. The picture shows Sukali (with blue headscarf) and family
members in their living room amidst many of the items they said they bought with money from
tobacco growing. I asked her in the interview: "What did you expect from tobacco growing, I
mean, what did you dream of?" She responded, laughing, "we expected a lot, like outside, there is
two oxcarts, a display calculator is there, the chair and the sofas and a good motorcycle and a
baling jack." This family was among the betteroff in the group of smallholders I visited. Sukali did
not buy all these things at once and not all years brought profits, though. One of the oxcarts was
bought in 1992, together with the baling machine. In 1993, Sukali bought the sofas and the
cupboard which can be seen on the picture. The motorcycle in the background behind the sofa was
acquired in 2003. Sukali's family had what can be acquired with tobacco money: "things that
people can point at," how Edith Mkangala, another smallholder in Kasungu District put it (this
was a general statement, she was not referring to Cecilia Sukali's family). Kasungu District, March
2009.
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Money is one of the nonhuman actors that keep the tobacco marketing chain
going. In a vicious circle, it is its aim and its prerequisite: Tobacco provides
money in the form of foreign exchange – which is then used to import fertilizers
and fuel to be able to plant and transport tobacco. "Most of the fertilizers that the
country imports are imported using tobacco money" stated Acting TCC General
Manager Henderson Chimoyo in my interview with him on April 6th, 2009.
Fertilizers are not only important to tobacco farming, but to almost the whole
agricultural sector. Government of Malawi alone purchased 169,998.96 metric
tons of (mainly) maize fertilizers for the politically important 2008/2009 subsidy
program (Ng’ambi [Weekend Nation] September 13, 2008).39 Total costs of the
program were US$265 million, which is 16.2% of national budget (Dorward and
Chirwa 2011).40 Farmers earn money from selling tobacco at auction – and invest
it into farm inputs and laborers, though to a large extent, tobacco farming relies on
unpaid or cheap labor, either tenants, family labor or ganyu workers who work on
a daybyday basis in exchange for money, food, farm inputs or other items. As a
consequence of the devastating 2011 auction season, Malawi experienced a
scarcity of fertilizers and farmers lacked money to buy inputs for the 2011/2012
growing season: Malawi produced only 65 million kilograms of burley tobacco,
“the smallest crop since 1990” (Universal Leaf Tobacco Company 2012: 4), down
from an average of 145 million kilograms per year since 2000.41
Two other elements underlie the marketing chain: security/safety and electricity.
Security/safety takes on a different meaning at different phases of the chain. At the
cultivation level means occupational safety, but also protection against theft of the
produce (security). As a measure to prevent theft, farmers store their tobacco bales
39 In the subsidy program, vulnerable households are eligible to coupons to purchase a certain
amount of maize fertilizers and seeds at greatly reduced prices. The program is politically
contested, especially during the 2009 campaign period, since every party wanted to show its
ability to optimize it and the (poor) rural masses are the biggest group of voters (80% of
Malawians live in rural areas).
40 19.4 billion kwacha (136.2 million USdollars) were originally allocated to the program in the
budget. In comparison, the education sector was allocated 26.1 billion kwachas (183.3 million
USdollars). (Government of Malawi 2008: 23, 28)
41 Calculation based on Universal's Crop & Market reports 2008 and 2012 (2008: 23; 2012: 8).
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in their houses or nearby. In illustration 3, the security/safety element is not drawn
through to the consumption level – a cigarette per se is an unsafe product.
Electricity may be necessary at the farm inputs' stage, but is certainly not a basic
requirement up to the auction floors. Only seven percent of all households in
Malawi have access to electricity services (World Bank 2012a). From auction
floors through processing and export transport up to the cigarette factories,
electricity is used for lights, scales, computer systems, conveyor belts, processing
machines, ventilation and monitoring of tobacco containers, as well as cigarette
making machines. Additionally, electricity is often used to market tobacco (TV,
radio, billboard ads) but it is no precondition: in many countries cigarettes are sold
by street vendors using nothing more than a basket with cigarette packs. I have
seen children selling BAT's Pall Mall brand in Lilongwe's streets. No electricity is
necessary to consume tobacco (for smoking, one needs fire).
A typical journey of tobacco from Malawi would start on a smallholder farm in
Kasungu District, the country's major tobacco growing region (Zant 2012: 55):
When all tobacco is baled, farmers transport it to nearby depots that are
maintained by farmers' associations (e.g. TAMA, NASFAM) from where bigger
trucks bring them to an auction floor (e.g. Lilongwe, about 150 kilometers from
Kasungu). All tobacco in Malawi is sold through the floors of Auction Holdings
Limited (AHL),42 be it contract marketed (30%) or auctioned tobacco (70%) (Zant
2012: 13). In the auction system, each tobacco bale is offered to all licensed
buying companies and the highest bidding company acquires the bale. In the
contract marketing system, a tobacco grower and a leaf company sign a contract
before the cultivation season starts. In the contract system, both partners agree that
the grower will provide a certain amount of tobacco to the company at the end of
the season and the company will pay the agreed price, depending on a list of
grades and prices included in the contract. Often, tobacco growers are given loans
for inputs by the companies. When the tobacco is ready for selling, growers
42 Auction Holdings Limited (AHL), a subsidiary to parastatal ADMARC, holds the monopoly
over tobacco auction services in Malawi. See portrait of AHL in chapter 7.2.
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transport it to the auction floors where they are sold in a so called “silent auction”
to the contract company. Because the tobacco goes through the auction floors,
growers benefit from official TCC grading. There is evidence that tobacco
companies try to circumvent this system by setting up own satellite markets for
tobacco in future and introducing the Integrated Production System (IPS). 43 Since
they also provide extension services to their contract farmers, tobacco associations
are weakened, fears NASFAM.
There are four major floors that process the sale of 5,000 to 12,000 tobacco bales
of about 100 kilograms each per day. Limbe auction floors in the Southern region
are the oldest (dating back to 1938). The other floors are in the Central region in
Lilongwe and Chinkhoma. With Mzuzu floors, the Northern region has another
big auction site, where 33.6% of all tobacco passed through in 2009. That year,
Lilongwe and Limbe were comparable at 26.5% and 26.4%, respectively. 13.4% of
all tobacco was sold at the newly built Chinkhoma floors near Kasungu (Zant
2012: 14)44. With the aim „to bring tobacco markets closer to farmers“ and to
„reduce domestic market costs“ (World Bank 2012 b: 12, 5), Chinkhoma auction
floors in Malawi's major tobacco growing region Kasungu were introduced in
2004 as one of six satellite auction floors with support by World Bank and
International Development Association (International Development Association
and Republic of Malawi 2007: 5). In 2011, President Bingu wa Mutharika opened
newly constructed Chinkhoma floors (the 2004 floors were rented) worth K730
million (US$ 4.8 million).45 The World Bank bemoans that at satellite floors
“buyers use their market power to pass on to farmers their added transport costs of
auctioning tobacco in more remote areas and transport it to processing centers”
43 Personal communication of Mr Bergeman Kaunda from NASFAM to my local assistant Gift
Chiwona (pseudonym) who obtained additional data for me in September 2012.
44 Passthrough however varies from year to year. In 2012, Lilongwe floors had more than double
of Mzuzu's throughput (Auction Holdings 2012).
45 Sources: (TAMA 2011 b: 2; Njewa [The Malawi Democrat] March 16, 2011; Gondwe
[BIZCOMMUNITY.com] April 7, 2011). It is however not clear whether World Bank and/or
International Development Association (IDA) invested in the new construction or if they only
supported the 2004 floors. The grant was given after the action was implemented (International
Development Association and Republic of Malawi 2007: 1).
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(World Bank2012 b: 22). The bank's report further states that TCC as well as AHL
are unable to meet staff requirements; storage facilities and security systems are
flawed at satellite floors.
Proximity to processing factories make Lilongwe and Limbe the tobacco centers
of Malawi. Our example tobacco would likely be sold to Limbe Leaf, Malawi's
major buying company, at Lilongwe auction floors. The floors are situated at
Malawi's most important arterial road – the M1 – which was built during dictator
Hastings Kamuzu Banda's reign. Lilongwe Auction Floors are the biggest in
Malawi “and it is also said it is the biggest in the world,” said Robert Chilowa, 46
the AHL official who showed me around there. “12,000 bales are sold per day, and
that has to be concluded by midday,” he explained. It is a very busy place.
Thousands of bales are laid out in a hundred rows and the auctioning goes on in
such a speed that it is impossible to understand a word without a lot of experience
(illustrations 8 and 10). After a bale is sold, an AHL official notes the buying
company on a sheet of paper (a form) that is tied to the bale (illustration 9). The
buying company pays the price of the bale to AHL. After deducting levies and
taxes, AHL transfers the selling price to the farmer's bank account, using an
electronic payment system. In another hall of the auction floors, tens of thousands
of bales are awaiting to be weighed and prepared for selling (illustrations 11 and
12). Warning signs say: “Beware of barrows,” meaning the auction floor workers
who are carrying sold bales away and laying out new ones. They are called after
their pushcarts, as if they were one with their tools (illustration 13). Barrows are
running very fast  it seems that they are trying to outpace the auctioneers'
chanting speed.
Sold bales are carried to a canopied place outside the auction hall, where they are
collected to be transported away by buying companies. Two bandconveyors
directly link AHL premises with Alliance One International and Limbe Leaf,
increasing the material stability of the network of companies (illustrations 1416).

46 Pseudonym.
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Illustration 8: Tobacco auction.

Lilongwe Auction Floors, April 2009.
Illustration 9: Sold tobacco bale.

The form indicates grade, price per kg (130 US$ cents), and buyer of the bale. Lilongwe Auction
Floors, April 2009,
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Illustration 10: Tobacco auctions: buyers and auctioneers.

AHL auctioneers wearing blue shirts on the left, buyers wearing white shirts on the right. Logos
on shirt pockets show the affiliation. Front right: Buyer from Malawi Leaf. Picture taken at
Lilongwe Auction Floors, April 2009.
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Illustration 11: Storage Area at Lilongwe Auction Floors.

April 2009.

Illustration 12: Weighing machine at Lilongwe Auction Floors.

Conveyor belt with weighing machine. Officer on the right reads the weight from the monitor and
notes it to a form that is tied at the bale. Lilongwe Auction Floors, April 2009.
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Illustration 13: Auction floor workers called "barrows" with pushcarts.

Lilongwe Auction Floors, April 2009.
Illustration 14: Workers at a canopied place outside Lilongwe Auction Floors.

Workers carrying sold tobacco bales to conveyor belts that links AHL premises with Alliance One
and Limbe Leaf factories (one of the belts in the front right). The worker in the front wears a
protective mask against tobacco dust that causes coughing. Lilongwe Auction Floors, April 2009.
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Illustration 15: Conveyor belts link Lilongwe Auction Floors with Alliance One and Limbe
Leaf factories.

Lilongwe Auction Floors premises on the left side of the street, Alliance One factory on the right.
April 2009.
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Illustration 16: Physical proximity of tobacco institutions.

Kanengo industrial area, Lilongwe (detail). Yellow framed: Lilongwe
Auction Floors / AHL premises. Red encircled: Bandconveyors from
AHL premises to Alliance One and Limbe Leaf. Also in the picture: M1
road and Tobacco Control Commission (TCC) premises, as well as
parked tobacco lorries. Source: Adapted from Google Earth 2009.
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The other companies use lorries to transport their bales away. These band
conveyors can also be seen on a Google Earth picture of Kanengo Industrial Area,
where the auction floors are situated (illustration 16). The map shows the
proximity of important tobacco institutions in Malawi: AHL is situated visàvis
Limbe Leaf and Alliance One. Tobacco Control Commission is just nearby. Other
tobacco companies like Africa Leaf (JTI) and Malawi Leaf also have their
premises at Kanengo. Additionally, agricultural inputs' corporations like Monsanto
and SFFRFM47 are located there.
From the perspective of leaf merchants and cigarette manufacturers farm cured
leaf is still a perishable product, so that processing is necessary before it can be
shipped out of Malawi and stored for several years. There are five processing
factories in Malawi: Alliance One operates a factory at Kanengo Industrial Area in
Lilongwe and sold another factory in Lilongwe to Africa Leaf (JTI) for US$14.8
million (Finora 2008). In 2009, Kanengo Processors Limited (100% subsidiary of
Premium TAMA) opened a newly built US$25 million processing plant in
Lilongwe (Khanje August 17, 2009). Limbe Leaf, that buys almost 40% of
Malawi's produce (Limbe Leaf 2012), owns two processing plants in Lilongwe and
Limbe. Limbe Leaf is a subsidiary to multinational leaf company Universal. The
company's biggest competitor is Alliance One International with about 30%
market share in Malawi (ibid.). Both Universal Corporation and Alliance One
basically control the world leaf market, competing companies are much smaller.
Some cigarette companies directly buy leaf from farmers (vertical integration).
The biggest of those is British American Tobacco (BAT) that has significant
market share in countries like Kenya and Brazil but no subsidiary in Malawi. 48
Other cigarette companies such as Philip Morris International (PMI) and Japan
Tobacco International (JTI) increasingly engage in direct contracts with farmers,
also in Malawi (Universal Corporation 2012: 19). Universal Corporation sees a
47 Smallholder Farmers Fertilizer Revolving Fund of Malawi (SFFRFM), parastatal.
48 Most remarkable is BAT's subsidiary in Brazil, Souza Cruz S.A., with a market share of 75% in
2004 (Stratenwerth 2010: 6).
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“concentration trend” in the global tobacco market, because large cigarette
companies acquire small leaf merchants49 and “particularly as further privatization
of
Table 4: Top ten importing
countries of leaf from Malawi.

state

monopolies

occurs”

(Universal

Corporation 2012: 45).
After our example tobacco in the marketing

Country

Quantity
(million kg)

chain got threshed and packaged for export, it

Belgium

19.2

is transported about 1000 kilometers to Port of

Germany

14.5

Beira in Mozambique50 and shipped to

Russian Federation 11.7

Hamburg in Germany (15,000 kilometers).

Egypt

8.8

Netherlands

7.1

USA

6.4

Republic of Korea

5.5

France

4.9

According to BAT, Malawi leaf market shares

Poland

4.9

of major cigarette companies are as follows:

United Kingdom

4.1

45% PMI, 30% JTI, 10% Imperial Tobacco,

Germany is the world's number one importer
of tobacco leaf51 and Malawi's second biggest

All varieties, 2007. Source: Business
Analytic Center 2008: 6667.

partner country after Belgium (table 4).

4%

BAT,

and

11%

others

(British American Tobacco October 4, 2011).
With PMI as Malawi's biggest tobacco purchaser, the company's stateoftheart
cigarette factory in Berlin could be a typical next stage for the example tobacco.
Philip Morris and other cigarette companies keep large stocks of different grades
and varieties of tobacco to ensure constant supply to feed their cigarette machines.
To produce cigarettes, the tobacco is blended with leaf from other sources and
varieties (e.g. virginia tobacco from Brazil). The cigarettes are either marketed
locally or exported to be marketed elsewhere. Germany exported 181 billion
cigarettes in 2010, making the country number one exporter (Eriksen, Mackay, and

49 Such as Fortune Tobacco Corporation, now a PMI subsdiary (Universal Corporation 2012: 45);
or Africa Leaf that is active in Malawi, a JTI subsidiary since 2009 (Khanje [The Daily Times]
February 20, 2012).
50 Limbe Leaf states that 70% of Malawi's tobacco is shipped from Port of Beira, 30% from Port
of Durban in South Africa (Limbe Leaf 2012: 8).
51 Source: Business Analytic Center 2008: 79.
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Ross 2012: 55). Part of Malawi's tobacco is exported to South Africa, where BAT
operates a cigarette factory near Johannesburg (Business Analytic Center 2008:
67; Stanford University Global Tobacco Prevention Research Initiative n.d.).
BAT's cigarettes are then reimported to Malawi.
Cigarette companies dedicate billions of dollars each year to the endeavor of
hooking new consumers to tobacco and keeping existing ones. In the United States
of America alone, companies spent US$9.9 billion in 2008 on tobacco marketing,
“more than $34 for every man, woman, and child in the US that year” (Eriksen,
Mackay, and Ross 2012: 60).
Tobacco consumption is the largest preventable cause of death, accounting for
almost 6 million deaths each year – killing up to half of its consumers (WHO
2008: 8, 15). Governments and intergovernmental organizations such as the WHO
fight for a tobacco free world, using advertisement bans, tax increases and
warning labels. German government alone is yielding some US$16 billion of
tobacco taxes every year (Deutsches Krebsforschungszentrum 2009 b: 61), nine
times as much as Malawi's total government revenues including budgetary
assistance from donor countries.

