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ABSTRACT 

The ambition of integrating national economies into global value chains (GVCs) has become a staple of 

agricultural and industrial policies of the world’s least developed countries. Working with Malawi as a 

representative case of such national policies of value chains for development (VCDs), we investigate how 

the national ambition of GVC integration is experienced at the level of local communities. The analytical 

juxtaposition of policy documents and community experiences demonstrates an unmet need for GVC gov-

ernance that mitigates the potential negative impact that large-scale production for global markets may have 

on local livelihoods and facilitates local communities’ bottom-up participation in GVCs. On this basis, we 

introduce the concept of community governance as a supplement to the notions of private and public gov-

ernance. We argue that the community level must be included in the GVC governance mix in order to ensure 

livelihood upgrading of all stakeholders. Further, we suggest that moving beyond economic and social 

upgrading of direct participants will release the potential of the GVC approach to promote inclusive devel-

opment based on principles of empowerment and self-determination. Introducing community governance 

in theory and practice, we conclude, is key to the success of VCDs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Since the mid-1990s, post-Washington consensus development initiatives have offered hope of including 

previously overlooked stakeholders, such as rural communities, by means of participatory approaches with 

ideals of empowerment (Booth (Ed.), 1994; Long & van der Ploeg, 1994; Stiglitz, 1998). Operating on the 

assumption that integration into the global market economy will offer national and local actors opportunities 

for economic as well as social development, the global value chain (GVC) framework is among the most 

influential of these initiatives. In this paper, we explore and advance the development potential of GVCs 

by offering a set of organizing principles for GVC governance that aspires to benefit all participants, at all 

levels.  

 

In so doing, we accept the premise of market integration in the particular form of ‘upgrading’ or ‘climbing 

up the value chain’, which in the GVC literature is not only understood as a movement that extends verti-

cally to better products or processes, but also horizontally to other functions or new markets (Bernhardt & 

Milberg, 2011; Gereffi, 1999). Through such processes, local actors become able to ‘capture the gains’ of 

GVC integration (see e.g., Rossi, 2013), as developing country producers are included in more value-adding 

activities, increasing the economic benefits of value chain engagement through economic upgrading 

(Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002), while workers experience social upgrading through unionization, improved 

labor standards, etc. (Barrientos, 2019; Riisgaard et al., 2010; Riisgaard & Okinda, 2018).  

 

Encouraged by international donor organizations, governments and regulators of developing countries are 

increasingly exploring ways to become involved in and improve their positions within GVCs, indicating 

that the changing global development regime is implemented through national policies (Goger et al., 2014). 

In the last twenty years, the implementation of policies that facilitate GVCs has led to general improvements 

in least developed countries, as measured in economic terms like foreign direct investment (FDI) and na-

tional growth rates (Gereffi, 2018), but issues remain – most notably, continuous poverty and accelerated 
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exclusion among rural communities and other vulnerable groups (Bair, 2017; Barrientos et al., 2011). 

Hence, the current policy regime of GVC integration, in which the primary role of public governance is to 

facilitate the private governance of lead firms, has demonstrated developmental limitations (Horner, 2017; 

Horner & Alford, 2019).  

 

Despite advocacy of bottom-up integration as a prerequisite of long-term inclusive development (Edwards, 

1989; Schurmann, 1993), the emphasis of GVC policy has been to facilitate top-down processes of corpo-

rate involvement. This leaves the potential of upgrading for rural communities underdeveloped, just as little 

attention has been given to the impact that GVCs may have on stakeholders who are not directly involved. 

These oversights point to inherent tensions between the priorities of global economies and local communi-

ties, which must be addressed when harnessing value chains for development (Mayer & Gereffi, 2019), 

which remain largely unaccounted for. Seeking to address this gap, we turn to the representative case of 

Malawi.  

 

Like other developing countries of Sub-Saharan Africa, Malawi seeks to attract FDI through GVC-oriented 

policies, notably land reforms, that enable corporate actors, i.e., multinational corporations (MNCs) and 

other large-scale producers, to tap into the natural resources of Malawi. Through a multi-level research 

design, we aim to understand how the national pursuit of GVC integration is experienced at the local level 

of Malawian farming communities. Here, we investigate communities that are integrated into agricultural 

GVCs as well as non-integrated communities whose livelihoods are affected by GVC-related activities. On 

this basis, we discuss how the governance of GVCs could be expanded to include local communities and 

safeguard rural livelihoods.  

 

Our encounters with rural communities in Malawi offer two divergent narratives of the consequences of 

current GVC policies. On the one hand, rural farming communities experience adverse effects on their 



 4 

livelihoods, stemming from publicly supported efforts at GVC integration and/or exasperated by the ab-

sence of state interventions. These findings suggest a need for the state to take on a new role as regulator 

of lead firms and other drivers of GVCs as well as a more active role as mitigator of the potentially negative 

impact that GVCs may have on some local communities. On the other hand, local communities that partic-

ipate actively in GVC integration experience livelihood upgrading. We argue that this positive outcome 

does not arise from public or private governance, but from bottom-up empowerment of local actors and 

coin the concept of community governance for this form of GVCs governance. Advancing community gov-

ernance, we suggest, entails that the state should take on an additional role as facilitator of the empower-

ment and self-determination of local communities.  

 

In what follows, we first review the literature that establishes GVC integration as a development paradigm, 

then present our research methods, including an introduction to the case of Malawi as well as presentations 

of our empirical data and analytical strategies. On this basis, we conduct the two-step analysis of Malawi’s 

GVC-oriented policies, on the one hand, and local experiences of the introduction of monocrop, large-scale 

farming and other agricultural reforms, on the other. Finally, we discuss our empirical findings and their 

theoretical implications, considering, in particular, how current dynamics of top-down integration may be 

reversed in order to release the full development potential of GVCs.  

 

THE DEVELOPMENT POTENTIALS OF GVC-ORIENTED POLICY 

The GVC approach has, over the last two decades, established itself as the way to integrate local and global 

levels of production and distribution, allowing local producers to benefit from the dynamics of the global 

market economy while evading the potentially negative social consequences of such integration (Coe & 

Yeung, 2019; Gereffi et al., 2005; Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002). Hence, GVCs link local farmers and pro-

ducers to global lead firms, thereby enabling producers to capture more of the value-added in the process 

of refining products towards their end-use (Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002; Gereffi, 1999, 2014; Lee, Gereffi 

& Barrientos, 2011; Gibbon, 2008).  
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The adoption of the GVC framework for development emanates from international organizations (IOs) 

(Gereffi, 2014, 2018, 2019), as today: 

 

virtually every IO with a development policy mandate, including the WTO, the World Bank, 

and other neoliberally oriented IOs, such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) and the World Economic Forum, [has] embraced GVC analysis to one 

degree or another (Mayer & Gereffi, 2019: 574-75).  

