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INTRODUCTION

Africa has long held a reputation for preducing some of the world’s most beautiful and distinct woodcarvings.
Certain ethnic groups such as the Yoruba of Nigeria and the Makonde of Tanzania, are well-known for their
traditional sculptures which represent some of the finest artwork on the continent. While these artistic traditions are
centuries old, in recent years other ethnic groups have adopted the practice of woodcarving as a means to eain
income. The development of woodcarving as a commercial enterprise emerged in the 20™ century, with the most
successful and notabie birth of the industry being among the Kamba in southeastern Kenya (Elkan, 1958). Other
countries and ethnic groups have also recognized the lucrative nature of commercial woodcarving production.
Success is primarily due to increased tourist arrivals, but also to efforts aimed at introducing African carvings to
global markets. In the east and southern African region, woodcarving industries are now thriving in Kenya,
Malawi, South Africa, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, and to a lesser extent in Mozambique and Namibia {CACA and
Harrison, 1995; Marshall, 1995; Matose et af, 1997; Steenkamp, 1999; Troughear, 1987). Surveys have been
carried out to assess the trade and industry in several of these countries, and these have served to elucidate the
dynamics of barvest, woodcarving production and sale, and also to attempt to present solutions to the ever-
increasing problem of a declining resource base.

In Malawi, the reality of agricultural conversion and land degradation is possibly the most pronounced in the
region. Yet, a thriving woodcarving industry exists, with thousands of woodcarvings offered on sale in tourist
centers and craft shops throughout the country, and significant quantities produced for export. The threat of forest
destruction and its resultant impact on individual tree species has become a national concern, yet at the same time,
little attention has focused on the woodcarving industry and its implications for the country’s forest resources. In
response to these two observations, large-scale forest degradation and a persistent woodcarving industry, in 1998
TRAFFIC commenced research to understand the dynamics of Malawi’s woodcarving industry and te develop
recommendations that would lead to improved conservation and sustainable use of the woodcarving resource.

METHODS

This assessment of Malawi’s woodcarving industry was carmied out between October 1998 and January 2000.
Activities undertaken included a review of available literature and official trade data, fieldwork, analysis and
compilation of data, and production of this final report. Specific ebjectives of this project are as follows:

to identify the species used in Malawi's woodcarving industry;

to ascertain which species are used to produce different types of woodcarvings;

to ascertain reasons for preference for certain species;

to document perceptions of availability of woodcarving species in selected areas;

to identify the source areas of the species used to produce woodcarvings;

to document trade patterns from source areas to woodcarving sites;

te compile data on the conservation status of the principal woodcarving species;

to docurnent the volume of domestic and intemational trade in woodcarvings;

to ascertain the value of Malawi’s woodcarving trade;

to assess the impact of the woodcarving trade on Malawi’s forests and woodlands; and
to develop recommendations aimed at promoting the sustainable use of Malawi’s forest resources.
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Literatyre/Doia Review: A general literature search was conducted, and trade data were collected. Key institutions
consulted for advice and information. include: Department of Forestry; Departnent of National Parks and Wildlife;
Environmental Affairs (NATURE Programme), Forestry Research Institute of Malawi (FRIM); National
Herbarium and Botanic Gardens of Malawi; Customs and Excise; National Statistical Office (NSO); Malawi
Archives; Center for Secial Research (CSR); Malawi Special Collection at Chancelior College; and the Mua
Mission Craft Center.

Fieldwork: Field visits were conducted at 32 woodcarving sites in nine districts, from October to December 1998.
Field activities were concentrated in the central and southern regions, due to the prevalence of woodcarving
production and retail centers. The northem region was not investigated during this survey due to low population
density, lack of a wood carving tradition in the north, and reports by woodcarvers and other knowledgeable
individnals indicating minimal woodcarving activity in the area. A questionnaire was developed, and interviews



were conducted with a total of 300 individuals. Interviewees were questioned individually or occasionally in
groups using participatory interview methods. Supplementary field visits were carried out in January 2000,

Compilation and Analysis of Information: This final phase entailed review of data, and furtber consultation with
knowledgeable institutions and individuals to fully assess the woodcarving industry and its impact on Malawi’s
natural resources. Survey results were used to develop recommendations to ensure the long-term viability of both
the woodcarving resource and the industry,