5.3 Nonhuman actors sustain Malawi's tobacco sector
Most analyses of the tobacco sector, which are usually economic, concentrate on
the human and institutional actors in the field (cf. Zant 2012; Tchale and Keyser
2010; Jaffee 2003). Nonhuman elements are included in sections about transaction
costs where it is emphasized that these costs influence farmers' behaviors.
Distances between field and market, timeconsuming congestion at an auction
floor and rainfall patterns are translated into costs. Nonhuman actors are therefore
represented by a single element: money – and individual and collective human
actors are reduced to moneyseeking elements, ignoring that people may have
reduction of workload as a major goal, or avoid things that look complicated to
them although they sense that they could bring more profit. Due to this
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simplification, important aspects that sustain Malawi's tobacco sector are ignored.
Hardwick Tchale, agricultural expert of the World Bank in Malawi says
Maybe one thing that has happened is that because tobacco has been so
dominant, there has been a well established system in terms of marketing,
the extension and all that, all the support that is required. So much that as
of now, people are attracted to grow tobacco because they know the
moment they grow it, they'll receive the support that is required. And that
is not the same of some of the other crops that would come in to
complement tobacco. (Interview April 14, 2009)
Nonhuman actors enable humans to do things. Infrastructure like tobacco depots,
roads and auction floors give farmers access to local and international markets for
their crop. And more importantly, nonhuman elements stabilize relationships that
are usually described as social. Bruno Latour argues that it is nonhuman actors
“that offer the possibility of holding society together as a durable whole” (Latour
1991: 103) – and in this case “society” is Malawi's tobacco sector. “While it's
perfectly reasonable to designate by 'social' the ubiquitous phenomenon of faceto
face relations,” he claims,
it cannot provide any ground for defining a 'social' force that is nothing
more than a tautology, a sleight of hand, a magical invocation, since it begs
the question of how and through which means this increase in durability
has been practically achieved
where he means a durability beyond time and space (Latour 2005: 65). Actors, he
states together with Michel Callon, are all of the same size:
We cannot distinguish between macroactors (institutions, organizations,
social classes, parties, states) and microactors (individuals, groups,
families) on the basis of their dimensions, since they are all, we might say,
the 'same size', or rather since size is what is primarily at stake in their
struggles it is also, therefore, their most important result (Callon and
Latour 1981: 279).
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Marketing infrastructure is a network of a large number of black boxes –
nonhuman and human actors. An auction floor for example is an association of
buildings, signs, barrows, tobacco bales, scales, auctioneers, TCC graders, tobacco
buyers and offices with IT facilities – all packed in a black box called the auction
floor. Auction Holdings is anxious to only display the official representation of
the floors to the outside world (press pictures always show the rows of tobacco
bales with company officials on either side, or a detail of a tobacco bale – but they
do not show the scales where tobacco bales are prepared for selling or the place
where sold bales are transferred to tobacco companies via conveyor belts that may
appear chaotic). But the black box is leaking: The first time I visited Lilongwe
auction floors, I entered through the back door which I mistakenly took for the
main entrance. It was the place where farmers' tobacco bales are offloaded. I was
able to look into the storage and auction halls and take pictures using a not so
small SLR camera. Only when I tried to take the same way a second time I was
refused entrance by guards. I had to submit a formal request to AHL and explain
the reasons why I wanted to access the floors. 52 AHL approved my request and
gave me an individual guided tour through the floors. The company would not
allow me to walk around the premises without the control of an official. During
the tour I was able to make an inventory of the black box and I found that the
auction floors are basically a hall. Without the thousands of tobacco bales that are
stored and displayed for selling, it would be a vast empty space. No AHL
auctioneers would be chanting prices of a tobacco bale, no company officials
would inspect bales and buy them, no workers would run around to carry bales
away. All actors are tied together by one element: tobacco. It would be easy to use
the hall for different purposes. It could accommodate officials carrying out the
sale of a different crop. Other products could be weighed using the scales, money
transactions for other crops could be carried out using the IT systems.

52 I asked for permission to visit the floors as part of my research about Malawi's tobacco sector.
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Illustration 17: Almost empty auction hall in the afternoon.

Lilongwe Auction Floors in the afternoon. Workers carry sold bales away. April 2009.
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Nonhuman actors sustain the tobacco sector in making the associations in it
durable: It is the existence of tobacco depots operated by growers' associations
such as TAMA and NASFAM, the transport system and the auction floors that
make tobacco farmers believe that there is a wellestablished infrastructure for
tobacco – and this infrastructure is very visible: With the beginning of the auction
season, the streets are full of lorries carrying tobacco bales, and as long as these
lorries do not break down permanently they are a “living” example that the
tobacco market works. The assumption is that nobody would hire a lorry just to
carry something around that is not bound to a destination. On a daily basis,
newspaper articles report from the events at the auction floors, often showing
pictures of the sales – reemphasizing the impression that there is a central place, a
building where tobacco is sold. A building is something immobile, 53 it will be
there next season, too; and the season after the next season and so on. Nonhuman
elements do not only hold the sector together, they also display durability,
sustaining the associations between actors (nonhuman and human) and attracting
new ones.
It is the existence of auction floors and factories that makes tobacco companies
come back every year to buy Malawi's crop. Without the physical existence of the
auction floors, Auction Holdings would not be the obligatory passing point
(Callon and Latour 1981: 287) for each and every tobacco bale that is packed in
Malawi. Physical connections such as conveyor belts make the network between
AHL and the tobacco companies even more durable. 54 AHL could appeal to
farmers and companies to use their services (that are not existent if the floors
including its contents of scales, electronic payment systems, pushcarts and so on
are missing) but it is likely that farmers would stop producing tobacco or
companies would find different ways to approach farmers – as is currently
established with the introduction of the contract system, the so called Integrated
53 That's why an often used word for building in German is Immobilie.
54 The connection between Lilongwe auction floors and Limbe Leaf and Alliance One factories is
more durable than the connection between the floors and Premium TAMA or other companies
that transport their tobacco with lorries.
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Production System (IPS). But IPS also needs nonhuman elements that work as a
glue between the human actors. First of all, there is the contract itself – a black
box that contains codified modes of thoughts, habits and aims. The next step is the
establishment of satellite depots which this time are owned by tobacco industry,
not by farmers' associations. This relieves farmers' associations from maintenance
tasks that may be difficult to fulfill due to financial constraints – but in the end it
weakens the associations. A tobacco farmers' organization in Malawi consists of
“associations that last longer than the interactions that formed them” (Callon and
Latour 1981: 283): a headquarter, extension offices, depots, transport systems and
representatives at auction floors to monitor the correct carrying out of the sales
(among others). In the contract system, extension services, depots and transport
systems are taken over by tobacco industry. The organization is left over with a
headquarter and maybe it can still send representatives to monitor the sales
between growers and the company which are governed by a contract that can only
be challenged by welltrained lawyers (at least equally trained as tobacco industry
lawyers) and a working judicial system. Additionally, the representatives would be
acting on the premises owned by tobacco industry and could be easily expelled.
The farmers' association's strength is steadily undermined until what was “men
acting 'like one man'” (Callon and Latour 1981: 279) breaks down and every
grower faces the fight with the tobacco industry alone, becoming a microactor
again.
Callon and Latour argue:
We end up with actors of different size even though they are all
isomorphic, because some have been able to put into black boxes more
elements durably to alter their relative size (ibid.: 285).
Tobacco industry in Malawi was able to put into black boxes relationships from
the auction floors to the marketing of cigarettes (when it comes to infrastructural
elements that stabilize the associations) and moreover, they are part of the tobacco
sector's regulatory authority, the Tobacco Control Commission (see chapter 7.2).

61

Nonhuman actors sustain Malawi's tobacco sector
With the introduction of IPS, tobacco companies more and more take over the
control over the whole marketing chain, from the prerequisites of cultivation (by
providing inputs) up to the marketing of cigarettes.
The World Bank's Steven Jaffee is of the view that
it is a more profitable tobacco industry – rather than wishful thinking –
which can serve as an effective spring board for move diversified patterns
of investment, employment and trade in Malawi (Jaffee 2003: Abstract).
The country's
success almost certainly depends upon the maintenance of a competitive
and profitable tobacco subsector from which savings can be derived and
invested in other economic activities (Jaffee 2003: 6) [and] Malawi must –
in the near term, move to strengthen the competitiveness, improve the
stream of incomes, and enhance the sustainability of its dominant tobacco
subsector (Jaffee 2003: 32).
It is a disputable strategy: To make the country move away from tobacco, the
tobacco sector needs to be improved, supported by the World Bank. Part of this is
the value addition of tobacco in the country, as TAMA's Felix Mkumba puts it:
“we would love to have that cigarette manufacturing factories [...] to make this
country a onestopshop” (interview 15 April? 2009). Part of this strategy is also
the World Bank's support for the Chinkhoma auction floor. Every time a new
auction floor or other infrastructure facilities are built, the tobacco sector is made
more durable and attracts more growers. Jaffee's hypothesis does not work. It is
high time for the government of Malawi, the World Bank and other development
agencies to stop investing in the tobacco sector and turn the then released energies
to diversification. What if World Bank and IDA had not supported a new auction
floor in Chinkhoma but a central crop market for other crops instead?
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PART III: ACTORS
AND THEIR NETWORKS
Tobacco as a global element connects people and institutions all over the world:
tenants and cigarette company CEOs, farmers, corporations, ministries of health
and consumers to name but a few. Tobacco works as a glue between actors such as
corporations and governments. It helps create a Leviathan (Callon and Latour
1981), a multiheaded monster of tobacco business.
In this part, I portray the actors that are assembled around tobacco production in
Malawi. Chapter 6 gives insight into the individual experiences of smallholder
farmers and tobacco tenants who are the backbone of the sector. Chapter 7 looks
at collective actors, providing portraits of organizations. Chapter 8 highlights
tobacco as a “political crop”. Chapter 9 is kind of the conclusion of the other three
chapters of part III, depicting the actor networks that constitute the tobacco sector
and that are the basis for the (re)creation of power relations.

6 Individual experiences of tobacco farmers
and workers
Tobacco growing is a hundred times more laborintensive than wheat cultivation
and most work is done manually (Geist, Kapito, and Otañez 2008: 254). Countries
in the Global South – where labor is generally cheaper than in the North – are
therefore well suited for tobacco production. Malawi is one example of many. In
Malawi, tobacco is cultivated by different types of farmers: smallholders and mid
size farmers as well as tenants and workers on estates.

6.1 Tobacco smallholders
The World Bank estimates that there are 1.8 to 2 million smallholder farmers in
Malawi of which 340,000 to 380,000 produce burley tobacco (World Bank 2004:
37). Smallholder tobacco growers are independent farmers who sell their tobacco
through auction or contract marketing system. They have a tobacco field size of up
to five acres, as National Smallholder Farmer's Association of Malawi (NASFAM)
defines it. NASFAM Commercial General Manager Joshua Varela says that his
organization works with 60,000 smallholders who have at least 0.25 acres "and we
don't go beyond two hectares [4.94 acres] because those would be considered then
as larger growers" (interview March 25, 2009). A typical smallholder tobacco
farmer is William Tembo, a composite figure that I created from the 15
smallholders that I interviewed in March and April 2009.
William Tembo, smallholder farmer, Kasungu District – composite figure
William Tembo is a smallholder farmer in Kasungu District. He is 39 years
old, married and has 5 children (aged 816 years). During the interview, he
switches from Chichewa to English and back. He usually understands the
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questions in English but needs translation for more specific questions.
He grows tobacco (1 acre), maize (2.5 acres), groundnuts (1 acre) and soya
(0.5 acre) – all in all, he has got five acres.
He says:
When I think of tobacco, what comes to my mind is money. Because
we get more money from tobacco than any other crop.
Then he pauses and adds
It seems like that. It seems like that because when you do not calculate
well, you think you have made a profit while if you calculate well, you
can know that you have a small profit. But because it comes at once it
seems as if you got more money from tobacco.
Additionally, he complains that the market is unpredictable. Prices at
auction are too low, so that it is difficult for him to cover the costs for
farming inputs. The high cost of fertilizers is his major problem. He has to
apply six to eight bags of fertilizers to achieve good quality tobacco. Each
bag of fertilizers costs K15,000. He says „It's as if we are punished twice:
on the field and on the market.“
Other problems for him are climate change and soil infertility: years ago,
he had a higher yield from the same field – about seven bales of tobacco
from one acre. Now it is only five.
Tembo also says that he has difficulties to obtain wood for the drying sheds
that have to be maintained every year. He says that there is no forest nearby.
A problem that he did not mention but that could be observed during the
interview was that he dried tobacco in his house because the drying sheds
were too small. The interview was conducted in his living room and the
tobacco dust caused coughing.
In 2008, he produced five bales of tobacco, about 100 kilograms each. He
got K215,000 before deducting the costs for farming inputs and transport to
auction. He bought fertilizers for K90,000. Other input costs are for the
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rent of a baling machine (K1,500), transport to the depot of Tobacco
Association of Malawi (K1,250) and transport from depot to auction floors
(K6,000). The transport costs from depot to auction floors in Lilongwe
were deducted automatically from his proceeds after his tobacco was sold.
TAMA also provides baling materials through a hessian scheme and costs
for that are automatically deducted from his proceeds. He paid K12,000 for
the drying sheds. He had some pieceworkers who helped weaving the
tobacco, but he said he paid them not more than K2,000. All in all, his
profits were about K100,000.
Tembo says that in 2008 he made the highest profits ever, which reflects
the generally good prices during the 2008 auction season (MichaelPhiri
[The Nation] September 11, 2008; Ngwira [The Daily Times] February 18,
2009). He started to grow tobacco in 2001, when all of his neighbors were
already growing the crop. His highest loss was in 2004, when he received
only K20,00055 for four bales of tobacco. From the 20,000 kwacha, he still
had to pay an agreement worker who had worked for him the whole season.
He thought of quitting tobacco cultivation but then kept on, hoping that
„maybe, next season will be better.“
After that season, he never employed an agreement worker again but relied
on family labor only. He says that he, his wife and three of the older
children (1216 years old) work in the field. The children help for about one
hour after school during weekdays and more during weekends. During
harvest time, the children are spending more time helping their parents
because then the workload is higher.
When he started tobacco growing, he dreamed of poverty alleviation. He
said he wanted to have enough money to pay school fees for his children, to
buy iron sheets, build a good house, buy a car or even purchase a cow. With
55 Note: Between 2004 and 2008, the Malawi kwacha devalued by 11.5% annually on average
(World Bank 2012 c). 2004 poverty line is K16,165 per person per year (National Statistical
Office 2012: 204).
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earnings from tobacco growing he says he manages to buy clothes for his
family, pay school fees and buy inputs for the next farming season. Over
the years, he also managed to get iron sheets and buy furniture. However,
the national poverty line in Malawi is at K28,000 56 per person per year, e.g.
Tembo's family is considered as poor when its income falls below
K196,000 per year. Income from tobacco growing does not suffice for the
upkeep of his family. Offfarm activities (his wife works somewhere else,
he explains) and the selling of some of the other crops supplement the
income of the family.57
On the question if he smokes, Tembo laughed and said „No. I don't see any
benefit in smoking.“ He could not name the reasons why he does not
smoke although he was growing the crop. He just insisted „I don't see any
benefit in it.“ However, he did not have precise knowledge about health
hazards of smoking. He heard on the radio that smoking may cause
tuberculosis.
In the discussions with him, I showed pictures of cigarette warning labels
from Brazil and Canada and told him that more than five million people die
from smoking every year. He was very concerned about the impact of
tobacco smoking. The consequences that he drew from that were a) that he
will not start smoking himself and b) that he wishes to grow a healthier
crop. „Limbe Leaf wouldn't have anywhere to buy tobacco, if all farmers
stopped growing.“ Nevertheless, he added that „those who're smoking
should also be simply warned because people will still continue growing.“
Tembo says that he wishes there was more support from the government.
56 Approximate figure for 2008, calculated on the basis of national poverty line figures for 2004
(K16,165) and 2011 (K37002) from Integrated Household Survey 3 (National Statistical Office
2012: 204) using an average annual increase of K2979.71 (the result of dividing the difference
between the 2011 and 2004 figure by 7 years). Thanks to Gift Chiwona for providing this
calculation.
57 This is confirmed by Takane (2006) who additionally states that “tobacco production is a risky
business for smallholders, because it entails potentially high returns but also a risk of large
loss” (ibid.: 171).