 

This is, in large part, due to the general involvement of GVC scholars in the policy turn of development 

studies, with academics acting as counselors to and participants in policy initiatives (Gereffi, 2019a; 2019b; 

Mayer & Gereffi, 2019). These scholars have left an impressive mark on the agenda-setting institutions 

who have adopted ‘value chain development’ as key to realizing ‘inclusive growth’ and other developmental 

goals (Stamm & Von Drachenfels, 2011: 4). As GVCs are becoming an integral part of the international 

donor organizations’ development paradigm, ideas and concepts of the framework are increasingly included 

in the national policies of developing countries, aiming to ensure these countries’ successful GVC integra-

tion.  

 

In preparation of our empirical study of GVC integration in Malawi, we will first review the literature on 

GVC governance, focusing on the ways in which the concepts of private and public governance hinge on 

economic and social upgrading, respectively. We then turn to literature on GVC-oriented development pol-

icies, identifying the strengths and weaknesses of current approaches to value chains for development. Fi-

nally, we advocate an enhanced consideration of livelihood upgrading as the goal of developing countries’ 

GVC participation. 
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Governance for economic and social upgrading 

Early work on GVCs focused rather exclusively on the idea of economic upgrading of local actors within 

global chains. As such, entering a GVC is not perceived as the developmental end-goal (Ponte & Ewert, 

2009). To the contrary, inclusion in the chain provides a potential avenue for adding further value by man-

ufacturing products of higher quality and/or using more efficient processes (Humphrey & Schmitz, 2004; 

Gereffi, 2019b).  

 

However, it is now widely recognized that economic upgrading is not a sufficient measure of successful 

GVC integration (Lee et al., 2011), and the notion of social upgrading has been introduced to emphasize 

that workers as well as producers should benefit from being part of GVCs. Social upgrading is defined as 

‘the process of improvement in the rights and entitlements of workers as social actors, which enhances the 

quality of their employment’ (Barrientos, Gereffi & Rossi, 2011: 324) and can be measured in terms of 

improved labour rights and standards (Barrientor, 2019).  

 

Further, it has become evident that GVC integration does not automatically lead to inclusive growth (Bar-

rientos et al., 2011), and GVC governance has been introduced as a core concept for understanding and 

ameliorating power asymmetries between the actors involved (Gereffi et al., 2005; Gereffi & Korzeniewicz 

(Eds.), 1994; Gereffi, 1999). In a time of economic restructuring and vertical disintegration, lead firms 

increasingly function as orchestrators of global production. In this context, the concept of governance has 

primarily been applied to the internal organization of GVCs, showing how global lead firms function as 

main organizers, either in producer-driven or buyer-driven setups (Horner, 2017). This focus on private 

governance, vertically along the chain, is, im- or explicitly, geared towards lead firms’ ability to avoid 

territorial constraints, enabling these firms to take up positions of de facto control, e.g., through captive 

arrangements (Gereffi et al., 2005).   

 

Hence, institutional frameworks, such as national laws and international regulations, have not traditionally 
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been at the center of GVC governance, as states play little to no role in defining entry barriers and/or shaping 

relationships along the chain (Gereffi, 1999; Gereffi et al., 2005). Instead, governments of developing coun-

tries have largely ‘outsourced’ GVC governance to lead firms (Mayer & Phillips, 2017; Alford & Phillips, 

2018; Sturgeon & Whittaker, 2019) who, in turn, have actively sought to keep public regulators at arm’s 

length, e.g., through the introduction of private standards (Ponte, 2009; Riisgaard, 2009). As Fernandez-

Stark and Gereffi (2019) show, GVC governance may take different forms, whether purely top-down con-

trolled by the lead firm or with various opportunities for bottom-up influence, but no matter the particular 

form, the lead firm is central to GVCs and their governance. 

 

Seeking to broaden the scope, some scholars have emphasized the need to supplement the vertical metaphor 

of the ‘chain’ with more horizontal, multilevel and local processes of ‘networked’ embedment, offering the 

concept of Global Production Networks (GPNs) as an alternative framework for understanding local inte-

gration into global markets (Yeung, 2016). A strand of this literature focuses specifically on the position of 

the state in relation to global production, arguing that public governance should feature more prominently 

and that the state can take on multiple roles in relation to GVCs. Horner and Alford (2019) identify four 

such roles: facilitators for integration of local actors into GVCs (see also Kaplinsky & Morris, 2016), mit-

igators of the negative outcomes of GVC involvement (e.g., through labor law or standards), producers 

and, finally, buyers. On the basis of their identification of these four roles, the authors suggest that research-

ers and practitioners alike should pay more attention to the state in the governance of GVCs and seek to 

enhance its role: ‘It is increasingly apparent that states do not just shape GVCs, but that their policy options 

are themselves shaped by GVCs… the centrality of the state … should be recognized and explored even 

further’ (Horner & Alford, 2019: 566).  

 

Further, the concept of social governance has been introduced to include bottom-up forms of governance, 

driven by international and national non-governmental organizations and unions as well as other civil soci-

ety actors, in the GVC governance mix (Barrientos, 2019; Barrientos & Smith, 2007; Gereffi & Lee, 2016). 



 8 

However, as civil society actors in the global South do not have the same structure and effectiveness as in 

developed countries, they are not singlehandedly able to shift the power balance from global lead firms 

towards local communities (Barrientos, 2019). Keeping these issues of governance in mind, we now turn 

to the question of whether and how GVCs can be harnessed for developmental purposes. 

 

Value chains for development 

As mentioned, the GVC framework has become integral to the current development paradigm as is, for 

instance, apparent in the notion of ‘value chains for development’ (VCDs). Mayer and Gereffi (2019: 578) 

support reforms of national policies to better accommodate the integration of developing countries into 

GVCs, suggesting that ‘policies informed by value chain analysis can enable economic upgrading in which 

developing countries and firms “climb the value chain” from basic assembly activities using low-cost labor 

to more advanced forms…’  However, such policy reforms highlight the challenges involved in connecting 

growth and poverty reduction; the success of instruments like enhancing competitiveness, creating a busi-

ness enabling environment, facilitating FDI, liberalization and tax reductions are all measured in terms of 

growth, and poverty reduction is not measured directly (Neilson, 2014).  

 

While improving the position of a country’s industry in relevant GVCs is generally beneficial, there is no 

guarantee that GVC integration leads to inclusive growth. To the contrary, the results of VCDs, as they have 

been implemented in actual policies to date, are ambiguous (Goger et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2011, Barrientos 

et al., 2011; Gibbon & Ponte, 2005). Developing countries that have adopted the framework are generally 

becoming more engaged in export and global production, but social down-sides have also emerged. In 

particular, social well-being seems to be at risk when national policies are designed with the singular aim 

of economic upgrading (Lee et al., 2011). Thus, it may have detrimental effects when governments of de-

veloping countries focus on GVC integration without regard for its implications: ‘value chain approaches 

to development are being rolled out as institutional support systems that facilitate little more than the en-

hanced penetration of multinational capital into the economy and lives of the rural and urban poor’ (Neilson, 
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2014: 59). 

