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ABSTRACT

Incorporation of small-scale farmers into agricultural commercialization has led rural
communities to form cooperatives for better access to markets. However, sustainability of
these cooperatives has been a great challenge. This thesis explores the sustainability
problems affecting agricultural cooperatives in Malawi, and develops testable proposition
for use on a larger sample. A multiple case study was used to investigate factors that
contribute to the unsuccessful performance of agricultural cooperatives. Four
cooperatives were selected by a combination of market failure and a-priori sustainability
criteria. Basing on the market failure assumptions two cooperatives, from a district close
to the major city of Lilongwe and two from a district far away from the city, were
selected. In each district one sustainable and one less sustainable cooperative were
selected based on the ranking prepared by Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security.
The sample was further validated by the experts from local NGOs. Sixteen face to face
interviews were conducted on location. Members of cooperatives, board members, the

management of cooperatives and key informants were interviewed.

It was found that most farmers joined cooperatives to improve their livelihood, through
better access to capital and product markets, and for family food security. The farmers
have managed to obtain input loans at small scale, despite their dissatisfaction with their
cooperatives failure to access product markets. The general consensus for the participants
in all the four cooperatives was that in their current state these cooperatives are not
sustainable. Although, all the members interviewed were satisfied with the idea of
having a cooperative and perceived it to be a good idea for addressing their needs, they
were skeptical of their survival. The participants highlighted lack of market access, poor
governance and a lack of managerial skills as the main problems affecting their
cooperatives. These problems are aggravated by the complexity of the market
environment in which these cooperatives are operating, that underscores the significance
of the managerial capabilities and the cooperatives capacities. The study indicated that
Malawian agricultural cooperatives are essential but still need a lot more support in the

area of produce marketing.



These findings draws propositions in relation to factors which led to Malawian
agricultural cooperatives sustainability problems that can later be tested on a large sample
in the other parts of the country or region. From such experiences and lessons, it is
recommended to establish an apex organisation or secondary level cooperative at district
level to address governance, management and market access problems, in order to
improve the performance of cooperatives. Further, community sensitization is needed to
increase memberships. In addition, policy interventions such as provision of the
infrastructure necessary for accessing market information and supportive regulatory

framework that would allow competitive market environment.
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