67

Tobacco smallholders
Otherwise, farmers do not have alternatives:
There are certain crops which people grow like soya and paprika. Like
soya would have better prices. Maize is simply grown for food. The
problem with soya and paprika and other crops is that there is no ready
market. Like last year, soya had good prices, in the past it was not. And
now people have grown too much soya, but we don't know whether all
this is going to be bought and we don't know what the prices will be
like. The same is with paprika, people were excited with that paprika
was going to be bought but until now, people are just keeping some of
them in their houses. And some people stopped growing paprika. The
same with maize. ADMARC says they're going to buy the maize but
within a short period of time, they say, we don't have money now, two
or three weeks later, they start again and that's very frustrating. Vendors
sometimes do come to buy maize. They buy that at a very low price.
So, basically, what he's saying tobacco still has a reliable market and
the other crops, they're not reliable, they don't have reliable markets.
His friend David Kambwiri who followed the discussions, said he now
thinks of stopping tobacco growing entirely. Kambwiri says he is frustrated
that his two older sons have to help him in the tobacco field when they
come from school. He earns more and constant money from selling
vegetables to a nearby school (130,000 kwacha per term). This makes him
being one of the better off smallholder farmers: He earns constant money
through direct marketing and does not need the marketing infrastructure
that is necessary for export crops.

6.2 Tobacco tenants
Apart from smallholder farming, tobacco is produced by tenants and workers on
estates. In the so called tenancy system, the owner of an estate recruits tenants for
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his estate at the beginning of the season.58 S/he provides inputs (pesticides,
fertilizers, seeds and other farming materials) and food to the tenant on loan. In
return, the tenant grows tobacco which s/he is supposed to sell to the landlord after
harvest. From the payment, costs for inputs and food are deducted and often there
remains very little or nothing for the tenant at the end of the season.
Tenants and landlords usually reach verbal agreements on terms of payment as
well as working and living conditions (Tørres 2000: 34). Of all tenants I
interviewed, only two in Mzuzu District had written contracts. Verbal agreements
are difficult to enforce and landlords tend to inflate prices of inputs, says Raphael
Sandramu, Secretary General of Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union of
Malawi (TOTAWUM). Misunderstandings and blatant abuse are common, as
Otañez' (2004) and Tørres' (2000) researches show. Their findings are reconfirmed
by my observations in 2008 and 2009. Otañez describes how tobacco tenants are
falling deeper and deeper into debt every season – this is the only significant
difference between his and my findings. At the time of the interviews, none of the
tenants described that he or she was indebted. They however earned so little that
they were unable to use the money to invest in a business or farming on their own
land to become independent from the landlord.
Living conditions on estates are characterized by a constant lack of basic
necessities. Most tenants described or showed water sources which were unsafe.
On an estate in Salima District, tenants shared their water source with cattle
(illustration 18). Most tenants whom I interviewed did not have sufficient food.
They ate nsima (maize porridge) and green leaves once or twice a day (only three
of them had three meals) and lacked nutritious relish. Housing was a problem, too.
Most tenants lived in grassthatched huts whose roofs were leaking (illustration
19). On an estate in Kasungu District, Isaac Ching'oma showed me his house,
kitchen, bath and toilet, all completely made of grass (illustrations 20 and 21).
58 Tenants may stay on one estate for more than one season. This applies to most of the tenants I
interviewed and it is a precondition for the debt bondage system Marty Otañez found (Otañez
2004: 168, 209).
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Illustration 18: Water source on a tobacco estate in Salima District.

The tenants on this estate share their water source with cattle. September 2008.

Illustration 19: Tenant's hut on a tobacco estate in Salima District.

Salima District, September 2008.
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Illustration 20: Isaac Ching'oma showing his grassmade hut.

Ching'oma lives in this hut together with his wife and three children. Tobacco estate in Kasungu
District, April 2009.

Illustration 21: Isaac Ching'oma's “lavatory.”

Tobacco estate in Kasungu District, April 2009.
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When it comes to inflated input prices, Bonface Mzanda, a tenant on the estate of
a government minister near Lilongwe presented the worst example. In an interview
on October 4th, 2008, he said that in 2008 he "earns 7000 [kwacha. […] It was
52,000 before any deduction." He added that in 2007, his gains were even smaller
(3000 kwacha). All family members, including young children, had been working
in the tobacco fields.
Other tenants on a tobacco estate in Mzuzu District were entitled to higher
payments, but did not receive all of their money.
When he [the landlord] was giving us the part payment, he assured that he
would give us all the money, the remaining part, but we see that time is
going and he is nowhere to be seen
said Matthews and Amanda Chokotho, tenants on the estate in September 2008 –
six months after harvest. They received 15,000 kwacha of 28,000 kwacha they
were assured to get paid. The other tenants I interviewed there made similar
statements.
Figures for the number of tobacco estates in Malawi are not reliable. The numbers
vary heavily with FAO talking of 35,000 estates in 2000 (FAO 2003: 66) and
another source calculating a number of 80,966 in 2001 (Mwasikakata 2003: 9). A
2004 World Bank report however speaks of a total 30,000 estates in Malawi with a
field size between 10 and 500 hectares which grow one third of Malawi's burley
tobacco and other cash crops like fluecured tobacco, tea, coffee and sugarcane –
and of which some may even not grow any tobacco at all (World Bank 2004: 37).
Data published by the Tobacco Control Commission indicate a sharp decline of
tobacco estate agriculture from 61,834 in 2000 to 20,528 estates in 2006 which is
mainly attributable to a decline in burley (by half) and northern darkfired tobacco
(98% decline) (TCC n.d.).
The same difficulties arise in the estimation of numbers of tenants and workers
who are cultivating the tobacco on the estates. Mwasikakata refers to a number of
39,018 tenants in 2001, based on a TCC survey that does not include tenants on
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estates that were not covered by the survey (Mwasikakata 2003: 9, 13).
Mwasikakata's number of 39,018 tenants reflects only the family member who has
the contract but the work is done by the whole tenant family. The underestimation
obscures the real extent of tenancy labor, thereby making it invisible. TOTAWUM,
the tenants' union, says that 300,000 tenants are living and working on tobacco
estates in Malawi.59 This number corresponds with Otañez et al's estimate that
tenant families have seven members – two adults and five children, when taking
together with Mwasikakata's above survey result (Otañez et al. 2006: 225). Otañez
et al project that more than 78,000 tenant children aged 7 to 14 “are working on a
full or part time basis” on the estates (ibid.). They perform tasks in all stages
during production: from preparing fields and nurseries, applying fertilizers and
pesticides to harvesting and grading (ibid.; Plan Malawi 2009). Plan Malawi
furthermore found in a 2009 study that children on tobacco estates are exposed to
high amounts of nicotine that is absorbed through the skin during harvest. The
consequence is a condition called “green tobacco sickness” that causes headaches,
dizziness, nausea and vomiting. According to Plan Malawi's research, child
workers in Malawi absorb up to 54 milligrams of nicotine through the skin in one
day – an amount contained in the equivalent of 50 cigarettes (ibid.). Child labor in
tobacco growing is a violation of Article 32 of the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC) which prohibits potentially hazardous work for all children
under the age of 18.
Beatrice Chimwaza, a tenant in Kasungu District, says:60
The work that we do is heavy. When we see that the children are doing
nothing, we ask them to assist us. And then we stop them from going to
school when most of the tobacco is ready for harvest, fearing the bosses to
be on our neck, as such the boss says: “The tobacco is getting bad, you're
just staying idle, this is not the place to raise your children.” Now, to avoid
59 Oral communication, Raphael Sandramu, General Secretary of TOTAWUM, June 2008.
60 Beatrice Chimwaza made the statement during the Conference on Tobacco Tenancy Labour
System in Malawi on March 1617, 2009 that was organized by the Centre for Social Concern
(see below).
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such cruelty, you stop children from going to school, in order to please the
boss and continue working. When you have too many children, you're
given very little maize. Then you get the child who is of age to go and
work as a herdsman and in that case you kill that child's intelligence. We
have agreed with the bosses the amount to be given to us, we are never
given as we agreed. You find yourself working for 15 years at the farm and
that means that that child's education has failed.
Existing infrastructure of hospitals, schools and protected wells around tobacco
estates benefit tenants. Those tenants that I interviewed who were living near
schools could plausibly state that their children were attending classes. The data
however is not conclusive in terms of how many years children went to school or
how successful they could follow classes and do their homework. Those tenants on
estates with one and a half or two hours walking distance to the next primary
school61 usually could not convincingly name the classes their children were
attending but did not acknowledge that children dropped out of school. To me it
seemed like they were ashamed and therefore did not want to admit that their
children were not going to school. “Sensitization” projects like ICLEP II of the
tobacco industry Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing (ECLT)
foundation with the aim to educate communities about “the evils of child labour”
(ECLT Foundation 2010 a) increase the pressure on tenant families without
tackling the root causes of child labor, namely the abusive working conditions and
low payment (which is also a consequence of low prices tobacco industry pays for
the crop). Campaigns like this help obscuring the fact that tobacco industry makes
profits from abusive working conditions and child labor in Malawi (Otañez et al.
2006).
The story of Agnes Banda, a tenant on an estate in Kasungu District, shows the
individual experience tenants make in their life on the farms. Agnes Banda, unlike
the composite figure of William Tembo, is a real person whom I interviewed
during a trip of journalists to her estate. Her name is a pseudonym.
61 Which applies to the estates I visited in Dowa and Lilongwe Districts.
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Illustration 22: Bicycle taxi driver on the way to an estate in Salima District.

The tobacco estate was a one hour bicycle ride from the tarmac road between Salima and
Nkhotakhota. No minibuses operated this road of which large parts were almost impassable for a
car and partly impassable for the bike taxis.
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Agnes Banda, tenant on an estate near Kasungu
Agnes Banda is a 22 year old mother of three children. She works and lives
on an estate in Kasungu District (Central Malawi). On the estate work
twelve tenants and a manager. There are about seven women and ten
children. Banda was raised by her uncle on another estate near Kasungu.
Her parents died when she was still a small child.
She went to school but had to drop out in Standard 7 because of too much
poverty (lack of necessary items for school). She said „I wanted to become
a teacher. I would have loved to teach other people.“ To become a teacher,
Banda would have had to proceed to secondary school up to the Malawi
Secondary School Certificate, which costs school fees. At a Teachers'
Training College (whose fees are paid by government), she could have
obtained the education necessary for becoming a teacher.
With going to school up to Standard 7, she is rather educated among the
tenants that I interviewed. Others did not go to school at all or dropped out
earlier (Standard 36).62
Banda married another tenant on her uncle's estate when she was aged 13.
She describes her husband as an alcoholic. After they get paid at the end of
the season, she and her husband share the sum half/half. Banda then buys
basic necessities such as food, clothes and other things for her children and
herself. Her husband spends most of the money on drinking.
In the season ending April 2008, her family produced nine tobacco bales
(about 900 kgs). The agreement between their landlord and them was
K5,000 per bale, before deductions are made. Costs for fertilizers,
pesticides, seeds, plastic sheets and food are deducted from the payment.
After deductions, they received 20,000 kwacha. These earnings are far
below the national poverty line, even when taking into account that part of
the family's food expenses are already paid. As a primary school teacher,
62 Tørres' survey shows generally low education levels of tenants (Tørres 2000).
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Banda would earn K15,422 to K17,203 a month (net pay) (CFSC 2009).
Apart from growing tobacco, the tenants on Banda's farm also have to look
after a maize field. But the landlord does not allow them to use that maize
for their families. Banda's family pays 1,000 kwacha per pail of the same
maize that they have to grow for the landlord. The usual market price of
maize was at 700800 kwacha per pail at the time of the interview.63 If they
do not look after the maize fields, the landlord hires casual laborers and
deducts their payments from Banda's earnings.
Her family eats only one meal a day, consisting of nsima (maize porridge)
and green leaves. They do not even have beans. The children get only one
meal per day, too. Food is provided by the landlord from September till end
of March. From 1st April, all the tenants on the estate have to fend for
themselves to find food – although it is normal that the tenants are still
grading and baling the tobacco up to April or even May and they receive
their payment only after the tobacco is sold at auction.
Banda's family fetches water from an unprotected well some kilometers
away from the estate. The landlord does not provide chemicals to treat the
water before they drink it. The local health surveillance assistance comes to
the estate and gives them chemicals to treat their water free of charge and
advise them on sanitation issues.
If someone at the estate falls sick, the landlord does not provide transport
to the hospital. To get to the hospital is difficult because there are no
tarmac roads nearby and the hospital is in Kasungu town (about 7
kilometers distance).
Although there is a school nearby (3 kilometers), Banda struggles to send
her children there. She says she would like her children to finish school but
the problems they are facing at the estate are just too big.
The problems that they are facing are not due to lack of communication
63 Information from one of my interpreters: 3.5 pails are equivalent to one 50kg bag of maize.
Usual price for a bag is K25002800. The maize mill costs K200 per bag.
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between tenants and landlord, Banda says. The landlord comes to the estate
regularly, but he doesn't address their problems.
Banda would like to go back to Phalombe in Southern Malawi, where her
parents came from. But her earnings are not sufficient to pay for the
transport and the landlord does not provide transport back home.
After the interview, Banda pleaded with us to keep her anonymous. She
feared repression from the landlord because she talked with us.
Excursus: Centre for Social Concern project 2009
On the last days of my stay in 2008, I came to know the Centre for Social Concern
(CFSC), a civil society organization which had been working for tobacco workers'
rights since the 1990's. Father Jos Kuppens, director of CFSC, had the idea to push
the Tenancy Labour Bill as campaign subject during the time of parliamentary and
presidential elections' campaigns in 2009 to pressure parliamentary candidates to
take a stand for tobacco tenants' rights. The Tenancy Labour Bill was drafted in
1995 and got reviewed several times, but was never tabled in parliament. The Bill
provides basic rights to tobacco workers, such as written contracts, the provision
of safe drinking water and free medical attention. It prohibits work on tobacco
estates for anyone under the age of eighteen. Additionally, it gives officers of the
Ministry of Labour authority to inspect living and working conditions on estates.
When a German foundation emailed me in November 2008 that they still had
funds for projects in African countries, I forwarded it to Father Kuppens. The
CFSC designed a project which included a conference, a field trip with journalists
and a cooperation with Malawi's tobacco tenants' union TOTAWUM and
Unfairtobacco.org to deliver a petition for the Tenancy Labour Bill to Malawi's
Ministry of Justice. The project took place in March and April 2009, close to the
elections in the end of May. Till then, tenants were virtually nonexistent in all
public discourse on tobacco issues although tobacco was a constant issue in
campaign speeches and newspapers, and politicians were outdoing one another
with promises what they will do for tobacco growers as soon as they are elected.
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Illustration 23: Journalist interviews tobacco tenant Isaac Ching'oma.

As part of the project organized by the Centre for Social Concern, journalists visited tobacco
estates in Lilongwe, Mchinji and Kasungu Districts. In the interview, Isaac Ching'oma (left) told
his story how he became a tenant and that he hopes to earn enough money to start a rice
trading business. Kasungu District, April 2009.
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The plight of tenants – though they are producing about one third of Malawi's leaf
– was not mentioned, neither in newspaper articles nor in political speeches during
the time of my stays until CFSC paid for the printing of a press statement in
newspapers (CFSC [Malawi News] March 21, 2009) and took journalists on a tour
to farms. Newspapers and radio stations in Malawi are working under financial
constraints which oftentimes means that journalists cannot report from remote
places because their travel costs cannot be paid. CFSC covered the travel,
accommodation and food costs during the trip, enabling the journalists to visit
tobacco estates for the first time. The journalists, both from radio stations and
newspapers, went on a three day trip to farms in Mchinji and Kasungu, where they
interviewed tenants and observed their working and living conditions.
At the time of the petition, the Tenancy Labour Bill was pending at the Ministry of
Justice. Therefore, in our petition, we addressed Honorable Henry Duncan Phoya,
Minister of Justice and Constitutional Affairs in 2009. Supporting TOTAWUM
and CFSC, I tried to make an appointment for the delivery of the petition. Raphael
Sandramu of TOTAWUM was tied up with other issues as he was running for
parliament on the ticket of the (then) government party Democratic Progressive
Party (DPP) in the May 2009 elections.64 But when I tried to make the
appointment, the Ministry appeared very unwilling to receive it. We did not want
the Minister himself to receive the petition, but rather any officer who was
authorized to give a statement to the press. After several politic approaches,
appearing in person at the Ministry and calling the secretary of the Minister's
deputy, Solicitor General Anthony Kamanga, I engaged in a lengthy argument
with the latter on the phone. He kept on emphasizing that his Ministry was not
responsible for the Bill since it was pending at the Ministry of Labour (an
assertion denied by Ministry of Labour). The Solicitor General was visibly
annoyed about the petition and said “why is it that a German NGO comes with
this? Is it that we don't have organizations, ourselves?” 65 This was an attempt to
64 He did not succeed, though.
65 The petition was supported by several Malawian organizations,
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play off Malawian organizations against Unfairtobacco.org and me, “the
outsiders,” as the following communication between CFSC and Mr Kamanga
showed. After I failed to get the appointment, CFSC tried. The CFSC
representatives who met him told me afterwards that he wanted to know who I am.
He blamed me on the failure to reach an agreement. But in contrast to his talk with
me, he found it quite easy to reach an agreement with them, he said. We had
achieved that he agreed to a time and date, maybe because the CFSC
representatives did not actively stand up for me in that situation. One of them, also
a foreigner, sent me a message in the evening: “a consolation for you: Dictatorship
justifies itself by opposing locals to foreigners.”
CFSC invited two tenants, officers from Ministry of Labour and Ministry of
Agriculture as well as some twenty journalists for the petition delivery. But on the
set date, the Ministry of Justice officer did not show up because he was “tied up in
another meeting.” The press conference nevertheless was a success because the
journalists were asking critical questions and were excited about the possibility to
interview the tenants who worked on the estate of Finance Minister Goodall
Gondwe.
The major success of the CFSC project (and CFSC's work during the following
years) is that tenancy labor is represented in the media from time to time and
therefore gets more and more visible (Maganga [The Daily Times] September 11,
2012; Potani [AfricaNews] April 15, 2011; Mawawa [Zodiak Broadcasting Station]
April 16, 2011). The success lies in the dynamic that the work with the journalists
produced: Those who went on the field trip with CFSC were outraged. They still
feel compelled to write about the issue. During the field trip, one of them said:
"This can't exist in our country. We didn't know!"

continued from page 80 including CFSC, TOTAWUM, Drug Fight Malawi and Centre for Youth
and Children Affairs.
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7 Collective actors in Malawi's tobacco sector
Power relations are central to the question how the tobacco sector is sustained.
These relations are between individuals (chapter 6) and collective actors of which
I portray the most important in this chapter.