 

On this basis, it is hardly surprising that GVC-oriented policies in some countries have faced difficulties in 

realizing their aims of substantial economic upgrading and comprehensive social upgrading. Such difficul-

ties are exasperated by the fact that states currently have limited policy instruments at their disposal and are 

usually unable to change their approach if it does not have the stipulated effect. Current policy options 

include classical export-oriented industrial policies such as special production zones aimed at building a 

business-friendly environment, as we will show to be the case in Malawi. Further instruments include (low-

ering or removing) tariffs on trade, (creating) infrastructure and ensuring foreign large-scale agricultural 

producers’ access to farm land.  

 

In sum, the currently available roles and policy options for the state in least developed countries are likely 

to only achieve inclusion into the global economy at the expense of actors who operate in local/informal 

economies, such as small-scale farmers. National industrial and agricultural development, then, may come 

at the price of local livelihoods – as opposed to the intentions of the GVC framework.  

 

Livelihood upgrading as measure of inclusive development  

What is at stake, here, is that GVCs have a ‘dark side’ (Coe & Hess, 2013), understood both as an inherent 

problem and as an overlooked element. Thus, the problem is not only that economic upgrading does not 

automatically lead to social upgrading, but that both forms of upgrading are too narrowly focused on actors 

who are directly involved in value chains, whether as producers or employed workers. As such, they do not 

sufficiently consider the need for upgrading to be universally beneficial and environmentally sustainable. 

While the notion of environmental upgrading (Campling & Havice, 2019) offers an important addition to 

the existing literatures, our current focus is on supplementing economic and social upgrading with a concept 

that may better promote inclusive economic growth and social benefits: livelihood upgrading.  
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The need to re-center inclusion has been forcefully expressed under the heading of ‘capturing the gains’, 

implying efforts to ensure that what is gained by entering into a GVC is, indeed, brought to bear at all levels 

of the chain – benefitting contract farmers and laborers, not just owners of the means of production (Bar-

rientos, 2019; Lee et al., 2011). However, rural small-scale farmers, whether integrated in or indirectly 

affected by GVCs, continue to be left out of the equation (Neilson, 2019). In order to rectify this omission, 

Neilson (2019) brings together the GVC framework and the sustainable livelihood approach, proposing 

‘livelihood upgrading’ as an additional measure of success that may ‘holistically capture the diversity and 

complexity of the actually experienced life-worlds of many rural households’ (Neilson, 2019: 298). Neilson 

(2019) argues that economic and social upgrading do not apply directly to smallholders, because these local 

actors are not wage workers and do not operate on the logic of profit maximization. In order for the notion 

of upgrading to become applicable to the development of rural smallholder communities, the agency of the 

household/community must become the center of attention, meaning one should think of upgrading in terms 

of livelihoods, self-determination and, ultimately, empowerment at the most local level of operation. From 

the perspective of livelihood upgrading, then, smallholder farmers, their families and other members of 

rural communities, whether directly or indirectly involved in GVCs, must benefit from (or at the very least 

remain unaffected by) GVC-related activities.  

 

Establishing livelihood upgrading as the measure of success for VCDs highlights the ‘…need for develop-

ment applications to re-engage conceptually with some of the more nuanced institutionalist analyses of 

economic development emanating from the GCC/GVC literature’ (Neilson, 2014:58). Or, as Alford & Phil-

lips’ (2018: 114-115) put it:  

 

There is a need […] to move away from an economistic privileging of private power and inter-

firm relations as the core of the study of governance in GVC/GPN debates, to carve our greater 

theoretical, analytical and empirical space for the institutional and socio-political contexts of 

global production. 
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Heeding this call, we aim to further develop the notion of livelihood upgrading and explore how it may be 

better integrated as an aim of GVC governance. Thus we will contribute to the literature on VCDs by, first, 

redefining the concept of livelihood upgrading (and downgrading) to encompass the direct and indirect 

effects that GVC-related activities may have on the livelihoods of all affected actors. In this sense, upgrad-

ing occurs when a process of GVC integration empowers members of a community to improve their liveli-

hoods, either through direct participation or as spillover effects. Downgrading, to the contrary, happens 

when GVC-related activities, directly or indirectly, harm the livelihoods of community members who lack 

the power to protect themselves from the negative impact. Second, we will seek to place livelihood upgrad-

ing at the center of GVC governance. Seeing as it does not feature in the current mix of private, public and 

social governance of GVCs, we suggest that this mix must be supplemented with a new form of governance 

that aims at livelihood upgrading through practices of bottom-up participation. We coin the concept of 

community governance for this new livelihood-oriented practice. In offering these two interrelated contri-

butions to the literature, we shift empirical and theoretical emphases from the global level of private gov-

ernance by lead firms to the national level of public governance and the local level of community govern-

ance. Recognizing that this shift is also one from general conceptualization to specific contextualization, 

we now turn to our empirical case study; first, presenting its methods, then conducting the analysis. 

 

 

METHODS: CASE AND APPROACH 

The consideration of our methods moves from the general to the specific. That is, we first present our choice 

of case, arguing that Malawian policies are representative of public efforts at GVC integration in least 

developed countries, but also providing information on the specifics of the Malawian context. We then turn 

to an account of our sources of data and means of data collection, ending this section with our analytical 

strategy.   
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Agricultural reform in Malawi  

For decades, Malawi has relied on large-scale commercial investment and development assistance to 

achieve increased agricultural productivity, e.g., through the introduction of commercial irrigation systems. 

This has been facilitated by the global ‘land rush’, which followed the 2007-2008 surge in food prices 

(World Bank, 2011) and has led Sub-Saharan African countries to see a stark increase in the demand for 

land (Schoneveld, 2014, Cotula, 2012). Thus, capital-intensive investments in local agriculture are often 

accompanied by a shift in land rights from those using the land to those investing in it. In Malawi, large-

scale land acquisitions have been central to the development of the sector (Cotula, 2012).  

 

From a socio-economic development perspective, more than half of the population in Malawi lives below 

the national poverty line, and 70.3% of the population has less than USD 1.9 per day at their disposal (World 

Bank, 2020). The agricultural sector constitutes approximately one third of Malawi’s GDP while more than 

80% of the Malawian population depends on agriculture for their livelihood (World Bank, 2020). Conse-

quently, land is seen as a basis for social security, and historically most agricultural land was under shared 

ownership that catered to shared community needs, e.g., providing land for grazing livestock (Kishindo, 

2004). Today, such land falls under the legal category of customary land, which farmers can use but do not 

own (Chinsinga et al., 2013; Chinsinga, 2017). Legal authority of customary land is invested in the Presi-

dent of Malawi, wherefore the government can convert customary land into private or public land (Malawi 

Government, 1965).  

 

The Malawian government is directly involved in shifting land rights from local to global actors, enabling 

large-scale agricultural production for the GVCs of tobacco, tea and sugar. Specifically, the Green Belt 

Authority (GBA), a para-governmental organization that implements the Green Belt Initiative for setting 

up irrigation schemes across the country, facilitates foreign investment and partnerships. Additionally, Ma-

lawi’s National Export Strategy sets aside land (1 million hectares) for attracting FDI, and as part of its 
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participation in New Alliance, a donor initiative for ‘food safety and nutrition’, the Malawian government 

has promised foreign investors access to 200,000 hectares of farm land (Gammelgaard et al., 2019).  