BACKGROUND

Malawi has a total land area of 118,219 km?, of which 24,228 km?® comprises Lake Malawi and a further 1,788 km?
other inland water bodies. The country is long and narrow, and occupies the southern part of the East African Rift
Valley system lying between latitudes 9° and 17° south and longitudes 33° and 36° east. Its neighbors are
Mozambique to the south and east, Zambia to the west, and Tanzania to the east and north. Malawi’s topography
and climate vary significantly from north to south, with altitudes ranging from near sea level in the lower Shire
Valley to a maximum of 3,050 meters on Mt. Mulanje. A plateau occurs above the western side of the Rift Valley,
with altitudes ranging from 1,000 to 1,300 meters. The northem part of the country is characterized by
mountainous terrain, while the cenirat and seutherm parts are typified by highly modified miombe wooedlands and
intensive cultivation {Simens and Chirambo, 1991).

Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world, with the per capita income estimated at USD 166 in 1998
{Anon., 1998a). The human population is thought to be approximately 10.8 million growing at an annual rate of
3.2 percent per year, with the populations in the three administrative regions of the country being 5.4 million in the
Southern Region, 4.2 million in the Central Region, and 1.2 million in the Northern Region {Anon., 1997; Anon.,
1998b). Malawi is one of the most densely populated countries in Africa, with an overall ratio of 110 persons per
km?, and 200 per km® of arable land; approximately 87 percent of the population lives in the rural areas {Anon.,
1997).

Malawi is almost totally dependent on agricuiture, which provides income and employment for over 85 percent of
the population {Anon., 1998b). A wide range of food crops are produced, including the main dietary staple maize,
groundnuts, rice and cassava. Cash crops such as tea, coffee, tobacco and sugar grown by both estates and small
holders, are primarily bound for export. Tobacco accounts for 90 percent of the country’s foreign exchange
earnings (Anon., 1998a). Approximately 42 percent of Malawi’s gross domestic product (GDP) can be accounted
for by smalthelder production of subsistence food crops such as maize. Other sectors, i.e. industry, account for on
average 27 percent, while the service sector accounts for 31 percent (Anon., 1998c). Fish from Lake Malawi are an
important source of protein and income for the lakeshore comrnunities {S. Munthali, World Bank Transboundary
Projects Officer, in lit. to R. Barnett, TRAFFIC East/Southern Africa, 1998).

FOREST RESOURCES

Originally widespread, forests have suffered considerably due to clearance for agricutture, and harvest for fuetwood
and other industrial activities. The total land area under forest cover is thought to be about 38% of the country and
consists of national parks and game reserves covering 11.6% of the land area, forest reserves and protected hill
slopes covering approximately 10%, and natural woodland on customary land covering the remaining 17%. These
forests provide protection for soils and water catchments, and serve as a source of timber for construction and
industrial use. Approximately 90% of the country’s energy needs are met by natural forests, plantations and trees
on farms {(Anorn., 1996a).

The reduction in the forest estate is in part attributed to Malawi’s past forest policy, in which forests were largely
viewed as a hindrance to agriculture (Lowore, 1993). Investment in management was minimal and comprised
mainty protection against illegal tree felling, and fire management. Gazetted forests were regarded as government
property and off-limits, and this situation resulted in large-scale deforestation on castomary land, and inefficient
use of govermment forests (Lewore, 1993), Estimates of the rate of decline in Malawi’s forest cover range from 1.0
10 2.8 percent per year (Anon., 1996a), 10 3.5% in areas experiencing more rapid deforestation (S. Munthali, World
Bank Transboundary Projects Officer, in fifr. to R. Barnett, TRAFFIC East/Southern Africa, 1998). Specific causes
of deforestation have been recorded as overgrazing, agricultural expansion, fuelwood collection, commercial
logging, and large-scale use of fuelwood for industrial activities such as curing tobacco, making bricks and buming
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lime (Anom., 1996a). In some areas, land degradation is so intense that the only remaining vegetation OCCUTS on
sacted burial sites of no more than one hectare in size (Munthali, 1993). 7~ .