7.1 Tobacco farmers' and workers' organizations
This section covers the tobacco farmers' organizations TAMA and NASFAM as
well as the Agricultural Research and Extension Trust (ARET) that provides
extension services to farmers and a portrait of the tenants' union (TOTAWUM).
Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA)
Founded: 1929
Represents: tobacco estate owners, midsize tobacco farmers, tobacco
smallholders, International Tobacco Growers' Association (ITGA)
Funding: tobacco auction levies
Portrait: The Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA) was founded in 1929 by
European tobacco planters under the name of Nyasaland Tobacco Association
(Otañez 2004: 144). It became a registered trust in 1983. Till 2004, all registered
tobacco farmers in Malawi were automatically members of TAMA (TAMA 2011
c). The organization had a membership of 85,000 in 2000 (Otañez 2004: 144),
which declined after the tobacco sector was reformed in 2004 and farmers were
allowed to become member of an association of their own choice. Currently,
TAMA has 50,000 members (Zant 2012: 44), and states that these produce 85% of
Malawi's tobacco leaf (TAMA2011 c). TAMA membership benefits are access to
of about 100 satellite depots (Zant 2012: 44), subsidized transportation to auction
floors and subsidized hessian services.
Although a huge number of members are smallholder farmers or midsize
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growers, TAMA is controlled by large growers: The president is preferably
someone with “personal sound financial backing” (§8.2.4.1.2, TAMA constitution;
TAMA June 28, 2008) which does not apply to smallholders. And the Board of
Trustees that is in charge of longterm decisions
must comprise a minimum of two and a maximum of three exTAMA
Presidents, (as long as they are available and willing), one experienced
large grower for burley and one experienced large grower for fluecured
tobacco (§8.1.4, TAMA constitution; TAMA June 28, 2008).
The association is in charge of the Agricultural Research and Extension Trust
(ARET), that provides research and extension services to tobacco farmers (see
below). It is funded by tobacco auction levies (0.7 US cents per kg of tobacco sold
by a TAMA member).
TAMA is a founding member of the ITGA, which is a tobacco industry
conceptualized and funded organization (see section 7.3). The relationship
between TAMA and ITGA is twodirectional: ITGA represents TAMA
internationally while TAMA pursues ITGA's interests in Malawi (e.g. by
publishing ITGA press releases and lobbying government of Malawi).
TAMA has shares in Premium TAMA (a tobacco leaf merchant), Kanengo
Tobacco Processors (a tobacco processing company) and Auction Holdings. It has
two representatives on the board of directors of the Tobacco Control Commission
(TCC) that regulates the whole sector.
TAMA's objectives are
•

to provide and develop the Flue cured, NDDF66, SDF67 and Burley Tobacco
Industry in Malawi

•

to advance and protect the interests of the tobacco growers

•

to cooperate with government and other associations, bodies or
individuals having similar interests […]

•

to participate in ITGA programs (TAMA 2011 d).

66 Northern Division Dark Fired tobacco.
67 Southern Dark Fired tobacco.
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Agricultural Research and Extension Trust (ARET)
Founded: 1995
Represents: Tobacco farmers
Funding: tobacco auction levies, tobacco industry
Portrait: The Agricultural Research and Extension Trust (ARET) is a merger of
Tobacco Research Institute of Malawi (TRIM) and Estate Extension Service Trust
(EEST). Before the establishment of ARET in 1995, these two organizations were
separately providing research and extension services to the tobacco sector. The
trust maintains three research stations and nine field offices in Malawi. The
institution is fully controlled by TAMA that furnished the startup funding for the
trust. ARET's representation structure shows that the trust has a focus on estates,
because at least half of the councilors are large growers, including the chairman,
as TAMA's constitution provides:
15.14.2 Council shall elect a Chairman and three other members of the
Executive Committee of Council of the Agricultural Research and
Extension Trust, one of which shall be a Councilor representing fluecured
tobacco growers.68 The Chairman shall be an experienced large grower and
a Councilor (TAMAJune 28, 2008).
The trust is funded by an obligatory levy of 1% of gross proceeds 69 at auction: In
2011, that must have been about US$2.9 million. 70 Additionally, Japan Tobacco
recurrently donates scholarship funding and laboratory equipment (Kufa [Nyasa
Times] November 27, 2010; The Nation July 23, 2012).
ARET is affiliated to the Cooperation Centre for Scientific Research Relative to
Tobacco (CORESTA), an initiative with 181 members including all big tobacco
companies and leaf merchants, which control the board of directors (CORESTA

68 Fluecured tobacco is mostly grown by estates.
69 Source: TCC 2009, document received during interview with Henderson Chimoyo. Overview
of all auction levies in chapter 9.3.
70 Malawi raked in 293 million USdollars from tobacco sales in 2011 (Maulidi [Zodiak
Broadcasting Station] December 29, 2011).
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2006; CORESTA n.d.).
Malawi government in 2011 decreed that ARET is to be incorporated into newly
established Lilongwe University of Agriculture and Natural Resources
(LUANAR), a decision which was followed by protest from TAMA, claiming that
ARET is a private institution completely funded by farmers (Sonani [The Nation]
June 23, 2011; Masanza [Zodiak Broadcasting Station] June 14, 2012). Shortly
after President Bingu wa Mutharika's death in April 2012, incumbent President
Joyce Banda ordered the delinking of ARET and LUANAR. Commenting that
“ARET is TAMA’s baby,” Banda made the announcement during her opening
speech of TAMA's annual general assembly (TAMA n.d.; Khunga [The Daily
Times] June 22, 2012).
As regards the future of tobacco cultivation, ARET says on its website that
There is no doubt that tobacco will reign supreme in Malawi and the whole
world in the foreseeable future until demand from buying nations drops
and the last smoker drops dead!

National Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi (NASFAM)71
Founded: 1997
Represents: smallholder farmers, including tobacco smallholder farmers
Funding: tobacco auction levies, tobacco industry (for the tobacco division),
development aid (for nontobacco crops only),72 membership fees
Portrait: National Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi (NASFAM) has
its origins in a USAIDfunded project called “Smallholder Agribusiness
Development Project” that aimed at enhancing Malawi's smallholder sector after
partial liberalization of cash crop production at the beginning of the 1990s (till

71 If not indicated differently, the source of all information about NASFAM in this section is my
interview with Joshua Varela, NASFAM Commercial General Manager, on 25 March 2009.
72 E.g. Cordaid (Netherlands) funded 20% of a groundnut processing factory in 2011, built by
NASFAM and a European fair trade company (Cordaid 2011: 57).
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then, smallholder farmers were prohibited from cultivating burley and fluecured
tobacco in Malawi). The organization follows a grassroots approach: farmers'
clubs built regional associations which decided to found NASFAM as an umbrella
body for the whole of Malawi in 1997 (NASFAM 2012 a). Clubs and regional
associations remain the major organizational unit.
NASFAM provides extension services, depots, transportation and cooperative
marketing to its members who grow a huge variety of crops. The organization
extends its services to more than 100,000 smallholder farmers in Malawi (Zant
2012: 45) but has offices in only 19 of 28 districts. NASFAM works with
smallholders in a radius of only 30 kilometers around its extension stations due to
transportation constraints: “a physical barrier,” how NASFAM Commercial
General Manager Joshua Varela calls it (interview March 2009). About 60,000
members grow tobacco. The organization is funded through membership fees
(max. US$2 per year which remains in the district), auction levies for its tobacco
division and development aid grants for nontobacco crops only. For its extension
services in the tobacco contract marketing system, NASFAM additionally receives
funding from the tobacco companies that have contracts with NASFAM's
members, Joshua Varela explains:
They ask NASFAM how much it costs to train the farmers that have been
contracted, so we tell them: fuel to get there, so much; the need lunch and
refreshments and printing all the materials, etc. So they'll pay us as they
are paying the crop. It's actually a prepayment. But the maximum that
they're comfortable to pay is 1%. […] We contracted out last year 18
million kilos, and at last years' prices the average was 2.30, so that must
have been about 400,000 dollars that they paid in training and make sure
the crop is grown according to EuroGAP.73
NASFAM aims “to improve the livelihoods of smallholder farmers” by promoting
“farming as a business in order to develop the commercial capacity of its

73 European Good Agricultural Practices.
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members” (NASFAM 2012 b). One of the organizations' main aims is the
diversification away from dependency on maize and tobacco, and
[NASFAM] thus supports production and marketing of crops such as
groundnuts, chili, rice, soya, beans, sunflower and others as appropriate to
market demand (NASFAM 2012 c).
A newlybuilt groundnuts processing factory in Lilongwe is part of the
organization's diversification strategy, said NASFAM's CEO Dyborn Chibonga in
the Malawian newspaper Nation in January 2012 (Mzale [The Nation] January 26,
2012).

Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union of Malawi (TOTAWUM)
Founded: 1996
Represents: tobacco tenants and workers
Funding: membership fees
Portrait: The Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union of Malawi
(TOTAWUM) was established in 1996 as the official representation of the tobacco
farm labor force. Its origins date back to the end of Malawi's oneparty system
when tobacco farm workers' protests were part of the country's democratization
movement in the beginning of the 1990s (Otañez 2004: 272ff.). In January 1997,
TOTAWUM joined the country's union network, the Malawi Congress of Trade
Unions (MCTU). The union has some 20,000 members and is active in twenty of
Malawi's 28 districts (Otañez 2010: 194). It is affiliated to the International Union
of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers'
Associations (IUF).
American anthropologist Marty Otañez accompanied the union during its
development in the 1990s and early 2000s (Otañez 2004). During several research
stays in the context of his doctoral studies, he observed and participated in
TOTAWUM activities. The union successfully managed to attract international
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interest for the plight of tobacco tenants and child laborers in Malawi (Tørres
2000; Otañez 2004: 189). The rising pressure triggered tobacco industry to
implement several child labor projects in the country (such as the tobacco industry
funded Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing foundation ECLT). In 1995
already, when the union was not yet registered, a tripartite consultation between
tenants, tobacco industry and International Labour Organisation (ILO) resulted in
the drafting of the Tenancy Labour Bill that aims at the implementation of basic
rights for tobacco tenants and the prohibition of child labor in tobacco growing. In
his dissertation, Otañez also discusses the unions' constraints in financial terms,
and touches its process of developing a selfdefinition and position towards multi
national tobacco companies and tobacco landlords. Despite all constraints, his
ethnography is a portrayal of a union on the rise. In contrast to that, I found the
union in stagnation during my research stays in 2008 and 2009.
I first got to know TOTAWUM when in May/June 2008 the Unfairtobacco.org
project for which I am working invited a speaker on a lecture tour to Germany to
raise awareness of abusive labor conditions in tobacco growing. The speaker was
Raphael Sandramu, TOTAWUM's general secretary. Sandramu's professional
background is long years of work as a field officer for the Ministry of Agriculture
until he retired in 1997. He was with the union since 1992 but had never been a
tobacco tenant or tobacco smallholder. In 2009, Sandramu ran for parliamentary
elections on the ticket of the then government party DPP. I accompanied
Sandramu during part of the tour and translated during his lectures and
discussions. Unfairtobacco.org together with him developed a petition addressed
to Malawi's Minister of Justice to ask for the passing of the Tenancy Labour Bill
that was never tabled in parliament (see excursus on the CFSC project in chapter
6.2). Additionally, we organized a day of action at Philip Morris' Germany
headquarter in Munich where we blamed the company that is the major buyer of
Malawi's tobacco to profit from slavelike working conditions in the country. We
demanded the company to address the problems.
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A few months later, in August 2008, I visited Malawi the first time. Sandramu
warmheartedly welcomed me at the airport and helped me with my first steps in
the country. The main purpose of my first stay was to acquire language skills
(Chichewa) and to explore the field. Sandramu assisted me a lot by mediating
access to tobacco estates. He invited me to attend a TOTAWUM meeting in
Salima in September 2008 and showed me the union's office in Nkhotakota. But
the office was merely unused, its contents collecting dust. A project plan that was
pasted on a wall referred to the years 2002 and 2003. The only technical
equipment in the office was a printer, but computers were nowhere to be seen.
At the same time, the union is struggling to cope with financial constraints,
because members often are not able to pay their membership fees. Travels of
union organizers and mediators are difficult, as most tobacco estates are far away
from tarmac roads and cheap transport facilities. The union does not have a car, so
to reach the estates, union representatives have to take a taxi, bike taxi or walk. It
is a vicious circle: union representatives are struggling to represent the members'
interests because they cannot afford the travel to a farm where a conflict arose. But
if tenants are not confident that the union will successfully assist them in a
conflict with their landlord, the payment of the membership fee gets more and
more dispensable compared with the buying of basic necessities like clothes and
food.
The union's lack of money affects its representation structures as union elections
need money to be organized, and communication between members and
representatives in district or countrywide leadership circles is at stake without
necessary facilities like mobile phones and sufficient call credits. While TAMA
has a radio program for tobacco farmers on Malawi Broadcasting Corporation and
Zodiak Broadcasting Station every week (TAMA 2011 e: 4), TOTAWUM not even
enjoys this oneway communication channel to educate the tenants about their
rights and upcoming events. A lack of selffinancing furthermore makes the union
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Illustration 24: Radio at a tobacco drying shed, shared by tenants.

Tenants in the process of grading tobacco leaves under a drying shed. The picture shows a meeting
with journalists (during the CFSC project). The drying shed is a typical place where tenants spend
long time together. At one of the woodpoles in the front hangs a radio. Kasungu District, April 2009.
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assist the tenants or work against child labor but are instead used as image
campaigns for multinational companies (Otañez et al. 2006).
Other than the farmers' associations and most other institutions in the tobacco
sector, the union has to collect its membership fees personally from each member.
That means that labor organizers have to visit the estates to collect the fees. It may
require several visits under abovementioned travel constraints until all members
are able to pay because their tobacco earnings trickle in at different times during
the year. The association between the union and its members is therefore much
less stable than the one between a tobacco landlord and TAMA that is
(re)established by (computermediated) levies at auction immediately after the
landlord's tobacco is sold (chapter 9.3).
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7.2 Government institutions and parastatals
This section portrays the regulatory body of the tobacco sector, the Tobacco
Control Commission, and the only tobacco auctioneer in Malawi, Auction
Holdings Limited.
Tobacco Control Commission (TCC)
Founded: 1938
Represents: Government of Malawi, Ministry of Agriculture, tobacco farmers
(especially large growers), leaf companies
Funding: tobacco auction levies
Portrait: The Tobacco Control Commission (TCC) is the government authority
that oversees Malawi's tobacco sector. TCC was founded in 1938 taking over the
regulatory functions from the Native Tobacco Board (NTB). It reports to the
Minister of Agriculture (a position held by late President Mutharika, 20052010)
and the Department of Statutory Corporations which directly reports to the Office
of the President and Cabinet.
The commission is funded through a legislated cess that is levied at the auctioning
of tobacco leaf. TCC receives 0.13% of gross proceeds plus 0.35 cents (US$) per
kilogram of tobacco for its classification service.
TCC's aims are „to promote and expand the sale of tobacco” and
to ensure that tobacco growing and marketing is worthwhile, so that
tobacco is the leading contributor to foreign exchange earnings in the
agricultural sector and to the GDP and that it is the driving force to
diversification (TCC 2004 a).
TCC's functions74 are
•

regulation of production, manufacture and marketing of tobacco (e.g. the
registration and licensing of tobacco growers, leaf buyers and auction

74 Source: TCC 2004 a and interview with Henderson Chimoyo, Acting General Manager of
Tobacco Control Commission (April 2009).
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premises)
•

advise to government on tobacco exports and production (a contribution
to foreign exchange forecasts)

•

market research and provision of statistics

•

tobacco classification at auction and the

•

provision of a minimum price list.

