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Fast-growing bamboo offers 
producers the chance to create 
eco-friendly and highly marketable 
products that could dramatically 
boost their income.

The untapped potential of 
bamboo to tackle poverty 

This project aims to boost the bamboo value chain in Malawi, 
equipping small-scale producers to break into a $70bn global market.

Growing opportunities
As the world wakes up to the need to reduce plastic waste, the 
market for bamboo is soaring.  This project advances bamboo 
production and processing as a viable livelihood for people living  
in poverty, with boundless potential to scale up.  

Agriculture is Malawi’s main industry, 
making it extremely vulnerable to 
climate change impacts. Farmers grow 
crops for both food and income, with 
tobacco being the biggest export.  
But tobacco farming is a leading cause 
of deforestation, and the global market 
is shrinking. Bamboo has immense 
potential as a profitable, sustainable 
and climate-resilient alternative, 
providing the opportunity for 

producers to add value and earn more 
by crafting a wide range of bamboo 
products, from furniture to jewellery. 

Building on learning from the 
comprehensive phase one feasibility 
study, which mapped out the full range 
of market blockers and opportunities, 
the delivery phase of this project will 
empower thousands of farmers and 
artisans to enter and thrive in the 
bamboo value chain, equipping them 
to lift their families out of poverty. It will 
also strengthen the emerging national 
bamboo sector, laying the foundations 
for long-term pro-poor growth. 

Full name of project:  
Bamboo Value Chain Enterprise 
Development Project

Location:  Lilongwe, Dowa and 
Salima districts, Malawi

Duration:  
September 2024 – August 2026

Project participants: 8,600 
people in 2,000 households

Partner: Green Livelihoods  
and local artisanal businesses

Budget:  £305,112

PROJECT SUMMARY
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 The problem
Although Malawi’s climate is ideal for growing bamboo, many 
poor farmers are unaware of its potential as a profitable crop, 
and it is vastly underexploited. Awareness is also low among 
policymakers and the local government extension workers 
who advise and guide farmers. The commercial eco-system for 
bamboo is, as yet, undeveloped.

Most small-scale farmers in Malawi are very poor, and one 
bad harvest can tip their family immediately into crisis and 
hunger. Young people have few opportunities to break out of 
the poverty they were born into, and many remain trapped in 
generational cycles of hardship.

With little access to transport or processing facilities, bamboo 
farmers often end up selling raw bamboo to neighbours and 
travelling middlemen at the farm gate, for very low prices. Poor 
women in particular have very limited mobility beyond their 
home and community. Despite the market potential, they lack 
the equipment, knowhow and funds to reach customers with 
value-added products that would fetch higher prices.

 Phase one findings
Our 2023/24 phase one feasibility study investigated existing 
and potential bamboo production and processing in Malawi, 
mapping the current situation, assessing the market and 
analysing the value chain. It also explored the pros and cons of 
different bamboo species, alongside opportunities and barriers 
to scaling up bamboo enterprises, with a particular focus on 
empowering women and young people. 

Bamboo can be processed into an extremely wide range of 
profitable products, from poles and stakes for construction and 
horticulture, to handicrafts, furniture and charcoal. The study 
found that many of the bamboo products in local markets 
are currently imported, but that the existing small businesses 
working with bamboo highlight the potential for local growth 
and for private sector partnerships.

The phase one study has been invaluable in shaping phase two, 
providing a clear focus by identifying the species and products 
with the most potential, and the most significant practical 
barriers to progress. Small-scale producers and artisans are 
particularly hampered by limitations in their:

	access to capital and finance

	awareness of product possibilities

	processing and business skills

	access to markets.

The delivery phase of this project has been designed to address 
each of these barriers, alongside the structural and policy gaps 
that hold producers back.

	 Malawi is one of the poorest 
countries in the world, ranked 
174 out of 189 countries in the 
UN’s human development index 

	 Over half the population lives in 
poverty and one fifth in extreme 
poverty 

	 Almost one in five young people 
are not in education, training or 
employment.

Central Malawi
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Lilongwe
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LOCATION: 

	 Cash crop with significant potential

	 Fast growing and low input

	 Can grow on unproductive land

	 Reduces deforestation and erosion

	 Protects against floods

	 Many ways to process and add value

	 Climate resilient and eco-friendly

	 Growing international market.

Benefits of bamboo

PRODUCT: 

‘The bamboo value chain has huge 
potential. Engaging in this currently 
untapped market offers unemployed but 
motivated young people the opportunity 
to increase their income and provides real 
hope for their future.’
Robert Thindwa, Economic Justice Specialist, Malawi
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Improved awareness,  
skills and knowledge

The project will raise awareness about 
the potential of bamboo and will provide 
training in processing techniques and 
business skills, such as financial literacy 
and marketing, equipping producers to 
reach customers with high quality value-
added products. It will bring producers 
together into bamboo community clubs 
and will employ mobile technologies 
to deliver ongoing farming advice and 
market information services.  