Map1
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Forests in Malawi can be classified according to the following four categories of land ownership: private land;
government-owned gazetted forests; government forests occurring within national parks and game reserves; and
forests on customary land (held by the President as a trustee for local communities). These categories and the
forests they contain are described below.

i Forests on Private Land

Owners of private land contro] both natural and plantation forest. The natural forests represent the remainder of
the miombo forests that formerly blanketed the entire country. Exploitation and management are largely the
responsibility of the landlord. It has been argued by some that natural forests found on lease and frechold land are
inadequately managed (Anon., 1998c).

it Gazetted Forests

There are over 70 government-owned gazetied forests, containing approximately 0.73 million ha of indigenous
forest (J.uhanga, 1993). Managed by the Forestry Department, these reserves are mainly found on hills and
meountains and serve to protect watershed and catchment areas and other crucial water sources from soil erosion
and general environmental degradation. (Gazetted forests are in general under intense pressure from nearby local
communities who are in need of additional lands for agriculture and other purposes. While these gazetted forest
areas host 2 range of forest and woodland types, they also harbour over half of Malawi’s plantation forests. Current
estimates of plantations within gazetted forests are 1.1 million ha, consisting mostly of Pine, Pinus patula and
Eucalyptus spp. (Luhanga, 1995).

ifi. National Parks and Wildlife Reserves
Forest resources found in National Parks and Wildlife Reserves are managed by the Ministry of Tourism, National
Parks and Wildlife, and comprise an estimated 1,09 miilion ha (Luhanga, 1995).

. Forests on Customary Land

Authority for customary land is vested in the President, who acts as a trustee for and on behalf of communities.
Forest resources found on customary land holdings cover a total estimated land area of about 1.7 million ha {J.
Luhanga, Department of Forestry, pers. comm., 2000). Management of these forests is undertaken by local
authorities. In general, foresis occurring on customary land are under extreme pressure; the land is owned
communally, and its forests are generally treated as open access resources (Luhanga, 1994). An estimated 1.0
million ha of plantation forest occurs on customary iand (Euhanga, 1995).

The Department of Forestry, under the Ministry of Foresiry, Fisheries and Environmental Affairs, has the mandate
to protect and manage the country’s forest resources, and to administer and implement the Foresory Act, 1997, The
Department of National Parks and Wildlife, local traditional leaders, or privaie forest managers control the forest
resources that fall outside the direct mandate of the Department of Forestry.

Undoubtedly, forest resources in Malawi have come under immense pressure during this century, due to the
uncontrolied rate of exploitation of indigencus forests, in particular outside of protected areas. The unsustainable
rate of harvest is of great concern, with insufficient wood resources a problem that is increasingly apparent to those
involved in the woodcarving industry,

THE WOODCARVING INDUSTRY IN MALAWI

Historical overview

Malawi’s woodcarving tradition lies primarily in the area of ceremonial masks, which were made by the Chewa
tribe for use during certain cultural events, ¢.g. Nyau dancing. Once used, these masks are destroyed, altthough in
recent years masks have sometimes been kept for a period of ten to 15 years. These masks are created from
perishable materials, but from wood as well. According to tradition, women are forbidden to view the masks, and
consequently masks are hidden from sight. In the past, masks in storage were often attacked by insects and rodents
(C. Boucher, Mua Mission Craft Center. pers. comm., 2000; G. Koebler, Wildlife Action Group, pers. comm.,
2000). The tradition of woodcarving in Malawi is therefore relatively undocumented, although efforts are
underway to collect information and produce a cultural record of this practice, in particular with regard to
ceremonial masks and implements (C. Boucher, Mua Mission Craft Center, pers. comm., 2000),
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Commercial woodcarving Is likely to have started in the 1920s, when Muslims from Malawi went to Tanzania for
religious training, The Tanzanian tradifion of carving, especially among the Makonde people famous for their
elaborate carvings of human figures and scenes of daily life, is centuries oid. Exposure to this work, and the
beautiful black wood from which it was carved (Dalbergia melanoxyion), was enough to bring the tradition back to
Malawi, It is thought that woodcarving first gained a foothold in Malawi in Liwonde and Chingale (C. Boucher,
Mua Mission Craft Center, pers. comm., 2000). By the 1960s, carving was still in its infancy in Malawi, yet one
could purchase genuine Makonde carvings in Blantyre. At that time efforts commenced to train Malawian carvers
0 copy Makonde carvings, and a workshop was established In Blantyre to produce Makonde replicas for sale. In
1976, the Mua Mission’s Craft Center was established, with the aim of promoting art rather than mass-produced
carvings; the main items produced were religious carvings for churches, and therefore these carvings remained in
the country. Malawi’s most famous carved item, the chief’s chair (also known as the safari chair or fold-up chair),
is not in actuality a Malawian tradition, rather, production of these chairs emerged in the late 1970s. It is thought
that the chief’s chair, with its elaborately carved back, arose as a potentally lucrative tourist souvenir. In the past,
chairs were generally scarce in Malawian villages, and the name “chief’s chair” may have been coined because it
was usually only the chief who had one (C. Boucher, Mua Mission Craft Center, pers. comm., 2000).