 

While individual Malawians are largely dependent on their land for survival, the progress of Malawian 

society as a whole depends on donor funding and/or FDI. Hence, the Malawian state is highly responsive 

to the demands of international developmental organizations and MNCs. We focus the analysis on the spe-

cific ways in which this tension plays out in Malawi, but it is by no means unique to this national context 

(Gibbon & Ponte, 2005). Hence, we perceive Malawi as a representative case of the implementation of 

policies to promote GVCs in least developed countries. 

 

Empirical data and methods of data collection 

In focusing our empirical attention on the interrelations of national policies and local experiences, we draw 

on two distinct data sources: desk research of policy documents from relevant ministries in Malawi allow 

for the identification of these policies’ orientation towards value chains for development whereas fieldwork 

in Malawi provides access to local experiences. For the policy analysis, we collected 17 documents on 

agricultural and industrial policy (guidelines, evaluations, regulations and reforms), published between 

2010 and 2020.  

 

The fieldwork was conducted by one of the authors who first visited Malawi in 2016, staying in the country 

for six weeks and conducting observations and group interviews in three villages. During this first visit, 23 

qualitative interviews with civil society actors and government officials were also carried out. In January 

2020, the same author returned to Malawi for a second round of fieldwork, during which she revisited 

communities, following up on existing contacts and establishing new relations in order to assess the current 

state of affairs. During the second round of fieldwork, 45 people were interviewed (individually or in 

groups) across the same three villages. It was not possible to locate all the people who had participated in 

the first round of interviews, but some were interviewed again. Finally, interviews were conducted with 
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farmers’ associations, ministries, NGOs, international donor agencies and foreign multinational corpora-

tions involved in agricultural value chains in Malawi (see table 1 for an overview of the interviews in the 

two rounds). Finding that the situation in 2020 largely resembled that of 2016, we decided to integrate the 

two rounds of fieldwork in the analysis, using both sets of data to build three different representative sce-

narios, as will be detailed below. 

 

*** Please insert Table 1 about here *** 

 

Analytical strategy 

Focusing on the role of the state as potential facilitator of GVC integration as well as local experiences of 

such integration, the analysis redefines and operationalizes several aspects of the GVC literature. Most 

notably, we emphasize the national and local levels, focusing on the role of the state in relation to commu-

nity actors rather than lead firms. In the first round of analysis, we draw on Alford and Phillips’ (2018) 

identification of three forms of public governance: facilitative, meaning states support the formation of 

GVCs; regulatory, focusing on the constraints that states may place on firms; and distributive, indicating 

how states shape who gets what from GVC participation. We apply and reconsider these concepts in our 

analysis of the Malawian policy documents, seeking to establish whether and in what way the Malawian 

government caters to GVCs in and through its agricultural and industrial policies. Identifying the Malawian 

vision of public governance of GVCs prepares the ground for our in-depth exploration of the local conse-

quences of GVC integration. 

 

For the study of local experiences, we worked inductively to establish the extent to which villagers were 

included (or not) into GVCs, the degree of self-determination they had experienced in that process and the 

consequences it had had on their livelihoods. Thus, we took on an explorative research approach in order 

to understand the situated degree and type of livelihood upgrading/downgrading experienced by local com-

munities as a consequence of GVC-related activities. Beginning from our expanded definition of livelihood 
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upgrading to include everyone affected by GVCs, we paid special attention to the type and direction of 

GVC relationships: indirect contact or direct involvement; top-down stipulation or bottom-up participation?  

 

Mindful of the contextual nature of these relationships, we performed an open-ended interpretation of the 

local consequences of Malawi’s agricultural policies as these may be inferred from our informants’ ac-

counts of their lived experiences. Thus, we side-step the general effects of GVCs in terms of economic/so-

cial up-/downgrading to, instead, consider felt effects on local livelihoods. Here, we focus on issues of loss 

of/right to land, since these are what our informants experience directly, often without any knowledge of 

how their experiences relate to the GVC-orientation of Malawian policies.  

 

This is not a causal analysis of a policy process (cf. Beach, 2017), but a juxtaposition of two distinct levels; 

those of national policy and lived experience. The analysis will prepare the ground for our discussion of 

community governance as a form of governance that may supplement existing approaches to GVC govern-

ance and harness GVCs for inclusive development. 

 

 

ANALYSIS: POLICIES AND EXPERIENCES OF GVC INTEGRATION IN MALAWI 

In the following, we will document a discrepancy between the positive vision of inclusive growth through 

economic integration into global markets, as stipulated in Malawian policies, and the lived experiences of 

Malawian farmers. Focusing on issues of livelihood up-/downgrading, we draw on and seek to supplement 

the dominant focus on economic and social upgrading within the GVC literature. We include the lived 

experiences of local communities and do not limit our study to stakeholders who are directly integrated in 

GVCs – as will become apparent in the second part of the analysis.  

 

Public governance facilitates GVCs 

Malawi’s National Agricultural Policy from 2010 explicitly aims to promote ‘…agricultural productivity 
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for national food security and economic growth and development through value chain development’ (Ma-

lawi Government, 2010, our emphasis). Similarly, the more recent national agricultural policy from 2016 

aims to ‘sustainably transform the sector from a subsistence to a market-orientation in order to increase 

agricultural production, marketed surpluses of commodities, and real incomes’ (Malawi Government, 

2016). Hence, the national agricultural policy of Malawi emphasizes commercialization as a means of sus-

tained growth in the sector and focuses on the transition of farming communities from subsistence farming 

to ‘wealth creation’ through production for agricultural GVCs.  

 

Along with the focus on integration into GVCs for agricultural produce, the Government of Malawi 

launched new trade and industrial policies with the stated aims of supporting the private sector in furthering 

economic development, generating employment and reducing poverty. The industrial and trade policies 

were established with the support of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and it is worth 

quoting the UN’s (2016) perceptions of these policies’ underlying rationales at length:  

 

The National Industrial Policy has been developed in recognition that industrialization and 

structural transformation of the economy are essential to maintain a rapid long term economic 

growth that is needed to raise per capita income, create sufficient rural and urban jobs, widen 

tax base to finance Malawi’s welfare requirements and address an unsustainable trade deficit. 

[…] 

The National Trade Policy, on the other hand, seeks to make Malawi a globally competitive 

export-oriented economy, generating higher and sustainable livelihoods through trade. It pro-

vides guidance in dealing with factors that determine the growth of the economy such as land, 

taxes, productive labour force, energy supply, raw materials, transport costs, and education 

standards. 
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Both policies aim at strengthening Malawi’s participation in the global economy and are explicitly commit-

ted to a GVC-oriented framework. Thus, the role of the state is established as facilitating participation in 

GVCs, which happens through reforms that invite foreign investment, e.g., reducing taxes and tariffs and, 

significantly, enabling large-scale land acquisition by MNCs and other producers.  