„More important this time around is our classification activity. Because no
tobacco will be bought before it has been classified by a TCC classifier“ said
Henderson Chimoyo, Acting General Manager of Tobacco Control Commission in
my interview with him (April 2009). The grading function was transferred from
TAMA to TCC in the course of the 2004 sector reforms. It establishes an
obligatory passing point, and that means it increases TCC's power (Callon and
Latour 1981: 287). Chimoyo however acknowledged that TCC struggles to
compete with tobacco industry, particularly as regards the grading function. TCC
has got about 20 classifiers
but a good portion of those are trainee classifiers, the really experienced
ones we have lost to the industry, […]. The past two years I've lost about
between ten and eleven to the other companies. TCC is a government
parastatal and our salary structure, our conditions of service are governed
by government and looking at our income levels, too, we haven't been in a
position where we could compete with the rest of tobacco industry where
the moment you move out of this office into Limbe Leaf tobacco company,
which is a Universal group company or Alliance One International, you're
in a totally different area and the conditions are also totally different and it
would only take a doubling up of somebody's TCC salary for somebody to
change their mind and cross. (emphasis added)
The composition of the board of directors is another challenge to the commission's
work: it cannot act independently from tobacco industry, because tobacco buyers
sit on the board as representatives of Tobacco Exporters Association (TEAM, see
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portrait in section 7.3). There are representatives of the Tobacco Association
(TAMA, which is linked to tobacco industry funded ITGA) and tobacco growers
on the board. At the same time, the inclusive character of the board does not take
into account the importance of tobacco tenants and workers: there are no
representatives of tenants or seasonal workers. The composition of TCC's board of
directors is provided by Control of Tobacco Auction Floors Act, Part II (Chapter
65:03) which defines:
(1) The Commission shall consist of the following members appointed by
the Minister in his discretion—
(a) a Chairman appointed by the Minister;
(b) two members to represent the Agricultural Development and Marketing
Corporation;
(c) two members to represent the Tobacco Association;
(d) two members to represent the Tobacco Exporters Association;
(e) four members to represent tobacco farmers;
(f) two members to represent the Government.
„
Members of the board have to retire annually“ (subsection (2)(a)) and can be
reappointed.
A list of board members 75 is published on the website of Zodiak Broadcasting
Station (Chibwana [Zodiak Broadcasting Station] July 20, 2010):
Mr. G.P. BandaweChairman
Mr. W.W. Mboma
Mr. A.M. JereFarmer
Mr. D. MacphersonFarmer
Mr. Mike Chiwalo
Mr. S. ChristieFarmer
Mr. O. NdlovuSmallholder Farmer
Chief NjombwaTraditional authority KasunguFarmer
75 Note: When comparing the number of board members in this list with what is provided by law,
the list must be incomplete.
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Additionally, an article on Malawi Voice reports that Madalitso Mutharika, son of
late President Bingu wa Mutharika, is one of the representatives on the board
(Mponda [Malawi Voice] November 17, 2010). The report is however not
verifiable because it is the only available report on the issue and Malawi Voice is
not as reliable as other daily papers and online resources in Malawi.
„
TCC is not subvented by government“ says Chimoyo. That puts TCC in a rather
independent position compared to parastatals like ADMARC and Air Malawi
which constantly make losses (Kutengule, Nucifora, and Zaman 2006; J. Mponda
[Malawi Voice] June 8, 2010). In 2010 and 2011, TCC even paid dividends of 45
million kwacha and 50 million kwacha,76 respectively, to Malawi government
(White [Nyasa Times] January 27, 2011). In a country like Malawi, where
government's attention is concentrated on the closing of a huge number of budget
gaps, a corporation that is not reliant on government funding is rather
unchallenged.
The financial situation as well as several other factors reestablish the Tobacco
Control Commission as a black box of its own. Although it is supposed to report
to Minister of Agriculture and Department of Statutory Corporations, it is firstly
governed by a board of directors from all parts of the tobacco sector (TCC 2004
b). After the appointment of board members by the Minister of Agriculture, the
commission works independently. Only a few powers of minor importance (such
as to insure against risks) need approval by the Minister (Control of Tobacco
Auction Floors Act, §7). As regards the laws that regulate the commission's
functions, I made the odd experience that TCC did not want to give me access to
the acts. In the interview with Henderson Chimoyo, I three times asked him for a
copy (the last time referring to the fact that in a democracy, laws are freely
available). And Chimoyo, although he seemed to enjoy to freely offer information
during the interview, responded to each of my requests “I'm not sure whether I've

76 Approximately 32,000 USdollars and 33,000 USdollars, respectively.
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the liberty of giving you that, a copy of that.” 77 A law is like a blueprint of the
institution, it defines the functions and powers of the black box. Disclosure is not
78

desirable as it would open the black box in which the institution is packed.
In a similar incident, my local assistant Gift Chiwona 79 who tried to access recent
data about tobacco volumes sold on Malawi's auction floors at Tobacco Control
Commission in September 2012 reported to me:
I found that Dr. Bruce Munthali, the CEO, was in a meeting. I requested to
be redirected to any other official in TCC who would assist me but I was
told that I could not meet any other official on my request for data before
meeting the CEO.
During my stay in 2009 I had wondered why it was so easy to get an interview
with the general manager of the Tobacco Control Commission as opposed to my
expectation that TCC would give me a minor officer as interview partner. Because
of Chiwona's report I realized that in fact the only entry point to TCC is the
general manager.80 TCC seals itself off from outside views.
Moreover, TCC maintains a physical proximity to the tobacco sector, as its
and headquarters of Auction Holdings, Limbe Leaf, Alliance One and other
headquarters are situated in Kanengo Industrial Area near Lilongwe auction floors
tobacco companies (illustration 16). The proximity to tobacco industry is

77 Thanks to Malawi Law Society's impressive online database (www.malawilii.org), I obtained
copies of laws relevant to Malawi's tobacco sector in 2011.
78 With some insight into the institution's actual internal practices, and access to the blueprint, it
is possible to compare. Those in charge of the black box (in TCC's case the Minister of
Agriculture and members of parliament) are then able to adjust either the practices or the
blueprint. An adjustment of the practices is however not desirable for those actors that act on
their own initiative.
79 Pseudonym.
80 Only that in 2009, TCC was not as suspicious about requests as Gift Chiwona experienced in
2012.
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accompanied by a physical separation from government offices that are built at
Capital Hill in Lilongwe, escaping daily monitoring and interaction by/with
members of other government institutions. The outsourcing of tobacco regulation
into Tobacco Control Commission contributes to responsibility confusion.
Ministry of Agriculture and other ministries lose sight of the necessity of a
process of exiting tobacco production in the long term: When I traveled to the
country in 2009, I had a hard time finding information about diversification away
from tobacco and persons who felt responsible for that. I visited Ministry of
Agriculture and asked my way till I finally found an officer who was responsible
(at least that was what I was told) only to get the response that I should ask
Tobacco Control Commission. But Henderson Chimoyo of TCC, again, sent me to
Ministry of Agriculture as well as Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning.
When I told him that Ministry of Agriculture had sent me to him he laughed and
said:
No, no, no, they are just trying to run away from the responsibility because
[still laughing], we only deal with tobacco. But they, as a Ministry of
Agriculture, they're not just looking at tobacco. They're looking at food
crops, they're looking at cash crops such as cotton, and other crops.

Auction Holdings Limited (AHL)
Founded: 1965 (1939)81
Represents: its shareholders
Funding: Tobacco auction levies, income from subsidiaries
Portrait: Auction Holdings Limited is a parastatal whose major shareholder is the
Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC). ADMARC's
CEO is at the same time Chairman of Auction Holdings. AHL is the only licensed
tobacco auctioneer in Malawi which means that all tobacco goes through the
81 Auction Holdings is a merger of two companies that were operating auction floors since 1939
(Auction Holdings 2011 a).

97

Government institutions and parastatals
company's auction floors, even if it is contract marketed tobacco. Shareholders are
(Auction Holdings 2011 b):
•

ADMARC (43.636%)

•

Lincoln Investments Ltd. (7.086%)

•

Macpherson Ltd. (5.291%)

•

National Investment Trust Ltd. (5%)

•

I Conforzi (T & T) Ltd. (4.642%)

•

Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA) (2.443%)

•

and other minority shareholders with each less than 2% (32.902%)

In 2007, the company's board of directors was as follows (Auction Holdings 2007:
12, 18); when possible, I updated the list through other sources:
•

Charles J. Matabwa (ADMARC CEO), replaced by Jerry Jana in May 2012
(Kasunda [The Nation] May 31, 2012)

•

Andrew G. Barron (holds 239,295 shares)

•

D. Macpherson (holds 483,125 shares)

•

H. B. Ntaba (holds 7,801,508 shares)

•

H. M. Nyasulu

•

Billy Kandeya (till 31 December 2007, ADMARC representative)

•

James Gausi (from 1 January 2008, ADMARC representative)

•

F. Kaima

•

G. Bakuwa

•

Albert W. Kamulaga (till 29 June 2007, TAMA President; held 37,500
shares)

•

C. A. Mwansambo (from 29 June 2007, TAMA President), in March 2009
replaced by Reuben Jefred Maigwa, who was reelected for five years in
2012 (ITGA 2009: 11; TAMA n.d.)

AHL has three subsidiaries which are fully owned by the company: Agricultural
Trading Company (ATC) provides farming inputs since 1962 (Auction Holdings
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2011 c) and “was one of the suppliers for the Government Inputs Subsidy
Programme” in 2007 (Auction Holdings 2007: 11). Farmers can choose between
different companies that rehandle tobacco bales and AHL's subsidiary Tobacco
Investments Limited (TIL) is one of them. The company rehandles tobacco bales
that were rejected at auction because they are moldy, contain mixed grades or their
packaging is damaged. The third subsidiary of AHL is the 2006 founded Malawi
Leaf Company (Auction Holdings2011 c). In 2011, Malawi Leaf had a market
share of 4.5% in burley trades, 7% of dark fired tobacco trades and 7% of virginia
tobacco, of which most was contract marketed (Limbe Leaf 2012).

7.3 Tobacco industry
This section portrays two organizations: The first one is the Tobacco Exporters'
Association of Malawi (TEAM), that represents tobacco industry's interests in
Malawi. The second one is the International Tobacco Growers' Association
(ITGA). While the ITGA could have been categorized under “farmers'
organizations” the portray soon shows that is much more linked to tobacco
companies than to (smallholder) farmers' interests. The categorization under
“tobacco industry” therefore skips a step and shows the situation as it is.
Tobacco Exporters' Association of Malawi (TEAM)
Founded: 1930
Represents: Tobacco leaf companies, tobacco processing companies
Funding: member contributions
Portrait: The Tobacco Exporters' Association of Malawi (TEAM) represents
tobacco leaf exporters since 1930. Membership is open to all tobacco buyers,
exporters, manufacturers and processors in Malawi.
TEAM has two directors on the board of Tobacco Control Commission. In
disputes between tobacco growers and buyers (e.g. over prices) at the auction
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floors, TEAM represents the leaf companies.
Accessing information about the organization is difficult since TEAM does not
publish official information on the internet. Apart from brief portraits in
publications by Otañez (2004: 145) and Mataya, Konyani, and Tsoka (2002: 6–7),
there is no list of members available. The information is likely outdated:
•

Limbe Leaf

•

Dimon (since 2005 Alliance One)

•

Stancom (since 2005 Alliance One)

•

Africa Leaf (since 2009 JTI Malawi)

•

RWJ Wallace

•

Tobacco Marketing

•

British American Tobacco

•

Premier Leaf

No information about the association's financial basis is available, apart from
Mataya et al's statement that it is funded through “contributions of its members”
(ibid.).
According to Mataya et al (2002: 67), the association's functions are as follows –
note point (e) as countering tobacco control (in the WHO sense):
(a) to represent the interests of the tobacco industry in respect of buying,
processing and exporting;
(b) to coordinate and act upon views of all its members;
(c) to cooperate with Government in all matters relating to tobacco
production, selling ofter the auction floors and exporting;
(d) to determine world market requirements in terms of types of tobacco and
qualities; to obtain information on production and marketing of competing
countries throughout the world; and to obtain information on new markets
as well as accessibility and restrictions in all tobacco importing countries;
(e) to help coordinate activity to counter the efforts of tobacco control
lobbyists.
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International Tobacco Growers' Association (ITGA)
Founded: 1984
Represents: tobacco industry, tobacco growers' associations worldwide (TAMA)
Funding: tobacco growers' associations, tobacco industry
Portrait: Originally founded in 1984 by tobacco growers' associations from all
over the world, the International Tobacco Growers' Association (ITGA) was hi
jacked by tobacco industry at the end of the 1980s. Tobacco industry considered
ITGA as “poorly run” (Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids 2011: 1) and found it
easy to remodel the organization to serve multinational cigarette manufacturers in
their quest to counter tobacco control 82 measures and crop substitution programs.
In 1988, INFOTAB, a tobacco industry organization (McDaniel, Intinarelli, and
Malone 2008), developed a concept how ITGA would help tobacco industry
achieve its goals. The concept (Bloxcidge and INFOTAB 1988: 1) states:
1.1 We need to develop the agriculture lobby. Its “integrity” and
independence are of great potential value, both at NGO and regional level.
1.2 We must ensure that the growers stick to politics, and do not seek to use
the global organisation to gang up on manufacturers.
From then onwards, ITGA was funded by tobacco industry and kind of “put on
track” by Hallmark Marketing Services (Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids 2011:
2). An initial funding proposal arranged for US$100,000 by tobacco growers,
US$200,000 by INFOTAB and another US$100,000 by tobacco companies – each
year (Bloxcidge and INFOTAB 1988: 2). In 1996, the industry ceased direct
financing of ITGA and conferred funding issues on Hallmark “for very obvious
and important reasons to keep the [manufacturers'] connection with ITGA
discreet,” as Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids (2011: 2) cites an internal British
American Tobacco (BAT) facsimile to the other major cigarette companies
82 Tobacco control in the WHO sense of the notion.
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(Opukah and British American Tobacco 1996). Hallmark got £220,400 in 2000
and £251,500 in 200183 from cigarette manufacturers for ITGA campaigns against
WHO's Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) and lobbying of the
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) (British American
Tobacco 2001). In 2010, ITGA's CEO Antonio Abrunhosa, who holds the position
since 1999, admitted that the association is still funded by tobacco industry
(Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids 2011: 2; Cropley and Kelland [Reuters]
November 4, 2010).
One of the founding members of ITGA is the Tobacco Association of Malawi
(TAMA). In 2012, TAMA remains the only member from Malawi.
ITGA is used by tobacco industry to deal with critical issues like the child labor
problem in Malawi's tobacco fields (Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids 2011: 2–3;
Opukah 1999). In 2009, as a continuation of these efforts, ITGA's Antonio
Abrunhosa was elected President of tobacco industry's Eliminating Child Labour
in Tobacco Growing foundation (ECLT), of which ITGA is a founding member
(ECLT Foundation 2010 b).
Because of its position as both market leader in burley production and most
tobacco dependent country in the world, ITGA furthermore highlights Malawi as
an example for the allegedly devastating effects of tobacco control 84 policies. The
position is published within Malawi as well as internationally, 85 unfortunately
portraying ITGA as a body that represents all tobacco growers and workers (while
it does not represent them, especially not the most needy) and without exposing
that ITGA is controlled by tobacco industry to make sure that tobacco growers do
not “gang up on manufacturers.”

