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Around 30,000 people already call a digital agricultural information service in Malawi
every month – even though the service has not yet been publicly promoted. Now farmers,
extension workers and other users are helping shape how the service should develop.

For many farmers in Malawi, getting timely advice about pests, diseases and crop management can
be difficult, particularly in remote areas.

The Malawi Digital Plant Health Service (MaDiPHS), led by NIBIO together with Malawi’s Ministry
of Agriculture and national and international partners, aims to make plant-health information easier
to access and use.

But before the services can be rolled out more widely, the people who will use them need to have
their say.

That is why farmers, extension workers, agro-dealers and policymakers recently tested the services
and suggested improvements.

Different services for different users

MaDiPHS brings together several digital services designed for different users across Malawi’s
agricultural sector.

One of these is the Viamo 3-2-1 platform, which is primarily aimed at farmers. It allows them to
access agricultural information using basic mobile phones. Through voice messages in local
languages such as Chichewa, farmers can access advice without needing a smartphone or internet
connection.

Alongside this farmer-facing service, MaDiPHS is developing a national web platform that brings
together plant-health information from a range of sources.

The national platform is intended as a resource for extension workers, policymakers, researchers
and others working with agricultural information.

Rather than having to search across multiple sources, users will be able to find data, models and
other relevant plant-health resources gathered in one place.

These services are part of the same effort to improve how plant health knowledge is used in Malawi
— from supporting farmers in the field to informing research, extension services and decision-
making at national level.

Project leader for MaDiPHS Dr. Karl Thunes from NIBIO, Dr. Agnes Mbachi Mwangwela, Deputy
Vice Chancellor at LUANAR and Dr. Jonathan Mkumbira, National Coordinator for MaDiPHS at the
workshop which took place at the LUANAR university campus outside Lilongwe in Malawi. Photo:
Siri Elise Dybdal



Reaching more farmers

For farmers, one of the biggest challenges is being able to access useful advice when it is needed.

This is where Viamo 3-2-1 could make a difference. By using basic mobile phones and voice
messages, the service can reach farmers who may otherwise have limited access to extension
services.

Each month, around 30.000 people call the service and listen to agricultural messages developed in
the project since its launch in June 2025, despite the service not yet having been publicly promoted
or advertised.

Malawian farmer Fatwell Jacob Phiri who participated in the testing event, highlighted the gap
between the number of farmers and available extension services as a major challenge.

“A single extension worker cannot help 1,500 farmers,” he said.

Digital services such as Viamo 3-2-1 could help extend that reach, giving farmers another way to get
advice on pests, diseases and crop management, he highlighted.

“With this tool, I think many farmers will be able to access extension services.

“It is making it easier to find information,” Phiri said.

Through voice messages in local languages such as Chichewa, farmers can access advice without
needing a smartphone or internet connection through the Viamo 3-2-1 platform. Photo: Siri Elise
Dybdal

Testing the services with users

The testing workshop gave the MaDiPHS team an opportunity to put both the Viamo 3-2-1 service
and the national platform in front of potential users.

Participants tested how easily they could find information, whether the content was understandable
and whether the services addressed their needs.

Jonathan Mkumbira, national coordinator for MaDiPHS, explained that the aim is to make the
services as user-friendly as possible and ensure that information can be found quickly.

Participants also wanted the service to cover topics beyond pests and diseases, including soil health,
fertilisers, irrigation and weather.

“The possibilities are almost endless. But adding more services would require a lot of additional
work,” project leader Karl Thunes from NIBIO commented.

Participants also suggested improvements to graphs and other visualisations, as well as changes to
language and accessibility.

For the project team, this kind of input is essential.

“We have been able to finally produce an output that we could try out,” Thunes said.

“The workshop gave us an opportunity to learn how easy the tools are to understand and navigate,
and how relevant the information is,” Thunes said.



The feedback will be used to improve the services before they are rolled out more widely.

MaDiPHS is developing a national web platform that brings together plant-health information from a
range of sources. The national platform is intended as a resource for extension workers,
policymakers, researchers and others working with agricultural information. Photo: Siri Elise Dybdal

 

From feedback to wider impact

The project is being developed together with local users. Their feedback is helping the team adapt
the data, models and services to the needs of Malawi.

“The aim is to create a national resource that can continue to be developed and used in Malawi,
while also providing experience that could be useful for similar initiatives elsewhere,” Thunes stated.

“Ultimately, we want to help farmers and others working in agriculture make better more informed
decisions.”

Better access to plant-health advice could lead to tangible benefits, including increased crop
production, reduced pesticide use and higher incomes for farming families.

The next step now is to turn their suggestions into improvements.

“I look forward to implementing most of the suggestions made by partners, farmers and other users
who participated in the workshop,” says Jonathan Mkumbira.
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