 

The stated goal of the policies, then, is to spark inclusive development, and the underlying assumption is 

that this can be achieved by means of economic growth, i.e., via participation in GVCs and economic up-

grading within them. Or, to reiterate the UN’s position, ‘generating higher and sustainable livelihoods 

through trade’. In sum, the policies clearly and exclusively position the state as facilitator of GVCs (Horner 

& Alford, 2019), aiming to make the Malawian context more attractive to lead firms by easing these global 

actors’ access to local resources in Malawi, most notably land.  

 

Arguably, the focus on attracting GVC-related foreign investment overlooks the potential impact that GVC 

integration may have on the livelihoods of local communities – or even accepts that general economic 

growth may come at the expense of local suffering. In our interviews with government officials, this posi-

tion was corroborated and accentuated time and again, as in the following extreme but by no means unique 

statement: ‘You can’t commercialize agriculture without moving the people’. For the Malawian govern-

ment, land is the root of a public governance dilemma, as it plays a central role in attracting agro-industrial 

FDI but also traditionally supports the livelihoods of subsistence farmers. Here, the policy choice is to 

prioritize land reforms that may lead to general growth. In the following, we explore local experiences of 

such prioritization as well as other consequences of the Malawian government’s particular take on GVC 

governance. 

 

Local communities experience livelihood up- and downgrading 

In keeping with existing research on agricultural value chains (Swinnen, 2015), an initial finding of our   

fieldwork is that local experiences are far from uniform. Some communities have not (yet) been included 
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in GVCs and, hence, continue to rely on small-scale subsistence farming while experiencing negative spill-

overs from GVCs in their vicinity, others experience similar negative consequences from having chosen to 

remain outside of GVCs, while a third group experiences positive effects of participating in GVCs. In the 

following, we first present two cases of livelihood downgrading, detailing how GVC-related activities came 

to have negative impacts on the local communities in question. We then go on to unfold a case of livelihood 

upgrading, the specifics of which indicate how GVC inclusion may become a bottom-up and empowering 

process from which everyone benefits.  

 

Livelihood downgrading: Incidental land destruction in Nkhwazi, Chikwawa 

Due to easy access to large quantities of water, the Lower Shire Valley, home to the Nkhwazi community, 

is well suited for growing sugar cane and cotton. Therefore, the valley has been designated as a project site 

for irrigation schemes by the Green Belt Authority (GBA). Operating under the authority of the Government 

of Malawi, the GBA facilitates Malawian GVC integration by supporting the development of large-scale, 

commercial agriculture. Funding for the needed irrigation is secured through the participation of corporate 

partners that link local production to existing GVCs. Examples of GBA schemes that have led to Malawian 

GVC integration include mangoes (Malawi Mangoes), sugar (Salima Sugar) and cotton (Nchalo Green Belt 

Initiative Ltd.). As a manager of the GBA explained: 

 

If you give a private sector actor the chance to participate in a value chain, what you will be 

getting is a little bit more efficiency. Because they want to make money, more profits. And 

because they’re for profit, they don’t really mind the quantities. And they would actually al-

ready know where to sell, the market. And also, what the market needs. So, value addition is 

part of it. 

 

In accordance with this model, the GBA has partnered with Nchalo Smallholder Cane Growers Association 
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in the development of the first large-scale irrigated cotton cultivation scheme in Malawi through a co-cre-

ated production company: the Nchalo Green Belt Initiative Ltd. The cotton fields of the initiative are situ-

ated in a region of traditional rice farming, and some of the adjoining fields have been negatively affected 

by the irrigation that is necessary for cotton cultivation. Thus, 20 smallholder farmers with land in the 

neighboring Nkhwazi community relayed to us that since 2018 they and approximately 300 other rice farm-

ers have been unable to use their fields. As explained by a legal team investigating the case, the rice fields 

have been continuously submerged in water of approximately one meter due to overflowing from bordering 

irrigation canals that transport water to the cotton fields. The overflow of the canals is, in turn, caused by a 

bridge built by the Nchalo Green Belt Initiative Ltd. 

 

Because the members of the Nkhwazi community primarily produce rice for their own consumption, the 

local implications of the reduced or missing harvests are severe. The affected smallholders have lost their 

source of food security and are experiencing hunger, eating as little as one meal per day: 

 

We don’t have enough food. We do not harvest enough food. […] We all experience hunger. 

All of us here. Because we have no place to cultivate crops apart from that land. Those who 

work hard can get the food […] Maybe we just eat once in a day.  

 

Instead of farming rice, the farmers now undertake alternative economic activities for sustaining their live-

lihoods, such as selling charcoal, homemade mandazi (fried bread), buying and reselling ice cream or maize, 

washing clothes for others, doing manual piecework (e.g., gardening or construction), fishing and selling 

the catch or begging. It is, however, clear from the interviews and observations that incomes from these 

activities are far from sufficient to cover basic needs. 

 

Seeking to improve their situation, the affected farmers have grouped themselves into the informal organi-

zation ‘Concerned Farmers’ and contacted the Malawian NGO, LandNet Malawi. Through LandNet a team 
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of lawyers visited the area to inspect the fields, canals and the bridge, and a lawsuit was initiated. At the 

time of our fieldwork, this legal process had not been concluded.   

  

To sum-up the situation, let us quote from an interview with a manager from an agricultural consulting 

company who is familiar with the cotton project and its effect on the Nkhwazi community: 

 

The Green Belt project is unfortunately not an example of good governance. Total neglect of 

normal procedures, such as bottom-up, good sensitization, no agreement who the land be-

longed to, impact assessments, studies etc. None of that was done. 

 

The smallholder rice farmers of this local community were not involved, invited or included in the initiative 

to establish large-scale production of cotton, neither as participants nor in consultation. As such, they were 

excluded from the potential benefits of GVC integration and, instead, experienced a negative impact on 

their livelihoods, which they were powerless to avoid or mitigate. The flooding of their fields, of course, 

was not a direct consequence of the Nchalo Green Belt Initiative Ltd.’s integration in the GVC for cotton, 

but instead followed from the participants’ exclusive focus on the efficiency of their own production, with 

no concern for how it might affect others. In this regard, the effects may be unintended, but such ‘spillovers’, 

in this case quite literally, are by no means restricted to the particular case reported here. To the contrary, 

and as our interviews with civil society actors corroborate, communities that are not involved in GVCs are 

routinely neglected by participating actors, including public actors (here, represented by the GBA), who 

are singularly committed to facilitating the integration of Malawian agriculture into GVCs. Such indirect 

effects on livelihood must be taken into account and mitigated in GVC governance that aims at truly inclu-

sive development. 
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Livelihood downgrading: Deliberate land dispossessions in Kazilira, Dwangwa 

Moving North-East and closer to Lake Malawi, we conducted fieldwork in the district of Dwangwa, an area 

in which most agricultural production is already integrated into GVCs, often under some degree of owner-

ship by MNCs. Here, a group of approximately 370 small-scale farmers suffered from agricultural reforms 

that cater to large-scale sugar cane production. Representatives of this group reported that land for subsist-

ence had been taken from them, often violently and without compensation, leaving them impoverished and 

dependent on others. As one former farmer said: 

 

In terms of survival, I am struggling because I do not have a place where I can continue culti-

vating what I want. So, I survive on casual labour, pieces of work elsewhere, and then I get 

maybe 1000 Malawi kwacha [= less than US$2] and buy something from others, maybe maize. 