83 2001 figure is draft proposal.
84 Tobacco control in the WHO sense of the notion.
85 See for example: (ITGA [Reuters] September 21, 2010; Sabola [The Nation] September 23,
2010; Khanje [The Daily Times] September 20, 2012; Banda [Inter Press Service] November 9,
2012).
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8 Tobacco is a “political crop”
The day before the opening of auction season in March 2009 and announcement
of the 2009 minimum prices for tobacco, President Mutharika dismissed TCC
General Manager Godfrey Chapola. Chapola had served TCC for thirteen years
after working for ARET (ITGA 1996: 8). His sudden dismissal was breaking news
in Malawi. According to Nation on Sunday, the reason was "disagreements he had
with government over the proposed tobacco prices for this year" (Ng’ambi and
Banda [The Nation on Sunday] March 16, 2009). In the article, it is said that
Chapola wanted to implement lower minimum prices than government – in person
of Mutharika – demanded. Government denied and stated that Chapola's contract
had expired. However, the time of his dismissal86 and statements he gave earlier in
2009 made it plausible that he was fired over minimum prices and other politically
important issues (ibid.). Chapola also was in favor of contract marketing, which
was in the pilot phase then. Government of Malawi wanted to stop the
implementation of the system (Makhuyula [The Daily Times] February 24, 2009).
Henderson Chimoyo, Chapola's acting successor at TCC, confirmed my
perception of tobacco as a crop with high political significance in Malawi. At the
beginning of the interview (April 2009), he asked me not to come to political
issues: “As long as we stick to technical issues, then I'm fine, because when we
start bringing in political overtones, then I'll be uncomfortable.” Off record, he
jokingly claimed that my father had to give him a job if he gets fired because of
my interview.
Malawi held general elections for parliament and presidency the same year in
May. Chimoyo explained that tobacco
contributes quite a lot as a way to foreign exchange earnings. The figures
have varied from year to year but normally it's in the region of 60% of the

86 Government started advertising the position after Chapola's contract expired which increases
the probability that it originally wanted to renew the contract.
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total exports that get out of Malawi tobacco. And accounts for somewhere
in the region of 15% of the GDP. So, it's a very important crop. That's why
it also becomes a political crop when you come to years like 2009,
especially in an election year like this one.
The political importance of tobacco is composed of different aspects and triggers
actions of government, opposition and farmers. There is the historical component
of the “special crop,” and macroeconomic considerations.
Historically seen, tobacco was the crop of the political elite (see chapter 4 on
tobacco history). Ever since President Hastings Kamuzu Banda, it is the presidents
of the country that officially open the auction season each year, reassuring farmers
and industry of government support:
The President of Malawi, Dr Hastings Banda, showed his continuing
strong interest in the tobacco industry by making an official visit to the
auction floors on Thursday, April 23rd. (Lievelt [Tobacco International]
June 1, 1992: 54)
Government has to balance the maintenance of good relations to tobacco industry
with tobacco farmers' demands and election pledges. The issue of minimum prices
is a good example. President Mutharika had introduced minimum prices for
tobacco in 2007 because leaf buyers offered prices below production costs (Sabola
[The Nation] March 25, 2007) and prices were fluctuating a lot. Reports by Anti
Corruption Bureau and Belgian lawyer Clive Stanbrook exposed collusion among
leaf buyers at Malawi's auctions (Stanbrook 2005; AntiCorruption Bureau 2005).
TCC Acting General Manager Henderson Chimoyo explains the market dynamics
that lead to fluctuations (interview April 6, 2009):
the production levels are in most cases determined by the price elasticity of
supply and demand. When production goes down, the prices go up,
farmers are enticed to grow more the following, they grow a huge crop,
there's an oversupply, prices will go down and the next two years, there's an
undersupply and it's been like an alternating current.

104

Illustration 25: Caricature about the dismissal of TCC General Manager Godfrey Chapola.

Left: President Bingu wa Mutharika on the doorstep of the General Manager's (GM) office.
Middle: Godfrey Chapola. Background: Workers carrying tobacco bales. Source: Nation on
Sunday, March 15, 2009.

Illustration 26: Caricature about low tobacco prices.

Tobacco buyers offering prices low prices (left). Desperate farmers on the right. “Bwana”
(“boss”) refers to President Bingu wa Mutharika. Source: The Sunday Times, March 22, 2009.
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Minimum prices are determined based on the costs of production which are
calculated by ARET. TCC then calculates the minimum prices for each of the 86
grades of burley tobacco as costs of production plus a 15% markup (interview
Chimoyo).
Headlines about frustrated tobacco farmers – which is a major group of people in
rural Malawi – put pressure on the government, especially in an election year.
Since tobacco is the major foreign exchange earner, government is also anxious
that farmers keep on cultivating the crop:
Before the minimum prices were put in place, the prices went so low, that
farmers started looking elsewhere for cash crops. And government had to
intervene because we still had to maintain our position in terms of world
supply of especially burley, hence the introduction of the minimum price.
[…] It is important because when buyers come to Malawi, they want an
assured supply. [...] And if there was a huge fluctuation in the amount of
tobacco that they get in the region, that erodes that confidence and they
might look elsewhere (interview Chimoyo).
Addressing rallies during the campaign period for the elections in May 2009,
President Mutharika repeatedly made statements on tobacco prices. "I want to
assure you [tobacco farmers] that I will make sure that your tobacco is bought at a
good price at the auction this year" (Kandiero [The Daily Times] February 18,
2009) he said, addressing a rally in Machinga. The statement was also reproduced
in the Chichewa supplement of Malawi News a week later (Tembo [Malawi News]
February 28, 2009). Newspaper headlines like “Bingu sets new tobacco prices”
(Mzale [The Nation] March 17, 2009) and “Bingu to meet tobacco buyers”
(Khunga [The Daily Times] April 8, 2009) further endorsed the impression that
Mutharika "is of late taking personal responsibility" for tobacco (Chisambo
[Malawi News] March 21, 2009).
After all, this is an election year he has to be seen to have solutions that
bail out those citizens who are economically oppressed and the tobacco
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farmers are the most obvious target
commented Blantyre Newspapers managing editor Edward Chisambo (ibid.).
But Mutharika's strategy did not work out. Auction season began with prices
below the average minimum price set by the President and the topic triggered
negative headlines. Henderson Chimoyo explained to the media "that the prices
are likely to improve once better quality top leaf starts coming into the floors"
(Khanje [The Daily Times] April 2, 2009). But Chimoyo's statements always
appeared at the end of the articles. In my interview with him, he said the buyers
are not ignoring the minimum prices. The press are representing it that
way. […] The lowest grade out of those 86 has a minimum price of 55
cents and yet the announced minimum price average is $2.15. Now, the
farmer in his simplicity is looking at the $2.15 and taking that that's the
absolute minimum when it's not. It's an average of 86 minimum prices.
Instead of informing about the 86 minimum prices, President Mutharika reacted
by publicly attacking the leaf buying companies as “neocolonialists” (Ngwira and
Khanje [The Sunday Times] April 5, 2009). “You want me to start singing that
Bingu mukumputa aziluma (you are provoking Bingu, he will bite)” he said,
addressing a rally in Dowa (NyanguluChipofya [The Daily Times] April 9, 2009).
He threatened the buyers with deportation (Ngwira and Khanje [The Sunday
Times] April 5, 2009). And actually, Malawi deported four high officials of leaf
buying companies later in 2009 (BBC News Africa [BBC] September 9, 2009).
Deputy agriculture minister Frank Mwenifumbo whom Mutharika sent to
Lilongwe Auction Floors on April 3, 2009 put forth:
We in government are now getting frustrated and impatient. Please, don't
force us to take radical measures because we know some of you are
working with some politicians to decampaign us (Ngwira and Khanje
[The Sunday Times] April 5, 2009).

107

Illustration 27: Kodi mtengo wa fodya n'chiyani? What is the price of tobacco?

In Malawi, tobacco (auction) prices are frequently discussed in newspapers and political
speeches. Bill Turnbull of the CFSC used the connectivity of the notion in this powerful poster of a
tobacco child labourer. He translates the Chichewa word for “price” (mtengo) with its second
meaning “cost” and asks: “What is the cost of tobacco?” Source: CFSC 2009.
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Mutharika went on to criticize Malawi Congress Party (MCP, opposition) leader
John Tembo: “'Where is Tembo? Why can't he speak against the low prices? Has
he received money from tobacco buyers […]?'” (Kashoti [The Daily Times] March
20, 2009). But Tembo stated that “he has always advocated for good prices of
tobacco for farmers in the country” (ibid.).
How important tobacco prices are, show the dramatic events in 2011: High
rejection rates and low prices at auction together with a cut in foreign aid caused
the most severe economic crisis in Malawi since democratization. It led to a
scarcity of fuel and a crisis in the education and social sector. Nineteen people
died during the violent oppression of protests against the government.
Tobacco is an area of special attention as long as macroeconomic advantages
have to be maintained, while the poverty of smallholders and slavelike working
conditions on estates long time have been “areas of immunity from concern,”
problems that may be important for welfare but “not seen as problems” because
they are not “reinforcements of ideologies” (Edelman 1988: 12).87 Because of its
ideological connectivity, at least child labor in tobacco growing has become an
issue of mounting international pressure. Consumers in the Global North do not
want to buy commodities that were produced by children – and it is almost
irrelevant which political camp they prefer. Governments increasingly pass
regulations about how to handle imports of child labor sources such as the US
Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2005 which directs the
Secretary of Labor to
ensure that products made by forced labor and child labor in violation of
international standards are not imported into the United States (U.S.
Department of Labor 2012: 47).
The 2012 US Department of Labor's list of products and countries using child or
forced labor names Malawi's tobacco in both categories (ibid.: 20).
87 On a side note: In this sense, the importance of foreign exchange can be seen as part of the
ideology of capitalism and therefore a “problem.” Its detachedness in (public) discourse
reinforces the impression that it is a “constructed” problem (Edelman 1988: 12ff) that is more
important for political discourse and power than for the wellbeing of people.
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Illustration 28: Leaked government letter aimed at suppressing reports about child labour.
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Letter dated 16 March 2010 leaked to Markus Wanzeck, German journalist. Note: “a similar
documentary was made without the consent of government last year involving Plan Malawi” (p. 1)
refers to “Hard work, long hours, little pay” (Plan Malawi 2009), a report that caused a stir in
international media and triggered the travels of the journalists listed in the letter. Here “without
the consent of government” is a euphemism for a threat. The same applies to “we are of the view
that such documentaries should not be produced” (p. 2). Mutharika's regime was a neo
patrimonial system where the importance of unity is rhetorically emphasized, and oppositional
opinion is suppressed (Thomson 2000: 107ff.). Less than a year after this letter, civil society
activists were publicly attacked by the President, received phone calls with life threats and/or their
offices got burnt down (Muwamba [The Nation] April 10, 2011; Kasunda [The Nation] March 25,
2011; Kasunda [The Nation] June 29, 2011; Chiumia [Nyasa Times] September 3, 2011; Muheya
[Nyasa Times] September 11, 2011). In March 2011, Mutharika proclaimed: “Previously, it was
not Bakili Muluzi or Kamuzu Banda who were going into the streets to beat up those who insulted
them. No! Discipline was ensured by the ruling party and I want the DPP to bring discipline in the
country!” (BBC World Service March 7, 2011).
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Tobacco companies fear that they cannot import Malawi's tobacco to the US
anymore and they fear that consumers stop buying their products. As a
consequence, government of Malawi fears that tobacco industry could cease
buying tobacco in the country. Government of Malawi's reaction are front stage
activities such as the support of tobacco industry's corporate social responsibility
programs88 – but not the passing of the Tenancy Labour Bill – and backstage
measures like the oppression of coverage by (international) media: When German
journalist Markus Wanzeck traveled to Malawi in 2010, he expected the research
to be difficult, shaped by obstacles like a fuel scarcity that would affect his travels
within the country, getting access to tobacco estates and gaining the trust of
tenants and child laborers.89 What he did not expect was that Malawi government
was informed of his research as well as the presence of other journalists from
abroad and would take measures to counter their work. A letter circulated by the
Secretary of Labour to the Secretary of Information and Civic Education, the
Office of the President and Cabinet and several other government and civil society
institutions listed the names and exact travel dates of the journalists as well as the
name of the local journalist that was allegedly assisting them. The letter, which is
reproduced in an anonymized version in illustration 28, stated: “We are of the
view that such documentaries should not be produced.”
Withstanding the pressure, all of the journalists successfully managed to finish
their research and publish their reports and documentaries (Wanzeck [NEON]
February 14, 2011; Unreported World [Channel 4] May 14, 2010). Markus
Wanzeck smuggled his research data and the pictures of the photographer who
was accompanying him out of the country.
88 E.g. the Malawi National Conference on Child Labour in Agriculture in 2012 that was
sponsored by tobacco industry's Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco growing (ECLT)
foundation and attracted the participation of several highranking politicians and all major
institutions of the tobacco sector. Malawi's president Joyce Banda held the opening ceremony
(ECLT Foundation n.d.).
89 Markus Wanzeck was one of several journalists whom I assisted with background information,
contacts and travel information for Malawi and Brazil in 2009 and 2010 as press officer of
Unfairtobacco.org. We talked a lot about his expectations before the travel and the surprise and
fear he felt when he read the leaked government letter.
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9 Networks of collective actors
How can we analyze the power relations between actors in Malawi's tobacco
sector? Can we find one of the reasons of why the sector is seemingly so stable in
the relationships of the actors to each other?
As Callon and Latour in their article “Unscrewing the big Leviathan” (1981) show,
it is the number and quality of associations that an actor is able to build and to
maintain that makes it more powerful than other actors. In chapter 5.2 and 5.3, I
have already analyzed the associations of actors with nonhuman elements such as
tobacco auction floors. In this chapter, I focus on the associations between
collective human actors such as tobacco growers' organizations and tobacco
industry. I call these associations “links” to make them distinguishable from
organizations that have the word “association” in their name, although Latour's
and Callon's purpose behind the word is very powerful. Links have different
qualities from weak (recurring, but there is no nonhuman element such as a
contract that stabilizes it) to very strong (nonhuman elements help stabilizing it).
In this chapter, I discuss different types of links:
•

personal links
◦ representation (red line): provided by law or by the constitution of the
two organizations that are linked. These links are directed. E.g. TAMA
sends a representative on TCC's board of directors. In rare cases,
representation links are mutual, e.g. the president represents the
government and the other way around.
◦ mutual personal links (black line): other types of personal links such as
a member of the board of one organization happens to be a member of
board of another organization too, without being there as an official
representative. unofficially, all representation links are twodirectional,
too. The information flows in both directions, and the representative
more or less acts in the interest of both organizations.
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•

financial links / dependencies
◦ shareholding (orange line): these are directional. One organization
holds shares in the other.90 E.g. TAMA has shares in AHL.
◦ donations and membership fees (blue line): these are directional. One
organization donates money or equipment to another. E.g. Japan
Tobacco donates to ARET.
◦ contracts (green line): these are mutual. In this section, contract links
usually represent tobacco contract farming. But NASFAM has contract
links to fair trade companies, too.

9.1 Networks of exemplary organizations
I start off the journey into the tobacco sector black box by revealing the links of
some actors as exemplary cases. A detailed discussion of all actors in the field
would go beyond the scope of this work. The actors discussed are: Tobacco Control
Commission (TCC), Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA), National
Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi (NASFAM) and Tobacco Tenants' and
Allied Workers Union of Malawi (TOTAWUM).
As provided by law – which is a stabilizing nonhuman element – the Tobacco
Control Commission (TCC) has links to the parastatal Agricultural Development
and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC), the Government of Malawi, directly and
through Ministry of Agriculture, the Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA), the
tobacco industry organization TEAM and some people called “tobacco farmers,”
where the Control of Tobacco Auction Floors Act does not give a definition
(illustration 29). The National Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi is not
mentioned in the act but has a representative with only observer status on TCC's
board (World Bank 2005). All these links are of the type “representation,” i.e. they
are directed.
90 Note: Dividends flow in the other direction, but to reduce complexity, I leave this aspect aside.
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Illustration 29: Links of the Tobacco Control Commission (TCC).

Illustration 30: Links of the National Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi
(NASFAM).
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The National Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi (NASFAM)
receives grants from development aid organizations such as the Dutch Cordaid or
the Canadian IDRC and has contracts with fair trade companies (groundnuts) and
tobacco leaf merchants (illustration 30). As mentioned above, it has observer
status on the TCC board.
The Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA) is well crosslinked (illustration
31). It has shares of tobacco auctioneer AHL (2.4 %; (Auction Holdings2011 b)
and leaf merchant Premium TAMA (49%; Gondwe [allAfrica.com] August 13,
2009) which brings representation on their boards (represented by two arrows in
orange and red). TAMA has a contract farming scheme with Limbe Leaf (TAMA
2011 f) and likely with other companies, too, but information about this is not
available.
The association is a proud member of ITGA – a fact it mentions several times on
its website (TAMA 2011 g) – which means it has to pay membership fees (blue
arrow) and is represented on ITGA's board of directors (ITGA n.d.). As mentioned
above, TAMA has representatives on TCC's board and the board of the
Agricultural Research and Extension Trust (see ARET portrait, chapter 7.1). The
association furthermore has some personal links that are not formalized: Its trustee
D. MacPherson happens to be MacPherson Investments' representative on AHL's
board of directors (Auction Holdings 2007: 18; TAMA 2011 h). The same applies
to Andrew G. Barron, managing director of Lincoln Investments and alternate
councilor of TAMA for large growers (Auction Holdings 2007: 18; TAMA 2012
b). AHL board member H. B. Ntaba, who personally owns shares in the company,
happens to be TAMA councilor for large growers (Auction Holdings 2007: 18;
TAMA2012 b).91 Another personal link leads to President Joyce Banda who
officially opened TAMA's 2012 annual congress and assured her support for the
association (TAMA 2012 a).

