
Best future for Malawi; enriched treasures 
in rich biodiversity, silently dwindling  
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Executive Summary
Biological diversity has high economic potential which currently is not achieved because it 
has not been given the recognition as other sectors.  The strategies to overcome this challenge  
are environmental education and strengthening legal framework.
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INTRODUCTION

Biological diversity commonly referred to 
as the variability among living organisms 
from all sources including, terrestrial, 
marine and other aquatic ecosystems and 
the ecological complexes of which they are 
part. This includes diversity within species, 
between species and of ecosystems. To a 
local Malawian biodiversity is viewed as 
resources (plants and animals) provided by 
nature as a source of livelihoods. In general 
most people perceive natural resources 
as God given and, therefore, unlimited. 
This perception does not emphasize on 
conservation but rather on utilization and 
assumes that “God” will always provide 
alternatives when the desired products 
become scarce or extinct.  Utilization of 
biodiversity by the local populace is also 
influenced by cultural and traditional 
thinking. For example, owls are associated 
with witchcraft and as a result they are not 
hunted for food. Some forests, for example 
those at Khulubvi in Nsanje, have religious 
values as they are considered shrines and 
play a pivotal role on religious beliefs and 
are thus protected.

Biodiversity is generally grouped, by 
researchers and policy makers, into four 
economic sectors; forestry, fisheries, wild 
life and agriculture which does not take 
into consideration other components of 
biodiversity such as micro organisms.  
The consequences of this are that certain 
components of biodiversity have not been 
given priority in terms of research and 
conservation.

Malawi’s economy can be dependent 
and based to a great extent on biological 
diversity such as sources of raw materials for 
agro-industrial development and exports. 
Despite this importance, biodiversity is 

threatened by a number of factors which 
have contributed to the current status 
of biodiversity loss. The current study 
establishes the status of biodiversity in 
comparison to the base year of 2002 State 
of Environment Report (SOER).

Importance of Biodiversity
Biodiversity contributes to the economy 
of Malawi, through biological and genetic 
resources for medicinal, agro processing 
and recreation. Some of the biological and 
genetic resources are exported to other 
countries, earning foreign exchange. It 
provides Malawi with food, employment, 
tourism, education, trade and generally 
contributes significantly to the GDP of the 
country. The Interaction of biodiversity 
components in an environment results into 
a variety of ecosystem services (in form of 
clean air, water, food and shelter) which are 
of benefit to human kind. It also satisfies a 
number of social and cultural functions in 
Malawi such as Khulubvi in Nsanje (GoM 
2010).
  
Fish are the biggest source of animal 
protein in the country supplying close to 
75 % of animal protein. Malawi has rich 
fish diversity and accounts for 4% of the 
world fish species. About 95% of Lake 
Malawi fish species are endemic to Malawi 
(GoM 2010). The contribution of Malawi’s 
biodiversity to global biodiversity is, 
therefore, significant. 

In addition the country is also endowed 
with wildlife such as elephants, buffalos, 
and zebras which are also a major attraction 
feature in the tourism industry and provides 
recreation education and employment 
to hundreds of people in the hospitality 
industry. The contribution of tourism to the 
GDP is now estimated to be 3.8% and grew 
by 12% in 2007 (GoM 2010).

Agro-biodiversity contributes about 40% 
of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and 
accounts for more than 90% of employment 
and 90% of merchandise through export 
earnings (GoM 2010). 

Although it has not been quantified, the 
contribution of biodiversity for medicinal 
use in the country and for export is very 
high. The reason for non documentation is 
that much of the exported biological and 
genetic resources are obtained illegally. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
Malawi’s biodiversity contribution to 
the economy has a high potential. This 
potential has to be harnessed when 
biodiversity importance by the different 
stakeholders is known. Strategic areas on 
environmental education and development 
of legislative framework would promote 
the achievement of the potential of 
biodiversity to the economy of the country. 

Implications and recommendations for 
Biodiversity Conservation in Malawi
Malawi’s biodiversity is on the decline. 
Unsustainable use of natural resources is 
equivalent to giving up 5.3% of GDP of 
Malawi each year according to Malawi 
economic study (Yaron et al 2010b).  

If government can improve stakeholder 
appreciation of the importance of 
biodiversity, then it is possible to;

• Integrate biodiversity conservation into 
policies, strategies and economic systems 
that incorporate values of biodiversity 
in all aspects of development policy 
implementation. 

• Implement biodiversity conservation and 
sustainable use for the benefit of local 
communities and the country at large.

• Use the developed incentive measures, 
guidelines and procedures for biodiversity 

conservation and sustainable use. For 
example, Payment for Ecosystem 
Services (PES). 

Furthermore, if government can protect 
traditional knowledge, innovations and 
practice that are relevant for biodiversity 
use; 

• Entrepreneurs will access the 
traditional knowledge transparently at 
a cost.

• Government will facilitate patenting 
the traditional knowledge.

• The communities will be able to value 
biodiversity conservation.

In addition to the above, if government can 
develop a regulatory framework for Access 
and Benefit Sharing then the communities 
and the people of Malawi in general shall 
benefit from the biological and genetic 
resources of the country.

The legislation shall ensure that compliance 
for access and export of biological and 
genetic resources is strengthened. This 
shall minimize bio-piracy of the biological 
and the genetic resources of the country. 
Instead, proper access and export of 
biological and genetic resources by 
entrepreneurs shall take place providing 
resources through access license and permit 
fees. These fees and royalties shall also be 
paid for use of indigenous knowledge. In 
addition, the country shall benefit in the 
form of technology transfer particularly in 
research activities.  When the communities 
realize the economic benefits of the 
biological and genetic resources, they 
will motivate them, to conserve biological 
resources for sustainable use.