Photo 1
Louisa Sangalakula talking to woodcarvers at the Mua Mission Craft Center

Credit: Nina Marshall

In the early 1980s, the Government of Malawi took an interest in the woodcarving industry, through the efforts of
the Malawi Export Promotion Council (MEPC). A survey of the country’s handicraft production was
undertaken with the aim of assessing and developing the craft industry and in particular the export markets
(McKendry, 1981a, 1981b, 1981c; McKendry, 1983). These studies identified craft producers, recorded
production techniques and capacity, assessed quality and export potential, and gauged woodcarver skill levels.
It was found that most woodcarving was carried out with primitive techniques, with only one power lathe
observed at a workshop in Thyolo. The approximate number of woodcarvers observed in the Southern region
was 100 in Blantyre, 52 in Zomba, 47 in Machinga, 150 in Thyolo and 132 in Mangochi, although it is likely
that numerous other carvers were active in rural areas (McKendry, 1981c). Most woodcarvings were sold
locally, with problems in ordering, collection, quality control and the unreliability of producers culminating in
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poor infrastructure and subsequent exporting difficuities. Exports during the early 1980s were small and only
two destipations were documented, South Africa and USA {McKendry, 1983).

The work of the MEPC was geared toward industry promotion and development, and Jittle mention was made
of the status of the availability of raw material. Only once was it noted that over-harvesting of trees was taking
place, and this was in the context of “cuiting more than allowed on the permit” with reference to Phingo
Dalbergia melanoxylon (McKendry, 1981c}). It is very possible that at the time of this research, problems of
resource declines and forest degradation were not immediately evident, and supply issues had not yet surfaced
in Malawi.

The industry today: Malawi’s woodcarvers

Woodcarving is relatively ubiquitous in Malawi. Woodcarvers are present in most tourist centers and are well-
positioned along tourist and transit routes 1o display and sell their wares. For the most part, all Malawian
woodcarvers are male; no women woodcarvers were identified during this survey, nor were any stall vendors
female. Occasionally a woman might be employed to sand or polish a carving, but this is extremely rare and the
task is usually carmed out by apprentices (JJK. Banda, Mua Mission Craft Center, pers. comm., 2000). The
exception is up-market curio shops, which often have female salespersons. The ethnicity of woodcarvers varies
from region to region, with many different ethnic groups working in the industry, aithough there is a prevalence of
Yao people, due to their tradition of involvement in trading activities. Most woodcarvers both produce and sell
their wares, althongh some purchase semi-finished products and polish these at their vending stalls, and others
operate exclusively on the vending side of the business.

The majority of woodcarvers interviewed during this survey regard the woedcarving profession as a long-term
employment option. Out of 271 people queried about number of years in the business, 203 stated that they had
been involved for over five years, while 50 said that they had been in the business for two to four years, and only
18 were new to the profession, having taken it up for less than one year. Carvers working near their villages stated
that woodcarving was undertaken when no other activities were required, for example, planting and harvesting of
crops, and weodcarving was regarded as a means to eamn extra income. Thus, woodcarving allows people to earn
lncome in areas where few options exist for formal or other employment, and is undertaken when agricultural work
is not needed. Younger woodcarvers and vendors, on the other hand, had entered the business due to lack of other
emplovment options. Most of the individuals in this category were working away from their home areas, and were
situated in favorable vending locations, for example, where tourists might visit. These individuals had taken up
woodcarving solely as a means to earn a living, and stated that the income was unsatisfactory, and that they would
much prefer to move on te a different profession if the opportunity arose.

