
Charcoal plays a vital role in the provision of domestic urban energy in Malawi. 
Additionally, Malawi’s charcoal trade is important for the national economy and 
for the alleviation of rural poverty. However, these socio-economic and 
livelihood aspects are often ignored and penalised by decision makers. 

This policy brief focuses on the importance of charcoal as a livelihood activity 
and explores the need to include livelihoods in Malawi’s charcoal policy 
dialogue. It draws on a case study of the charcoal trade in Zomba, Malawi, and 
uses this as a basis for policy recommendations 
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Why	  charcoal-‐livelihoods	  matter	  
	  	  

Charcoal is the most important domestic urban 
fuel in Malawi and there is no evidence that 
urban charcoal consumption is decreasing in 
the short term (Box 1). However, the trade is 
informal and unregulated; this creates space for 
corruption1,2, increases charcoal-based 
livelihoods’ vulnerability to poverty3, and 
frustrates attempts to develop effective and 
progressive policies to effectively regulate the 
trade. This means that there are few incentives 
to invest in the sustainable management of  
forest resources that provide charcoal and 
many other essential environmental services. 
 

An	  essential	  economic	  contribution	  
	  

Malawi’s charcoal industry is important for the 
national economy and for alleviation of rural 
poverty. It is worth in excess of US$40 million 
and accounts for about 0.5% of the national 
GDP; for comparison, this figure falls between 
Malawi’s second and third largest exports, 
tobacco and sugar1. 
  

Charcoal production and trade generates a 
substantial economic contribution to rural 
communities and households, typically raising 
their income above the national minimum 
wage. The financial support from charcoal can 
contribute to improved food security, by 
allowing households to invest in agriculture. It 
also gives rural households greater access to 
education, local markets and health care 
services. 
 

Charcoal production and trade is not only a full-
time employment activity for many, but 
additionally it supports rural households in the 
short term. It is a stepping stone activity into 
other profitable and secure livelihood options, 
 

a gap-filling activity in times of seasonal 
hardship and a safety-net activity in response 
to household shocks and losses.
 

Negative	  enforcements	  costs	  
Malawi’s charcoal markets and supply routes 
are well established. However, difficulties with 
producing and trading charcoal in accordance 
with the law criminalises the livelihoods of an 
estimated 200,000 people employed by 
Malawi’s charcoal industry5.
 

The illegality and associated risks increase 
peoples’ vulnerability to reduced income, 
which subsequently has detrimental impacts 
on household food security, financial security, 
and access to education and healthcare3. 
Penalising charcoal producers and traders has 
negative environmental consequences, as 
individuals have to increase the amount of 
charcoal they produce and trade in order to 
cover their financial losses caused by fines 
and confiscations. 

Box	  1:	  Urban	   charcoal	   consumption	   in	  
Zomba	  town4	  
	  	  

•  84% of households use charcoal. There is 
no evidence that charcoal use declines with 
increasing income.

•  90% of households with access to 
electricity continue to use charcoal.

•  Average amount of charcoal used per 
household per week is 7-12kg depending 
on the season and the household’s income

•  Charcoal is liked by households because it 
is more readily accessible than other fuels, 
it is cleaner and easier to use than 
firewood, and cheaper and more reliable 
than electricity.

Policy	  	  
Pointers	  

for long-term 
sustainable 

charcoal 
production and 

trade

Investment in, 
formation of and 
formalisation of 
community-based 
cooperatives of 
charcoal-based 
enterprises. 
 
Secure tenure. 
Communities need at 
least governance, if not 
ownership of the 
resources, particularly 
the charcoal resources.

Long-term market 
security. Assurance 
that the trade will 
remain profitable, 
equitable and 
beneficial for 
communities.

Political confidence 
and confirmation that 
informal taxes and rent 
seeking activities will 
not increase 
unnecessary risk to 
charcoal-based 
livelihoods. 

Political will and 
acknowledgement 
from decision makers 
that charcoal is an 
important livelihood 
activity- not a short-
term dirty fuel that 
needs to be penalised 
and immediately 
replaced.
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Under these circumstances, poor, rural communities, who engage with the cash economy to purchase subsistence 
requirements (e.g. food, school fees, basic household assets), and where competition for existing employment 
opportunities is high, are likely to turn to charcoal production.  
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Case	  study:	  Zomba,	  Malawi	  
	  	  

A recent study examined the reasons why communities 
become involved in charcoal production, and how socio-
economic factors influence their engagement in charcoal 
production6. The research focused on the production 
locations supplying Zomba City with charcoal: Zomba-
Malosa Forest Reserve and Liwonde Forest Reserve. 
 
Key	  Gindings	  
 

The study surveyed 23% of producer-communities in the 
area. Findings suggest key underlying conditions that 
promote communities’ engagement in charcoal production: 

•  Forest resources are available 
•  Physical access costs are low (e.g. low elevation and 

short travel distances)
•  Institutional access costs are low (e.g. low forest 

protection)
•  A strong charcoal market (e.g. high selling prices for 

charcoal in Zomba City) 
•  A lack of alternative income generating activities 
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Concluding	  remarks	  
	  	  

The charcoal industry in Malawi has a critical role to play in securing urban energy provision, 
determining the fate of remaining forests and making important livelihoods contributions 
to many rural communities. It cannot simply be ignored or penalised. 

In conjunction with longer-term plans for electrification and access to improved energy 
sources, forestry and energy policies must acknowledge and accept the livelihoods reality of 
the charcoal sector and deal with it in a more constructive and coordinated manner. 

Charcoal:	  A	  route	  out	  of	  poverty	  
Charcoal production can be a route out of poverty for forest-adjacent communities. Income 
generated from involvement in production generates substantial income to rural households, 
allowing households to afford agricultural inputs, food, education, health facilities and assets 
such as solar lighting, radios and clothes. Income from charcoal production also helps 
households deal with unforeseen shocks and losses such as: famine, death of a family 
member and loss of employment opportunities.
 

Income from charcoal production is reinvested into the local communities, for example 
through paying for casual labour, establishment of other business enterprises (i.e. selling 
fish and vegetables) and skills training (i.e. mechanic, carpentry or motor vehicle driving 
license). Income from charcoal production allows households to participate in the 
purchasing of essential and unessential goods, further supporting local trades and 
businesses.