Market linkages
Alongside supporting producers to 
reach customers directly, the project 
will also facilitate business to business 
connections within the sector. It will link 
producers with fruit orchards that use 
bamboo stakes, furniture workshops 
that weave bamboo cane, or handicraft 
organisations that craft jewellery and 
household items. The project will support 
participants to take part in trade fairs and 
exhibitions, and will boost local demand 
for bamboo products through marketing 
and awareness campaigns. 

Access to finance

The project will support producers to set 
up savings and loans groups that enable 
members to access basic, informal 
banking services. It will also support 
these groups to connect with financial 
institutions that can expand the services 
offered. The project will establish a 
‘bamboo challenge fund’ to incentivise 
innovation and private sector investment, 
and will also provide some limited 
direct investment to fund small-scale 
processing equipment and tools, such as 
hammers and saws.

Sector strengthening

There is not yet any clear policy 
framework or strategic leadership in 
this emerging sector, offering a critical 
window for influence. The project will 
work with stakeholders across the 
government, business and finance 
sectors to strengthen the fledgeling 
bamboo industry and position it for pro-
poor growth. This will include establishing 
a national bamboo association and 
working with relevant government 
departments to set a policy framework 
which harnesses bamboo’s potential for 
large-scale poverty reduction. 

In Their Lifetime is Christian Aid’s 
seed fund for innovation and learning, 
enabling us to pilot new ideas and take 
intelligent risks. 

Through this fund, we are able to 
invest in high impact, solutions-
focused projects which build towards 
transformative change.  

Innovation: This project aims to spotlight 
and boost a sector which has huge 
untapped promise, but whose potential is 
not yet well recognised. 

Impact: 2,000 poor producers and 
their families will see their incomes rise 
significantly, and the project will lay the 
groundwork for sector-wide progress at 
national level. 

Learning: This project, itself grounded 
in extensive research, will generate 
significant learning to inform the 
development and scaling of the bamboo 
sector in Malawi.

Sustainability: Bamboo is a sustainable, 
climate-resilient crop with a growing 
market, and the project will establish 
both local and national structures to drive 
bamboo enterprise development once 
this project concludes.

This phase two project works on two levels: it aims to kickstart the growth and 
development of individual bamboo enterprises across central Malawi, and to 
strengthen the emerging bamboo sector as a whole. The project will work practically 
with 2,000 producers across three districts, primarily women and young people, 
equipping them to process their raw crop into products that fetch higher prices, and 
to reach markets where they can sell their goods. 

The project 

The project will 
empower participants 
to process raw bamboo 
into finished products 
that fetch higher prices.



Project budget Total GBP (£)

Project activities 161,931

Training: processing and business skills for bamboo clubs and artisans 32,587

Market access: start-up tools, online platforms, trade fairs and promotions 38,977

Finance: savings and loan groups, innovation fund, links to finance institutions 30,128

Sector strengthening: regulatory review, enhanced mapping, guidelines and policies, national 
association, links to business and gender hubs 34,588

Monitoring and evaluation: baseline and endline surveys, progress reviews 16,932

Learning and documentation: learning visit, documentation and sharing of learning 8,719

Project delivery costs 96,715

Green Livelihoods staffing: including project co-ordinator and two field officers 47,902

Christian Aid staffing: including programme and evaluation specialists 40,947

Partner non-staff project delivery costs (equipment and transport) 7,866

Project support and enabling costs 46,466

Green Livelihoods organisational support and facilitation 23,233

Christian Aid organisational support and facilitation 23,233

TOTAL: 305,112

Building on experience
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To find out more about investing in this project, 
please contact ITL@christian-aid.org

Working with expert local partners in Malawi, we have many 
years’ experience delivering projects that empower vulnerable 
producers to add value to their products, build sustainable 
businesses and reach markets where they can sell their goods 
for a fair price. In this project, we will build on the relationships 
established with the Ministry of Trade and Industry during 
previous work.

Our local partner, Green Livelihoods, is a Malawian NGO that 
improves the lives of marginalized people through innovative 
and climate-smart agro-entrepreneurship. They have 
considerable experience strengthening value chains for products 
from honey to hibiscus, and have previously delivered bamboo 
cultivation projects in Dowa district.

Bamboo has immense potential for rural industrialisation 
and large-scale poverty reduction in Malawi. The climate 
is ideal, the market is growing and the possibilities are 
immeasurable. Bamboo is one of the fastest-growing 
plants in the world and, unlike wood, bamboo stems grow 
back once harvested. This rapid growth and regeneration 
make it a beacon of sustainability. 

Invest in sustainable growth