93 TAMA is represented on AHL's board with its president. There might be additional
representatives and H. B. Ntaba might be one of them.
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Illustration 31: Links of the Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA).

Illustration 32: Links of the Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union of Malawi
(TOTAWUM).
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The small number of links of the Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union
of Malawi (TOTAWUM) as compared with TAMA's network underlines the
union's struggles that I discussed in the portrait in chapter 7.1 (illustration 32).
Those struggles partly have to do with the organization's financial situation and
the lack of a stable link for the transfer of membership fees (in contrast to tobacco
growers' associations that automatically receive their membership fees through
auction levies, chapter 9.3). TOTAWUM is allied to the Malawi Congress of Trade
Unions (MCTU) and affiliated to the International Union of Food, Agricultural,
Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers' Associations (IUF). It
pays membership fees to both organizations and is represented in MCTU's
national executive committee with one representative (MCTU 2011). I was not
able to find information about TOTAWUM's representation in the IUF.
A personal link connects TOTAWUM to the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP),
ruling party from 20052012: Raphael Sandramu, TOTAWUM's secretary general,
ran for parliament for Nkhotakhota in 2009 on a ticket of the party. A link to a
political party can both increase TOTAWUM's power as well as compromise its
activities. DPP being the government party in 2009 could have been a driving
force in the passing of the Tenancy Labour Bill. At the same time, if the Bill is not
welcomed by the party elite (which is more likely), then Sandramu is put in a
conflict of interest that could make him sacrifice the union work for the better
paid job as member of parliament. However, he did not succeed in becoming MP.
Another link – that I call personal for lack of a better category – is the one
between the Centre for Social Concern (CFSC) and the union (black arrow). It was
Raphael Sandramu who introduced me to the people of the Centre. Both
organizations have collaborated in projects regarding tenants' rights in the past
(e.g. see above project described of CFSC in 2009, chapter 6.2). The same applies
to the link to Unfairtobacco.org.
From 20022006, TOTAWUM conducted a joint project with tobacco industry's
Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco (ECLT) foundation in which TOTAWUM
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was paid by ECLT for the implementation of the project (ECLT Foundation April
27, 2006). This establishes a donation link between ECLT and TOTAWUM.

9.2 Maps of personal and financial networks
Looking at the actors in the above networks, one can see that some of the
exemplary organizations are linked to the same actors or to each other (e.g. TAMA
as well as NASFAM have links to Premium TAMA and Limbe Leaf). Following
those links, a complicated network comes to light. What is hidden in the “tobacco
sector black box” is a network of organizations that on first sight looks chaotic;
lots of strands link actors, but not like in a spiderweb where these strands are
organized and have a center. In the following subsections, the networks are shown
as figures and explained, sorted by type of link (e.g. representation or
shareholding). To increase comparability between the maps, the organizations
listed do not change places in the figures. This sometimes leads to huge gaps
between the actors.

9.2.1 Personal links
The first actor network map (illustration 33) shows the representation links
between actors in the tobacco sector. Representation links are directed, e.g. they
point in one direction only. The map shows a number of things:
1) Some actors are represented on the boards and committees of several
others, and some do not have more than a very weak link: For example,
follow TAMA's links to TCC, Premium TAMA, ITGA, ARET and AHL –
and then compare it with the only link NASFAM has, a dotted line to TCC,
because the organization has only observer status on TCC's board.
TOTAWUM is completely sidelined here. The only link into the network
of the other actors in the field is the one through the International Union of
Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied
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Workers' Associations (IUF) because the IUF is a member of the board of
tobacco industry's Eliminating Child Labour in Tobacco Growing (ECLT)
foundation (ECLT Foundation 2010 c).
2) The government of Malawi is not a central actor, as it is basically only
connected to TCC and parastatal ADMARC in terms of representation
links. But ADMARC is the major shareholder (43%) of Auction Holdings
(AHL) and the company is 100% owner of leaf buyer Malawi Leaf that is
likely a member of the leaf buyers' association TEAM.
3) Only one cigarette maker has a subsidiary in Malawi: Japan Tobacco (JTI)
purchased Africa Leaf in 2009. Nevertheless, cigarette manufacturers like
British American Tobacco (BAT) and Philip Morris International (PMI)
are in charge of the ECLT foundation which has projects in Malawi (ECLT
Foundation2010 c). Cigarette manufacturers and leaf buyers are also in
control of CORESTA, an international research association with
membership from tobacco companies as well as research institutes from all
over the world (CORESTA 2012). Malawi's Agricultural Research and
Extension Trust (ARET) is a member of CORESTA and has the right to
send a representative to the organization's general assembly but is not
represented on its board of directors (CORESTA 2006).
The second map in this section shows all personal links (illustration 34). Personal
links are practical to speed up requests from one organization to another or
business between organizations.
Representation links unofficially lead to a twodirectional connection, where the
representative acts in the interest of both organizations, the one s/he officially
represents and the one s/he was sent to. Information flows in both directions. All
red arrows from the representation map are therefore accompanied by a two
directional black arrow that indicates the personal connection between the
organizations.
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Illustration 33: Representation map.
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Illustration 34: Personal links (and representation) map.
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Other personal links are established because members of a directing committee of
one organization happen to be members of other organizations' boards, too,
without being sent there from one or the other organization: TAMA's trustee
MacPherson is the personal link between TAMA and MacPherson Investments,
amplifying TAMA's relationship with AHL (see above). TAMA's Alternate
Councilor Andrew G. Barron has his fingers in the pie
•

of Lincoln Investments, where he is managing director

•

of AHL where he represents Lincoln Investments

•

of Malawi Leaf, ATC and TIL where he represents AHL
and of Press Corp, the Malawian shareholder of Limbe Leaf (the other
shareholder is multinational company Universal) (Press Corporation
Limited 2010: 31),

establishing personal links between all these companies and organizations.
Barron, like Robin Saunders, managing director of leaf buyer and tobacco estate
owner RJ Wallace, is a descendant of the first colonial tobacco growers in Malawi.
Both bought estate land from John Buchanan, a tobacco pioneer in the country
(see chapter 4) (Tobacco Reporter September 17, 2012; R. W. J. Wallace n.d.).
In some cases, an organization's director is appointed to a committee in his own
capacity as a person, not as a representative from the organization: This applies to
Mathews A. P. Chikaonda who looks back on a career in the Reserve Bank of
Malawi (being its Governor from 19952000) and serving as Minister of Finance
till 2002. Currently, he is Press Corp's CEO and by virtue of that position he is a
director on Limbe Leaf's board. He was appointed by President Bingu wa
Mutharika to the National Advisory Council on Strategic Planning (NACSP,
Advisory to the Presidency) and this makes up a direct personal link between the
late president (and maybe the current President Joyce Banda) and Limbe Leaf
(ibid.: 32).
The personal link between President Joyce Banda and Universal Corporation
derives from the proud announcement of Universal's CEO George Freeman in the

123

Personal links
company's 2012 annual report (Universal Corporation 2012: 4):
As an example of our strong local relationships, our senior regional and
corporate executives were recently invited to meet with President Joyce
Banda, the new president of the Republic of Malawi, to discuss sustainable
tobacco production there.
Following President Bingu wa Mutharika's death on April 6, 2012, newly
inaugurated President Joyce Banda invited Limbe Leaf's manager Charles Graham
(of Universal) to come back to the country (he was deported by Mutharika's
government in 2009). It took her only a few days to arrange for a personal meeting
with Graham, looking at the news on April 15, 2012 (Face of Malawi April 15,
2012).

9.2.2 Financial links
There are three categories of financial links: Shareholding, contracts and
donations. The first map in this section shows the shareholding relations (orange
arrows) and contracts (green arrows) between actors in the tobacco sector
(illustration 35).
In terms of shareholdings, AHL is the center of the map. Six arrows point to the
company and three point away from it. This is especially interesting when
considering the introduction and expansion of the Integrated Production System
that increasingly makes AHL dispensable.
Press Corp has shares in many other companies (e.g. National Bank, beer brewer
Carlsberg Malawi and fuel provider Puma Energy), but these are not represented
here as they are not relevant to the tobacco sector. The same applies to Press Trust.
Again, it is interesting to compare the growers' associations TAMA and
NASFAM. Whereas TAMA has shares in two companies (AHL and Premium
TAMA), NASFAM has no shares in any companies in the tobacco sector (it has
nevertheless shares in a groundnut processing company since beginning of the
year 2012, see NASFAM portrait in chapter 7.1). NASFAM seems to have more

124

Financial links
contracts with tobacco companies than TAMA has, but this is likely biased
because there was no information about TAMA's contract partners available in the
newspapers and on the association's website. TAMA is a strong supporter of the
Integrated Production System, a contract marketing system for tobacco that gives
buyers more control over the production process (TAMA2012 a).
Generally, having shares in a company is a stronger link than being connected by a
contract. Shares give (at least partly) control over a company, lead to
representation and personal links and they pay back in dividends.
Illustration 36 shows the relations that are built by donations and payment of
membership fees. The membership fees' links partly reflect the representation
links from illustration 33 and are marked with a thin red arrow. However, the
payment of fees is often topped up by donations, e.g. from tobacco manufacturers
to ECLT foundation (ECLT Foundation 2011: 30).94
There are a number of donations that are remarkable:
1) ECLT's payments to the Tobacco Tenants' and Allied Workers' Union of
Malawi (TOTAWUM) – see TOTAWUM's network above (chapter 9.1).
2) Cigarette manufacturers donate virtually the complete budget of ITGA,
each year (see ITGA portrait, chapter 7.3).
3) JTI donated scholarships and laboratory equipment to ARET in 2010 and
2012 worth more than US$250,000 together (Kufa [Nyasa Times]
November 27, 2010; The Nation July 23, 2012).
4) In 2012, ECLT sponsored the Malawi National Conference on Child
Labour in Agriculture that was hosted by Ministry of Labour. President
Banda was guest of honor. The conference brought together representatives
from agricultural organizations of different sectors, industry, International
Labour Organisation (ILO) and government. Antonio Abrunhosa,
President of both ITGA and ECLT was one of the opening speakers
(Government of Malawi, Ministry of Labour 2012; 2012 a; 2012 b).
94 The cited report does not list the contributors, but given the composition of the foundation, the
industry is the only party that is able to contribute millions of dollars.
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Illustration 35: Shareholdings and contracts map.
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Illustration 36: Membership fees and donations map.
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In terms of donations, smallholders' organization NASFAM only gets money from
development aid agencies. This makes NASFAM independent from tobacco sector
organizations, but also dependent on the aims of foreign agencies that may not
always be compatible with what the organization really wants or needs.

9.3 Networks sustain Malawi's tobacco sector
Taking all links together in one network map (illustration 37), shows the close
interconnectedness of the collective actors in the tobacco sector. Competing actors
find together in organizations such as TEAM, TCC, CORESTA, ITGA and ECLT,
pursuing mutual aims. This especially applies to leaf merchants and cigarette
manufacturers that are able to attract actors from outside the company sphere like
ARET and IUF to join research organization CORESTA and ECLT foundation.
The map once again shows industry's links to government and the ties of TCC to
all parts of the sector, except the tobacco tenants. Over and above those networks,
the sector is hold together by money flows from the auction: levies and taxes
(illustration 38). Major actors only have to go to their bank to get the money that
keeps their daily operations going. Again, the tenant's union TOTAWUM makes
the exception. But the levies of the other actors also vary significantly: ARET is
much better funded than TCC and the tobacco associations.
These links are likely only the tip of the iceberg, since much information is not
available – such as a full list of representatives on TCC's board of directors, a list
of all registered tobacco growers' associations 95 or TAMA's contracts with leaf
merchants.
Connections shape the power relations in the sector. Together with the associations
built by nonhuman actors (see chapter 5), they are the only explanation for the
distribution of power among different actors. They help the actors to open or close
debates and to construct allies and enemies.
95 There are more tobacco associations than TAMA and NASFAM. Unfortunately, neither TCC
nor AHL released a list when my local assistant requested it in September 2012.
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Illustration 37: All links map.
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Illustration 38: Auction levies.

Table 1: Auction levies (TCC 2009).
Levy

Amount

Hessian Service

0.3 cents/bale

TCC

0.13% of gross proceeds

ARET

1% of gross proceeds

Auction (AHL)

2.5% of gross proceeds

Association

0.70 cents/kg

Withholding Tax

7% of gross proceeds

TCC Classification

0.35 cents/kg

Auction Fees For Direct Flue 1.85% of gross proceeds
Note: ARET is much better funded than TCC and the
associations. Source: TCC 2009. Received during interview
with Henderson Chimoyo, TCC, April 2009.
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Illustration 39: All links map with focus on tobacco industry.
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In the current setting, tobacco industry is wellconnected (illustration 39)94 but the
growers' associations TAMA and NASFAM also have their links. While TAMA's
links almost entirely lead into the sector 95 – and while they are making TAMA one
of the most powerful actors in Malawi's tobacco sector – NASFAM has only rather
weak links into the sector, but important ones out of the sector: fair trade,
development aid and a connection to Malawi's Civil Society Agriculture Network
(CISANET) where NASFAM is a board member (CISANET 2011).
At the same time, the regulatory role of government is compromised by the
interconnectedness of the other actors and its own weak control authority, the
Tobacco Control Commission (TCC). TCC, like the other government bodies
(Ministries, President), should be the only actors with no links at all into the sector
to be able to work independently.
Additionally revealing are the missing links in the sector, as they show the
weakness of some actors and make the construction of enemies easier (without
links, false claims about the “enemy” can not be clarified). I already shed some
light on TOTAWUM's missing or weak links that can be strengthened by helping
the union to built a communication network and enhance the membership fee
payments.96 Interestingly, there is no link at all to tobacco control (in the FCTC
sense). In 2009, there has been a link between NASFAM and the Canadian
International Development Research Centre (IDRC) that in addition to other issues
supports research in the area of alternatives to tobacco growing. 97 Additionally,
CFSC and TOTAWUM have personal contacts with Unfairtobacco.org, that takes
94 Except of AHL, TIL and Malawi Leaf.
95 TAMA in recent years began to negotiate contracts with nontobacco companies to help their
members diversify alongside tobacco (TAMA 2011 f). These links are not indicated in the
maps to reduce complexity.
96 One measure could be to establish a regular radio program like TAMA has got to inform
tenants about their rights, upcoming protest actions and share news of successes. It could
furthermore help in the organization of internal elections. The transfer of membership fees by
phone (“mobile payment” / “Mobile Money” (BiztechAfrica March 5, 2012)) could make
money collection travels despensable .
97 Oral communication with Wardie Leppan, IDRC, March 2009. IDRC supported a research
project on alternatives to tobacco growing.
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a clear stand in favor of the FCTC. But there seem to be no working link between
Malawian tobacco control advocates like Tobacco Free Malawi and the
smallholder association NASFAM or the tenants' union TOTAWUM. Tobacco
Free Malawi nonetheless advocates for tenants' rights and appeals to government
to create alternatives to tobacco growing (Chibwe [Nyasa Times] March 28, 2012).
Joint protest actions would give the mutual aim more strength so that the debate is
maintained open (in this case, the other actors in the field did not respond and
thereby let the issue disappear from the news).
From a wide angle, the tobacco world has many more actors in its setting. There
are, for example, international tobacco control organizations that have built strong
networks98 so that it can be called a strong international tobacco control
community. This community increasingly is confronted with claims that it harms
tobacco growers. On the other side, there are smallholders and tenants that are
actually harmed by an elite of tobacco estate owners and tobacco industry. It is the
part of the tobacco control community to reach out its hand to the growers'
organizations to start a process of exchange that could eventually lead into the
creation of confidence.99 Exchange enables a flow of ideas, because ideas do not
simply pop up and get implemented because of their inherent qualities
(Czarniawska and Joerges 1996: 25). “One plants ideas into a group, one does not
hit it with them” (ibid.: 30). Confidence can lead to joint protests, unmasking
tobacco industry's and ITGA's claims as driven by the aim to increase the
industry's profits, not the tobacco growers' wellbeing.
Close networks, the interconnectedness of the actors, sustain Malawi's tobacco
sector. Farmers know when they grow tobacco, there will be a network of
institutions that will support them. Government, busy maintaining links to
stabilize other sectors (e.g. lossmaking sectors like education and medical
98 Such as the World Health Organisation, the World Lung Foundation and tobacco control funder
Bloomberg Initiative. The biggest international tobacco control network is the Framework
Convention Alliance with more than 350 member organizations.
99 The process can be started from the other side, too, but the tobacco control community has
more resources.
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facilities), counts on the tobacco sectors' wellestablished networks that keep the
sector from falling apart. Far from being able to employ the best experts, it trusts
tobacco manufacturers' expertise in personal meetings with the president and
committees like the Tobacco Control Commission and the National Advisory
Council on Strategic Planning.
Each actor follows its own aims, e.g. to venture into value addition like TAMA
does, or to establish more control over the entire production process from seed to
cigarette, like leaf buyers and cigarette manufacturers pursue in their aim to
implement the Integrated Production System (IPS). The government wants to
increase its tax revenues and stabilize the foreign exchange inflow. The workers
and tenants want a fair payment and better living conditions. Nevertheless, the
actors are tied together by tobacco and taking away this element would ruin many
of them, as they define themselves as tobaccocentered and all their networks are
based on the crop. That's why they oftentimes act as one in their demand that the
tobacco sector should be maintained:
In its 20062011 Growth and Development Strategy paper, government of Malawi
states that as a strategic goal for the country's future,
Malawi will maintain a position of market leader in burley, ensure quality
and add value to tobacco through processing and manufacturing
(Government of Malawi 2007: xv).
Although mentioning that the trust would help farmers to diversify, ARET says
there is no doubt that tobacco will reign supreme in Malawi and the whole
world in the foreseeable future until demand from buying nations drops
and the last smoker drops dead!
TCC wants
to be a leader in providing quality and affordable services to all tobacco
stakeholders to ensure that tobacco growing and marketing is worthwhile,
so that tobacco is the leading contributor to foreign exchange earnings in
the Agricultural sector and to the GDP […].
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Others, whose existence is defined by the tobacco sector simply want to be the
best in their work. For example, TAMA's vision is
to be the most effective and successful Association in the representation of
grower member interests in as far as the promotion of tobacco production
and marketing is concerned (TAMA2011 g).
The vision statement is illustrated with a picture of an ITGA meeting in Argentina,
thus aligning the association with a greater movement that falsely talks of its
members as “countries” (ITGA n.d.), when they are only organizations from
countries.
Limbe Leaf says
we aim to be the market leader in the tobacco industry in Malawi by all
measures and to be the preferred supplier of Malawi Tobacco
and dares to state that the company's values are the same as those of the
government:
In delivering our mission, we strive to align our activities with government
objectives for growth, social enhancement and sustainability (Limbe Leaf
2012).
Callon and Latour ask “Who will win in the end?“ (original italics) and respond
”The one who is able to stabilize a particular state of power relations by
associating the largest number of irreversibly linked elements” (1981: 293). But
perhaps the most important lesson from their article is that elements are never
irreversibly linked. After years of working together, seemingly pursuing the same
aim – the development of the electric car – EDF and Renault broke up the
relationship. Renault's engineers reexamined each and every association that was
built, they opened every thoroughly sealed black box and published their most
important finding: the association between “consumers will stop using cars when
fuel gets more expensive” and “that makes them buy the electric car” was not true.
Time showed that consumers' demand for cars was increasing although fuel got
more and more expensive. They would not give up their cars, whatever happened.
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The same applies to the network(s) that I drew in this chapter and in chapter 5.
Each link can be reexamined regarding its usefulness, and then either maintained
or cut. Government has to keep in mind the wellbeing of all its people and would
do good in cutting the links to tobacco industry and redefine the role of TCC. The
establishment of new links can furthermore help to amplify the debate about
slavelike working conditions and environmental destruction.
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10