 

The farmers in Kazilira claim that with permission from the local traditional authority, chief Kayenda, the 

sugar outgrower scheme investor, Dwangwa Cane Growers Ltd., ordered the dispossession, which was 

executed by local police and members of Dwangwa Cane Growers Association. The land is now used for 

large-scale production of sugar cane. The production is operated as an outgrower scheme in which all pre-

vious plot boundaries are eradicated. The whole area is registered to and legally owned by the Dwangwa 

Cane Growers Association, which nominally represents outgrower farmers, but is in reality much closer 

aligned with the investing company, Dwangwa Cane Growers Ltd. Through the association, outgrower 

farmers are registered to plots of land and now work the sugar cane fields. Under the supervision of the 

company, the harvest is collected and sold to Illovo, Africa’s largest sugar producer that, for instance, is a 

supplier to Coca-Cola.  

 

In Kazilira village, the farmers rejected being part of this scheme, and in consequence their land was taken 

by force. These farmers did not simply remain passively excluded from the GVC (as in the case of the 

Nkhwazi community), but were actively removed from their land in order to facilitate the transition to large-
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scale commercial production. When protesting the dispossession, some farmers were arrested and spent up 

to two weeks in jail. Affected farmers lost their homes as well as their land. In fact, their entire livelihoods. 

We met members of this community in both 2016 and 2020, and they provide consistent accounts of the 

negative impact that losing their land has had on them: 

 

Since the land grabbing, he has lived a struggling life and it’s not easy to cope because land 

was a source of his livelihood. He could use it for his basic household income but since then 

it’s been a challenge. 

 

He feels pain that life is not as it was before. Because they owned their land, they didn’t need 

to rent elsewhere. And he was hoping that out of the sugar cane that he was growing he could 

build a good house for his family. But all those plans went down the water because of the land 

grabbing that happened. He can’t live in a decent house. 

 

Having lost the possibility of growing crops on their own land, many community members have transitioned 

their livelihood strategies into other means of survival. When asked about his current livelihood, one inter-

viewee explained: 

 

It is really hard. Sometimes we mold people’s bricks. That is how we survive. Piecework like 

removing weeds in other people’s fields. I go there with my hoe. It is very hard. Once I come 

back home, my body is in more pain. It is not a good job. 

 

While men often report taking on manual labour, women typically seek to make business at the local mar-

kets: 

 

She struggles to earn a living. She does sometimes small business, cooks some mandazi, 
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doughnut, and sell and get 2,000 and use that to support her family. But it's not enough. 

 

Following a court order from 2015, some farmers received compensation from Dwangwa Cane Growers 

Ltd., although the amounts were far from sufficient for acquiring new land. The farmers we interviewed in 

2020 reported compensations of 120,000 MWK (164 US$) or less, of which approximately half was sub-

tracted for lawyers’ fees. The compensations reflect the value of crops and buildings destroyed on the land, 

not the economic value of the land itself. A community member described the court process as follows: 

 

In 2015, we went to court at Mzuzu. There was also the Dwangwa Cane Growers Ltd. There 

we said, ‘these people grabbed our land, they destroyed our crops’. The court did their assess-

ment of each and every one. The court found that Dwangwa Cane Growers, it is true that they 

destroyed our crops. So, the court said they have to pay damage to these people. Because the 

[Kazilira] Dumbo is customary land, it is land for the villages. So those companies, they paid 

us money. So, what we want now is that they should give us back our land. 

 

Two of the Kazilira community members who lost land explain that besides the court orders, no communi-

cation has happened between them and the Dwangwa Cane Growers Ltd. Further, the government has not 

taken any action: 

 

There hasn’t been any effort from government to intervene on this issue. […] But they [the 

smallholders] would really love to see government maybe identify a piece of land so that those 

who lost their land can be compensated. That hasn’t yet come. 

 

They’ve suffered for a long time, and they think government is not helping because maybe 

they are an interested party within the people that caused this circumstance. And even the 

court, the justice system, has taken very long to be concluded, which is something that is not 
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helpful. 

 

The community members all agree that access to land is more important than monetary compensation, 

reflecting the perceived long-term value to livelihoods that land constitutes as opposed to one-time mone-

tary compensation. The Kazilira case is extreme in the sense that the community members are not currently 

part of the GVC, yet experience direct and severe negative consequences from it. Had the community mem-

bers joined the scheme as outgrowers, they might not have experienced the same negative outcomes, but 

would still have lost self-determination, as they would now merely be working the land that used to belong 

to them. This indicates that governance initiatives to mitigate the potential negative side-effects of GVC-

related activities are not enough; GVCs can only facilitate inclusive development if and when local com-

munities participate actively in them. Seeking evidence of such participation, we turn to our third and final 

case.  

 

Livelihood upgrading: Bottom-up GVC integration in Phata, Chikwawa  

Returning to the district of Chikwawa, the Phata Sugarcane Outgrowers Cooperative provides a best-case 

scenario of rural communities’ GVC participation and, hence, is a potential role model for future initiatives, 

as it indicates how livelihood upgrading through large-scale farming is possible. One key feature that dis-

tinguishes this initiative from other cases of Malawian integration in the GVC for sugar (as in Kazilira) is 

the community’s bottom-up self-determination to venture into sugar cane cultivation. In other words, the 

initiative that transformed small-scale subsistence farming into large-scale commercial production came 

from the community members themselves.  

 

In 2011 the village of Phata approached an agricultural consultancy and management company, which then 

guided the community members through the initial process of choosing the cooperative model for the ven-

ture and registering the land. A farmer committee member explains the cooperative set-up and its consoli-

dation as follows: 
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The members agreed by themselves before that we are going to have our fields consolidated. 

Once the fields are consolidated, these are the terms and conditions. No one goes back to his 

or her land. If one member wants to quit the cooperative, then there are steps explained in the 

constitution for them to follow. But since this was developed, nobody said that they want to 

leave. 

 

Once established, the cooperative and the consultancy signed a formal management agreement, with the 

cooperative keeping full ownership and the managing consultants earning 5% of production revenues in 

return for providing the technical and agricultural expertise needed for commercial-scale sugar cane culti-

vation.   

 

Another determining factor of the success of the cooperative has been access to the necessary economic 

resources. In this case, resources were secured in 2011, when Phata received a €2.4 million loan from the 

European Union (EU), which enabled creation of the cooperative. In 2016, the cooperative expanded to 

include an additional 662 farmers. The resources needed for this expansion came from a new loan from the 

EU (€2.1 million) and additional funding from AgDevCo (an African agribusiness investor). While the first 

loan has been repaid in full, the second loans are currently being repaid.  