During this survey it has not been possible to document of the number of individuals involved in the woodcarving
industry, due to the lack of crganization among the woodcarvers themselves, and the scattered nature of the many
curic workshops and carving sites around the country. During interviews it was found that some of the largest
groups of carvers and vendors are operating i the following locations: Mua Mission, > 100; Club Makokola
{Mangochi), 58; Blantyre People’s Trading Center (PTC}, > 500; Senga Bay (Salima), 80; Liwonde, ~ 200; and
Lilongwe, > 120. These numbers omit the many curie shops of various sizes, and the employees that they may
have in workshops. Further, it is thought that much woodcarving takes place in rural areas, with semi-finished
carvings brought to vending sites for further finishing and sale. Over 1,200 carver-vendors were documented
_ during this survey, and this figure is likely to be a gross underestimate of those involved in the industry; no
suppliers of wood have been quantified, nor have the number of family members reliant on the woodcarving
eamings. It is thought that number of woodcarvers and vendors directly involved in the industry could easily be as
high as 5,000,

Structure of the industry

Woodcarvers operate largely on an individual basis, which is in contrast to a number of other countries such as
Kenya, where woodcarvers have formed co-operatives to both procure wood supplies and sell their woodcarvings.
The need for an association to both collect and export handicrafts has been recognized by the Small Enterprise
Development Organization (SEDOM) and the Malawi Export Promotion Council (MEPC), but no action has yet
been taken (Anom., 1995). Apparently, some attempts have been made to bring the woodcarvers together, in
particular to teach marketing skills, vet these efforts have not been successful because competition and jealousy
have precluded collaboration and cooperation (J. Luhanga, Deparment of Forestry, pers. comm., 2000). During
this survey, however, it was found that there is considerable interest in setting up co-operatives and associations, in
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particular to increase marketing skills and sales opportunities, and some small associations do exist. For example,
woodcarvers operating in the vicinity of the Club Makokola have formed a loose organization, Zopanga-panga
Village, 1o co-operate on obtaining wood supplies and seeking export markets. This largely informal association
has about 60 members. No formal co-operatives for woodearvers were identified during this survey,

On the vending side, several associations exist in Malawi. In Blantyre, the People’s Trading Center Venders
Association operates to facilitate vending at a designated site outside of the PTC supermarket. The association has
approximately 500 members who sell individually, with the benefit of membership being that they are able to
acquire vending certificates from the City Council and are able to sell at the PTC site, which is a particularly
strategic location. A similar branch of the PTC Curio Venders Association operates in Lilongwe.

Photo 2
Roadside stalls at Senga Bay, Salima District

¥ o

Credit: Nina Marshall

Woodcarving and vending associations are, however, few in number, and for the most part woodcarvers operate
individualty, producing their own carvings, and either selling them themselves, or selling them to curio shops in the
country’s urban areas. Some curio shops do have worksheps set up to produce sufficient suppiies for local sale and
export, There are three large workshops operating in Malawi, with one additional large-scale workshop recently
closed after several decades in operation; figures for total exports from these workshops are unavailable (F.
Nyirenda, Malawi Export Promotion Council, pers. comm., 2000), Numerous small-scale handicraft shops and
workshops also exist, and aithough none are formally exporting woodcarvings at present, seven have the potential
to do so in the future (F. Nyirenda, Malawi Export Promotion Council, pers. comm., 2000; Anon., 1999a).

Species used in the Malawi woodcarving industry

Malawi’s woodcarving industy is dominated by two species, Phingo Dalbergia melanoxylon and Nkolong’onjo
Combretum imberbe, although other species appear depending on the region. A total of 22 species were found
te be used for woodcarvings, and the figure could be higher if one takes into consideration that several species
of A/bizig are used, and additional area-specific species may not have been identified during this survey. Many
species, however, were found to be used only rarely. For example, Tea Camellia sinensis was found only in
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