Conclusion: How the tobacco black box
is sustained

This work aims at answering the question why it is so difficult for Malawi to
diversify away from tobacco from an anthropological perspective. I raised the
question What are the practices, rhetorics and infrastructural conditions that
sustain the tobacco sector and reduce the likelihood that tobacco farmers as well
as the government of Malawi exit tobacco production?
I shed light on different aspects of the tobacco sector and explained how history,
nonhuman elements and networks of actors sustain the tobacco black box. The
conclusion recapitulates the responses that I found.
Black boxes are elements used by micro and macroactors to stabilize their
relationships to nonhuman and human elements and increase their power. They are
thoroughly closed to ensure durability. Malawi's tobacco sector is such a black
box. When reflected, it is described by its inputs and outputs, and it is seen as a
takenforgranted element of the lifeworld. The tobacco black box is sustained by
a range of practices, rhetorics and infrastructural conditions:
The tobacco sector's long history is rhetorically used to legitimate its present and
future existence. Tobacco production “has been there since time immemorial” in
Malawi, TCC's Acting General Manager Henderson Chimoyo said in my interview
with him (chapter 4.3). But I did not ask him for the historical context of the
sector – I asked him to explain how he sees the future of it. The term “time
immemorial” refers to stability and does not take into account the setbacks the
sector experienced in its history.
The tobacco sector relies on a network of nonhuman elements that provide its
infrastructure: depots, lorries, auction floors, factories and others. Nonhuman
actors make associations more durable. Tobacco depots maintained by farmers'
organizations stabilize the relationship between individual farmers and the
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organization. And they stabilize the relationship between the farmers and the
overall tobacco sector black box, too. Additionally, nonhuman elements display
durability and thereby attract farmers and other actors to maintain or to join
tobacco production.
Collective human actors in the sector are tied together by tobacco. Taking away
this element, the network(s) would fall apart. That would leave many of the actors
without purpose: In their current setup, the Tobacco Control Commission, the
Tobacco Association of Malawi and the Agricultural Research and Extension
Trust, to name but a few, would have to search for new functions. So, their
“natural” mutual demand is to maintain the tobacco sector. Because it comes from
many actors that are closely connected to each other, the sector manages to be
perceived as if acting like “one big man”100 in this demand. Moreover, since the
macroactors do not question the tobacco sector black box, the institutional
network attracts farmers to grow tobacco: They know when they grow tobacco,
there will not only be the material infrastructure but also a network of institutions
and the President that will support them.
At the same time, the sector is sustained by missing links and silenced actors.
Actors are actively silenced (e.g. by landlords, by government) so that they cannot
question the tobacco black box. The phenomenon of the “spiral of silence”
(NoelleNeumann, cited in Griffin 2009: 372)101 furthermore sustains the black
box in triggering those who are critical of it to keep silent because they believe
that the majority has an opinion different to theirs.
Missing links lead to the situation that actors that would have something to say
about the tobacco sector don't do so. It is possible that at one end of the chain
people are exploited but at the other end nobody hears about it: Smokers usually
do not know how their tobacco was produced. The issue is widely unknown
among tobacco control advocates, too.102 On the other side, the health hazards of
100 Adapted from “like one man” in Callon and Latour 1981: 279.
101 Elisabeth NoelleNeumann, The Spiral of Silence: Public OpinionOur Social Skin, 2nd ed.,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1993, pp. 7071.
102 This is an observation from my work at Unfairtobacco.org, in which ... continued on page 140
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smoking and death of millions of tobacco consumers is widely unknown in
Malawi. Understandably, for tobacco growers, it is not as relevant as the daily
worries they have to cope with, such as low auction prices.
Black boxes have the character of seeming unquestionable and that makes them a
major obstacle to change. But they are never completely sealed, so the likelihood
that Government of Malawi as well as tobacco farmers exit tobacco production is
increased when each of the boxes that are tied together to form Malawi's tobacco
black box is examined regarding its contents and usefulness. New links have to be
established to reach an amplification of voices that ask for alternatives to tobacco
and fight against slavelike working conditions and environmental destruction.

continued from page 139
I work as a press relations officer and give public presentations as
well as presentations on tobacco control conferences and meetings of tobacco control
advocates.
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Epilogue: Imagine a future beyond
tobacco monoculture

In twenty years time, Malawi will have reduced tobacco production from the
current 183,000 hectares to less than ten thousand. Tobacco will be used as an
example of how not to achieve welfare for the country. Smallholder farmers and
workers on estates will be growing crops that are healthier for them and the
consumers. In macroeconomic terms, the mix of healthier crops and their
processing will have taken over. How will Malawi have arrived there?
A black box masquerades itself as big and durable. In case of Malawi's tobacco
black box, it is perceived as linked to the country's overall wellbeing, thus making
actors feel that the black box is allembracing, overwhelming. It makes actors feel
weak. The irony is that the black box is perceived as overwhelming as long as it is
not opened. But the black box falls apart when the processes that are engaged to
held it closed are changed. Actors change their habits and wishes, new actors join
the field, nonhuman elements tend to decay and in the maintenance process they
are altered to accommodate a different set of actors and actions.
In twenty years, the Tobacco Association of Malawi (TAMA), that strongly
favored the Integrated Production System (IPS) that gave tobacco industry more
power over the farmers, became redundant because the companies took over all
the services it provided. TAMA is still there, but it is a company with shares in
other companies now. At the same time, other actors in the field have empowered
themselves by building new links. The tobacco tenants' union TOTAWUM in 2013
started a pilot project in which it used the new mobile phone money transfer
system to collect its membership fees. From then onwards, the union's members
were able to transfer the fee to the union's bank account using their mobile phone
or the mobile phone of a friend or labor organizer. With the help of the Centre for
Social Concern (CFSC) and development aid, the union established a weekly radio
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program in which it informed its members about their rights and upcoming joint
protests such as strikes and internal elections. Part of the program was the
narration of tobacco history as the history of slavelike tenancy. The union and
Malawi's tobacco control advocates together staged protests and thereby amplified
the claims of both. Their first success was the passing of the Tenancy Labour Bill.
Soon, smallholder farmers who felt exploited by tobacco industry joined. Their
mutual demand from government and development aid agencies was the support
of alternatives to tobacco growing. Malawi realized the importance of signing the
WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control. One of the major arguments
for signing was that through the FCTC process, Malawi would become able to
advocate for diversification assistance under Article 17 of the Convention and as
one of the most tobacco dependent countries, it would be one of the first to be
supported.
In twenty years, the government of Malawi will look back on a process of self
empowerment in which it cut links to tobacco industry. In the beginning,
government feared it would ruin the economy. The fear was that a similar situation
to the one of 2011 would happen. In 2011 tobacco buyers rejected up to 70 % of
tobacco bales that were offered on auction days. Rejected bales had to be re
offered and reoffered until they were sold – and the auction season was prolonged
for more than two months till December, a record in Malawi's history. In the end,
Malawi earned US$100 million less than in 2010 and the lack of foreign exchange
caused the most severe economic crisis since 1993. It led to a scarcity of fuel and a
crisis in the education and social sector. Nineteen people died during protests
against the government. On the other hand, Malawi did not only earn US$100
million less from tobacco sales, it also lost donor support the same year. Foreign
aid was put on hold because of the deteriorating human rights situation. So, the
government took a second look at the situation and understood: the major
argument for keeping tobacco growing did not work in two ways:
1) If tobacco really was the major foreign exchange earner of the country and
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Malawi was not able to import fuel and fertilizers without it – then it was
really time to diversify. The tobacco monoculture caused economic and
political turmoil.
2) The situation became really bad because both – tobacco money and foreign
aid – were cut. That meant that the tobacco dependency was over
exaggerated and could be tackled – especially with donor assistance.
Government of Malawi understood that it would be a longterm process and it
started to implement what NASFAM Commercial Manager Joshua Varela
suggested in 2009:
If tobacco is doing half a billion dollars going to the farmers' pockets a
year, then we need ten 50 million dollar crops.
That seemed feasible. The president, several ministers and members of parliament
personally met high officials of fair trade companies to publicly show their
support of the growing sector (and still do so regularly in 2032). Government had
seen its success when in 2012 smallholders' association NASFAM opened a
groundnuts processing factory in Lilongwe (Mzale [The Nation] January 26,
2012). Because fair trade consumption was increasing too slowly internationally,
government representatives additionally met with other companies but succeeded
in its aim that a portion of most of the ten 50 million dollar crops was fair traded.
Government has claimed ownership of the diversification process and built a task
force of experts from Ministry of Agriculture and Ministry of Finance and
Economic Planning responsible for it. The task force gave recommendations to
parliament to redefine the role of central actors. Tobacco Control Commission was
integrated into the Ministry of Agriculture. Its inclusive character was abandoned
in favor of a more holistic view on the sector and independent regulation: Tobacco
industry representatives were excluded and all decisions are now solely taken by
government. Tobacco smallholders and tenants are consulted both through their
representing bodies and through triannual surveys. The surveys concentrate on
the smallholders' and tenants' wishes and ideas for the process of diversification
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away from tobacco. Parastatal Auction Holdings Limited (AHL) proceeded in the
process it started in 2012, when it began to build a warehouse system for non
tobacco crops similar to the tobacco satellite depots that were common in Malawi
at the time (Jimu [The Nation] May 11, 2012). As an experiment, Chinkhoma
tobacco auction floors were made a market place for nontobacco crops that gave
national and international companies space for offices, logistical facilities (loading
and offloading systems) and incorporated an extension office that explicitly
helped tobacco farmers in the region to diversify away from tobacco. The new
market place took seven years during which its concept was changed several times
until it finally started off and brought profits. It was supported by World Bank and
International Development Association that were not willing to give up easily.
Because AHL started the diversification process early, it is still thriving. In 2032,
only a small part of its business are auctions and to finally leave its tobacco
history behind, it is now in search of a new name.
Government of Malawi has integrated the Agricultural Research and Extension
Trust (ARET) into the Lilongwe University of Agriculture and Natural Resources
(LUANAR). ARET, now a small department within the university, focuses on
tobacco crop diseases to reduce risks within the tobacco sector in the short term.
The ARET auction levy (1% of gross proceeds in 2012) was drastically reduced.
In turn, a new levy for diversification was charged that supports tobacco farmers
who want to diversify away from tobacco. ARET's trust funds were retargeted in
a diversification trust. In the beginning, half of the money from the new trust and
the newly raised auction levies were invested in research projects that use the
experimental economics approach of Esther Duflo and Abhijit Banerjee (Banerjee
and Duflo 2011) and the rest in projects that smallholder farmers' associations like
NASFAM had already begun earlier but in a much smaller scale. After eight years,
the amount of money invested in experiments was reduced to one third because
from then onwards the rest was put into the successful avenues that were found
through experiments. One of the outcomes of the experiments is that the use of
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artificial fertilizers was drastically reduced in Malawi, reducing the dependency
on foreign exchange and making the country one of the top ten in ecological
agriculture in 2032. Delegations from other countries visit Malawi regularly to
learn from its experience.
Copying the advantages of the tobacco sector, some practices were transferred to
other crops: These are
•

the system of government graders, because it prevents exploitation of
farmers by buying companies

•

central crop markets, because they establish the infrastructure that is
missing for most crops and

•

levies that support farmers' associations and other institutions.

New links were established between international tobacco control organizations
and tobacco smallholders in Malawi. In a first step, regular meetings between
smallholder representatives and tobacco control advocates were conducted to
exchange

the

actors'

experiences

with

tobacco

industry.

Using

their

communication channels, tobacco control advocates gave voice to farmers' claims.
When confronted with tobacco industry's claim that tobacco control harms
farmers, they responded by telling the stories of smallholders who are exploited by
tobacco industry. Because they actually knew the people about whom they were
talking, they gained more confidence. They felt they represented an even greater
group of people than ever before. Having in mind the plight of tobacco farmers in
Malawi, they advocated for financial assistance to help them diversify away. Soon,
the media internationally printed stories about Malawi's smallholder farmers
fighting at the same front with tobacco control advocates to achieve alternatives to
tobacco growing and strong tobacco control policies to prevent more deaths from
smoking. The International Tobacco Growers' Association stopped claiming they
represent Malawi's farmers. Inspired by the new alliances, tobacco control funders
such as the Bloomberg Initiative and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation,
together with development aid agencies invested to bail out Malawi's tobacco
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growers.
In twenty years, smallholder farmer William Tembo is an old man in terms of life
expectancy in Malawi. One of his daughters has pursued university studies and
works as a consultant for government. Another child has started a business and
sells rice and other commodities on the local market. His other children became
smallholder farmers like himself. Tembo kept on growing tobacco for several years
until a researcher suggested a convincing experiment to him. His friend David
Kambwiri had stopped tobacco growing entirely in 2010.
Tobacco tenant Agnes Banda never achieved her dream of becoming a teacher but
became her district's women's representative of the union in 2013. The same year,
she was tested HIV positive and started treatment at the local health centre. She
left her husband. She fought very much to send at least two of her children up to
secondary school. Only the secondborn son achieved the Malawi Secondary
School Certificate, though. Without the help of her husband, all of her children
had to assist in the farm work. In 2018, Banda was one of the first tobacco tenants
to be offered a small farm in a cooperative of former tobacco tenants that was set
up in an experimental research project. Now, she finds it easy to help new
members learning farming techniques that are required in the project.
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