 

The Phata cooperative grows commercial-scale and irrigated sugar cane, and has entered the GVC of sugar 

through the same steps as in the case of Kazilira. That is, through a supplier agreement with Illovo. How-

ever, the profits from participating in the GVC are distributed very differently in the local community of 

Phata: 40% covers operational expenses for next season, loan repayments and reinvestment in the cooper-

ative and 60% is paid out as dividends to the farmer-shareholders. On this basis, members experience sig-

nificant livelihood upgrading. As one farmer committee member explains: 
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By the time the farmers were accepted, they joined the cooperative and started growing sugar 

cane, and they started receiving dividends. They have seen significant progress of benefits in 

their households from the benefits they’re getting from the cooperative. […] So, after joining 

the cooperative they are able to realize a bigger amount of money from their field. So, they 

think it’s more beneficial than the past. 

 

Another farmer committee member who joined when the cooperative was expanded in 2016 provides the 

following account: 

 

Back then, they were not producing anything in their fields because of the dry spells. So, they 

have to admire the phase 1 farmers [those who initiated the cooperative]. So, they decided to 

join the cooperative. By the time they were accepted, they joined the cooperative and then they 

started growing sugar cane and they started receiving dividends, they have seen significant 

progress of benefits in their households from the benefits they’re getting from the cooperative. 

 

Operating as a cooperative has enabled the farmers to maintain self-determination, as decisions are made 

collectively, and it has facilitated fair-trade certification of the production, securing a substantial price pre-

mium. With these additional profits, the cooperative has been able to provide non-monetary benefits for the 

community: 

 

From the fair-trade premiums, they have also been able to fund a water project, with commu-

nity taps providing treated water for drinking and for household use. 

 

Other improvements to local livelihoods include purchasing an ambulance, building a maize mill and in-

stalling water purification infrastructure. Further, local food security is a priority. Within the boundaries of 

the cooperative, 75 out of 600 hectares have been allocated for food crop cultivation, fishponds and fruits 
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orchards:  

 

Farmers receive dividend twice a year. So, in the period between the reception of dividends 

they used to lack food for their households and the like. So, they made a decision to diversify 

so that at least they would have some other products that they can be benefiting from these 

cooperatives. So, they started growing beans, rice, maize. Once they produce them, the farmers 

sit down and say what should we do with these products? Do we need to sell them and use that 

money for revolving fund, or distribute them among ourselves? So, there are times they grow 

maize, and share it and there are times they grow beans and sell it so that they use the income 

for expansion of the revolving fund account, where farmers are able to borrow small loans for 

payments of school fees and starting small business and funeral assistance.  

 

In sum, the Phata cooperative provides an example of how GVC integration may lead to livelihood upgrad-

ing in the community. Further, it suggests that such upgrading is dependent on bottom-up participation that 

is initiated locally and facilitated through a number of community-led governance principles. First, the 

initiative has to come from the farmers themselves and they should enter on a voluntary basis. Second, there 

must be transparency in terms of land ownership, and the members of the cooperative must maintain self-

determination. Third, the organizational structure must be open and participatory; clear rules of entry and 

exit as well as decision-making within the cooperative must be in place. Fourth, the members must collec-

tively decide how to divide the profits and how to spend the common dividend for the greater good of the 

community; this should include food crop production to ensure at least partial self-sufficiency in case the 

large-scale monocrop production fails or the market for this crop falters. The question, now, is how to ensure 

that these principles are generalized; how to include them in the standard mix of GVC governance. Before 

turning to this consideration, let us summarize the empirical findings. 

 

Governance forms and livelihood consequences in three villages 
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The identified consequences of GVC-related activities in the three villages differ widely (for a summary, 

see Table 2). Particularly, the case of livelihood upgrading through inclusion in Phata is in contrast to those 

of livelihood downgrading through exclusion in Nkhwazi and Kazilira. Along with the policy analysis, the 

two cases of Nkhwazi and Kazilira indicate current barriers to general implementation of the best-case 

scenario, as represented by Phata. 

 

*** Please insert Table 2 about here *** 

 

In our analysis we have not identified general consequences of GVC integration (i.e., economic/social up-

/downgrading), but, instead, focused on positive/negative changes in the livelihoods of local communities. 

In Nkhwazi and Kazilira the communities experienced livelihood downgrading – losing the ability to grow 

food on their land or losing their land altogether severely deteriorated their food security. It is evident that 

the experienced downgrading was an effect of agricultural policies and/or commercial initiatives that aimed 

at integrating Malawian agricultural production in the GVCs of cotton and sugar, respectively. More pre-

cisely, the livelihood downgrading was not directly caused by the farmers’ participation in GVCs, as both 

cases involve local communities that remain outside of production for GVCs, but rather by governance 

failures rooted in the applied governance mix. First, private governance failed to guard against direct (e.g., 

lost land) and indirect (e.g., flooded land) negative consequences of GVC-related activities. Second, public 

governance failed to regulate and/or mitigate such negative consequences of private governance and, in-

stead, facilitated the involved practices (both indirectly through the national policies and directly through 

the GBA and local authorities). In the absence of rectifying actions from private actors or help from public 

actors, both the Kazilira and Nkhwazi farmers have taken action to increase self-determination and improve 

their situation. Here, NGOs have supported the farmers’ attempt to ameliorate their situation, but social 

governance has not, in itself, been strong enough to revert the experienced downgrading of local liveli-

hoods. In sum, these two community cases show how policies for economic and social upgrading may result 

in de facto downgrading of rural livelihoods, regardless of their general outcomes. 
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In Phata, to the contrary, the farmers experienced livelihood upgrading, but this was not facilitated by public 

or private governance. Instead, the positive outcome was ensured by the community’s own ability to organ-

ize for GVC participation, and we coin the concept of community governance for this form of self-deter-

mination to underline that, while supported by social governance actors, the community’s initiative and 

participation has distinct characteristics. Involving the same sugar lead-firm as in Kazilira, the Phata case 

indicates that GVCs are not inherently problematic for local communities; what matters is how communities 

become involved in them. The high level of self-determination in the case of Phata meant that the farmers 

could choose, implement and manage a model of GVC participation that was right for them and their com-

munity. Such self-determination and empowerment were not enjoyed by farmers in Kazilira and Nkwhazi, 

causing their attempts to improve their situations to fall short. The final case, then, indicates how commu-

nity governance of GVC integration may facilitate inclusive development in the form of livelihood upgrad-

ing. Moreover, the absence of both public and private forms of GVC governance (and the minor supporting 

role played by social governance) points to an unrealized potential in terms of recalibrating the governance 

mix in order to ensure the inclusion of communities in all GVC-related initiatives and activities.  

 

Seeking to further the conceptualization and implementation of value chains for inclusive development, we 

now turn to discussing how community governance may supplement private and public governance in order 

to ensure that economic and social upgrading is accompanied by livelihood upgrading for all stakeholders. 

 

 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION: COMMUNITY GOVERNANCE FOR LIVELIHOOD UPGRAD-

ING 

Analyses of GVCs usually focus on the private governance of lead firms, exploring whether and how their 

orchestration of value chain integration leads to economic/social upgrading for the involved actors. Existing 

studies of value chains for development highlight that upgrading is by no means an automatic effect of 
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GVC integration, thereby indicating that developing states should be wary of the ‘outsourcing’ of govern-

ance to corporate actors that is inherent in current GVC-oriented policies. Therefore, the literature suggests, 

the positive development potential of GVCs can only be realized if states become more actively involved 

by taking on appropriate forms of public governance (Horner & Alford, 2019; Horner 2014; Alford & Phil-

lips, 2018). While these insights offer important amendments to the GVC framework, they operate at the 

intersection of public and private governance and, hence, the national-global nexus of GVCs. In turning to 

the interrelation of national and local levels of GVC integration, our analysis has revealed a gap in the 

current literature and indicated the need to introduce community governance, which is to be integrated in 

the existing governance mix in order to ensure the inclusion of rural community actors in processes of GVC 

integration.  

 

We define community governance as a process of bottom-up organization, to be undertaken by rural, agri-

cultural communities that are either involved in agricultural GVCs or affected by them. Community gov-

ernance entails designing, implementing and managing GVC participation with the aim of comprehensive 

livelihood upgrading and complete safeguarding against potentially harmful GVC-related activities. Be-

cause community governance is undertaken by local actors it is sensitive to the specific needs of all com-

munity members and has a higher potential for ensuring livelihood upgrading than public and private gov-

ernance alone. In other words, community governance takes into account the call for development initia-

tives/national policies that ensure empowerment and self-determination. With the right combination of ac-

cess to knowledge, resources and networks (i.e., supported by social governance actors), community actors 

have the capacity to decide which type of integration model is preferable – and whether to integrate into 

GVCs at all. The fact that the Phata community chose a shareholder cooperative model supports this point, 

but we do not mean to suggest that this is the right organizational form for every community. To the contrary, 

the basic principle of community governance is that every process of GVC integration must begin with the 

determination of its adequate organization. As such, the concept of community governance must remain 

rather abstract, which suggests that it could, in fact, extend to local actors involved in or affected by all 
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types of value chains. We have, in this paper, focused on agricultural GVCs to be able to provide some 

contextual substance to the theoretical concept, but would encourage further exploration of its broader ap-

plicability.  Adding community governance to the existing governance mix, we argue, is necessary because 

the current focus on national-global linkages is not sufficiently attentive to the local consequences of such 

linkages. Thus, the state’s role is currently confined to facilitating corporate actors’ access to local commu-

nities’ resources without regard for the side-effects that such top-down GVC integration may incur (Figure 

1A). 

 

*** Please insert Figure 1 about here *** 

 

To integrate a bottom-up development perspective, the role of the state should be expanded, becoming a 

regulator of corporate actors and mitigator of potential negative effects of GVCs – also for non-chain actors. 

Further, public governance must be re-oriented towards facilitating community governance as a key means 

of ensuring economic, social and livelihood upgrading (Figure 1B). That is, the process of GVC integration 

should be re-oriented towards local communities, enabling their active participation in GVC governance. 

 

Here, it is important to clarify that the state itself cannot perform bottom-up governance. Heeding principles 

of empowerment and self-determination, the role of the state is to support communities in the process of 

defining and enacting their specific form of community governance. However, the analysis of the case of 

Phata offers indicators of what the state might do in this new role as facilitator of community governance: 

First, communities must have access to market insights in order to create awareness that commercial pro-

duction is a possibility and that channels are available. Second, communities must be able to build expert 

alliances with relevant stakeholders to acquire the necessary knowledge and capacity. Third, sufficient eco-

nomic resources are of the essence. The state may help empower local communities in these three respects, 

enhancing their access to information, networks and credit, meaning public governance shifts its emphasis 

from global lead firm attraction to local capacity building. 
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Based on these findings, we suggest to shift attention from general dynamics of integrating national indus-

tries in GVCs towards local practices of bottom-up community participation. With this shift, we do not aim 

to dismantle the GVC framework, but to unlock its potential for inclusive development. The state may play 

a key role in facilitating community governance, but this will involve a shift from its current role of facili-

tating private governance towards regulating global actors and mitigating (unintended) negative conse-

quences of GVC integration, especially as experienced by local stakeholders, including those who are not 

directly involved in GVCs. More importantly, public governance should re-orient itself towards local par-

ticipation, promoting community governance as the key organizing principle of value chains for develop-

ment. This is a difficult task in two respects: first, community governance, as introduced here, is a general 

framework that must be built anew in each specific context, since one cannot organize bottom-up processes 

top-down. Second, the developmental outcomes of enhancing local participation in GVCs through commu-

nity governance might, in the short term, be less visible in national accounts, implying the need to shift 

attention towards broader measures of livelihood upgrading, including measures of environmental sustain-

ability. Just as international donor agencies have played a key role in introducing current GVC-oriented 

policies, they could help developing countries take this next step towards inclusive development.   

 

Positioned at the intersection of development and international business, the GVC framework makes clear 

that these two fields are in need of further integration. Introducing community governance adds valuable 

insights into local levels of implementation and national-local relations, indicating that these should be of 

greater concern for both business and politics. Specifically, community governance invites the state to fa-

cilitate inclusive development through bottom-up processes of enabling local actors to participate in global 

markets. Continuing to conceptualize and promote value chains for inclusive development necessitates fur-

ther consideration of the governance mix, detailing the interrelations and arrangements of private, public 

and community governance. Clearly, private and public governance are central and therefore already well-
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integrated in the GVC framework. However, especially in rural areas, further consideration of how com-

munity governance might be developed and integrated in the existing governance mix is of the essence. 

Here, social governance could play a key role, and the integration of all four forms of governance would 

be an important topic for further research. For the GVC framework to realize its potential to advance truly 

inclusive development policies in an increasingly globalized world, there is an urgent need to focus more 

analytical attention on the local experiences of GVC integration and to reorient practical initiatives towards 

bottom-up participation. With the present study, we hope to have laid the ground for conceptual and prac-

tical re-integration of the local and global levels.  
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TABLES AND FIGURES 

 

 

Table 1. List of interviewees 

 2016 2020 Total 
Smallholder farmers 50 45 95 
Government officials 10 4 14 
Civil society 13 9 22 
Corporate actors 1 3 4 
Total interviewees 74 61 135 

 

 

Table 2. Summary of the three cases 

 

 

 

 

  

 Nkhwazi Kazilira Phata 
Land status Flooded Grabbed Cooperative, shared 
External forces GBA irrigation Large-scale farming Partnerships 
Value chain devel-
opment indicators 

Export, not integrated Export, not integrated Export, IO loans, inte-
grated 

GVC governance Failure of private govern-
ance to do no harm 
 
Failure of public govern-
ance to protect from harm 
 
Weak community govern-
ance  

Failure of private govern-
ance to do no harm 
 
Failure of public govern-
ance to protect from harm 
 
Weak community govern-
ance 

Absence of private and 
public governance  
 
 
 
 
Strong community gov-
ernance  

Consequences for 
livelihood 

Downgrading Downgrading Upgrading 
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1A:

 
1B:

 
 

Figure 1 (A & B) Governance mix in global value chains for development. 1A shows the current interaction 

of corporate and public governance in policies related to value chains for development, focusing on eco-

nomic and social upgrading. 1B illustrates the suggested changes in the framework, integrating community 

governance with the aim of livelihood upgrading.   
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