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1- Context
Malawi became a British Protectorate in 1892 before becoming a colony. In 1964 it became independent with Prime Minister as Head of Government and in 1966 it became a Republic, with three arms of government – the Executive, the Legislature and the Judiciary. Although a number of parties competed in the 1966 general elections, the country de facto became a one party state in 1968 when all opposition parties virtually eliminated. Dictatorship became deep-seated in 1971 when the then president was sworn in as life president. Despite this political inclination the dictatorship was sustained with support from the Western world because apparently Malawi was the only country in the region with ties to western powers. All its neighbours – Mozambique, Tanzania and Zambia – had ties with the then U.S.S.R. (Russia) and supported freedom fighters in South Africa who the Western world termed terrorists. 
With the collapse of communism, Malawi was no longer considered a strategic partner to the Western governments. Winds of change therefore blew and led to a referendum in 1993 which ended the one party state and opened up the country to multiparty politics. A new government was ushered into power in 1994 after the first multiparty election in nearly three decades. Due to this political history, it was not easy to conduct meaningful structured Public Private Dialogue (PPD) in Malawi before 1994, despite the existence of the Malawi Confederation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry (MCCCI). 
Following the democratic dispensation, in the mid to late 1990s, the private sector through the Malawi Confederation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry (MCCCI) mooted the idea of a Business Council, based on models practised within the region such as Botswana and the Malaysian model. The Business Council was going to be a high level platform at which issues related to the economy and business were to be discussed and decisions taken. Meetings would be held twice a year and they would be attended by the president of the country, cabinet ministers of economic related ministries, and chairpersons of relevant parliamentary committees and senior members of the private sector. However, after some protracted discussion, this proposal was turned down by government on account of the co-chairmanship between the president and a senior private sector executive. Several alternatives were set up by government as follows:-
1. There was a Committee chaired by a cabinet that was charged with resuscitating laws, regulations, policies that had failed before; 

2. There was a body called National Economy Council, chaired by private sector but comprising private sector and government representatives, whose main responsibility was to come up with new policy proposals and scrutinize proposed policies before they were submitted to cabinet committees;
3. There were also numerous other committees with Ministries of Industry and Trade, Economic Planning and Development, Finance, among others, whose main mandates were to consult the private sector on their private sector related programmes.

The above structures however failed to serve the objectives for which they were set. For example they were a lot of conflicts between the first and second institutions. The third arrangement was (and still is) seen as window dressing – consultation was not regarded as adequate in decision-making because ultimately the government was still going ahead with what it felt was right despite proven evidence to the contrary. As a result of this realization and especially following the continued poor performance of the economy and the private sector, a group known as National Action Group (NAG) was born around 2000. This initially comprised senior private sector executives, representatives of the donor community, and heads of government agencies that serve the business community, but later included some ministers too.  NAG made some progress in bringing a number of critical issues up for discussion with decision-makers, which had not been achieved before. Its achievements included:

a) Influencing change in a number of business related laws

b) Bringing issues related to poor governance and its consequences on the economy and the private sector;

c) Influencing, to some extent, the national budget  content;

d) Bringing together a number of associations and professional bodies;

e) Managing to ensure presence of cabinet ministers at all meeting; etc.

The challenges with NAG however were many. First, since it was not membership based, and the choice of who to attend the meetings was seen as arbirtrary. This affected its credibility to a large degree. Second, the secretariat was a British consulting firm and as the funding was provided by the British government through the Department for International Development (DfID), it was viewed a push from the British government. Third, its sustainability was in question especially with the funding from DfID being limited to a period and the fact that the consulting firm would not host such a secretariat after the expiry of the financed period. 

Following these observations, a decision was made in 2007 between government and the private sector to continue with the dialogue process but under a different structure with capacity to sustain the dialogue finally too. The Public Private Dialogue (PPD) Forum was therefore born in that manner. The secretariat was chosen to be the Malawi Confederation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry (MCCCI) because of its membership structure and therefore credibility. 

Unlike in the case of its predecessor, NAG, the PPD Forum’s membership was extended to a few major industry players (three) because of their importance to the economy, and most importantly, to chairpersons of associations, not only the chairman of MCCCI. From government cabinet ministers related to issues on the agenda are called to attend. The PPD meetings are held every quarter and co-convened (as opposed to co-chaired) by a senior private sector official elected by the private sector itself and the Minister of Industry and Trade. The private sector co-convener serves for a period of two years upon which a new co-convener is elected. 

The secretariat, while hosted by MCCCI, works very closely with Ministry of Industry and Trade officers, who coordinate the input from the government side and disseminate decisions of the Forum to the same. The secretariat currently has two permanent staff dedicated exclusively to PPD work – PPD Coordinator and PPD Economist. I
The activities of the Public Private Dialogue Forum, including salaries of the permanent staff are funded by the World Bank through a project called Business Environment Strengthening and Technical Assistance Project (BESTAP). This project also funds other components which are part of private sector development reform programme which the government is undertaking. It is for a period of five years up to December 2012. The agreement is meanwhile the Malawi Confederation of of Chambers of Commerce and Industry should be building capacity to host such a Forum after the funding expires. Therefore apart from the funding of operations and payment of salaries for the permanent staff of the PPD secretariat, the project is also funding development of soft infrastructure such as capacity building of staff including other staff members of MCCCI, information technology software, review of MCCCI constitution, strategic plan and corporate structure as well as consultants reviewing business related laws and policies.     
2- Status
PPD inputs are mobilised from sector associations through MCCCI as an appex private sector association as well as secretariat while government also raises issues on which it wants private sector to action. Apart from attendance of the PPD Forum meetings, the inputs are mobilised by MCCCI convening meetings with the various sector associations and sometimes with their members to discuss sector specific issisues that require to be tabled at the PPD Forum levels. Some issues are certainly operational in nature and do require solutions on an ad hoc basis with lower level authorities. Some of the major associations and professional scieties represented at the PPD Forum are as follows:

Society of Accountants in Malawi (SOCAM). This is an independent professional society which oversees the accounting and auditing standards in Malawi and administers professional development of its members. Its role in PPD is in technical analysis of the income taxation regime in Malawi and its implication in Malawi. As such it makes recommendations on appropriate tax recommendations and how the regime needs to be implemented. Recently it has also been making recommendations on economic environments as it affects its members. 

The Economics Association of Malawi (ECAMA) is a grouping of economists and those whose work bears a close relationship to the management of the economy such as businessmen and chief Executive officers. ECAM analyses the broader issues relating to the economic environment and makes appropriate recommendations on economic and social policies and their implementation. 
The Employers Association of Malawi (ECAM). ECAM is a grouping of employers and look specifically at issues of employment and labour laws and conditions. Recently ECAM has become very important following the imposition of a laws which requires employers to pay severance pay and pension to an employee on retrenchment, and even resignation, if there is no mutual agreement between the employer and the employee.    
The Road Transport Operators Association of Malawi (RTOA) is an association whose interest is to lobby for the transport industry. Areas of lobbying include transport contract awards by government, road condition, transport specific taxes and charges, and customs duties on transport equipment and spares parts, among others.  
Bankers Association of Malawi (BAM) which comprises the 11 money deposit institutions in Malawi. Its areas of focus include the requirements of the central bank and reforms in the sector such as exchange, etc on the implementation of the Action Plan. 

Farmers Union of Farmers (FUM) is an independent association of smaller farmers associations. With agriculture contributing 33 per cent to the economy of Malawi, FUM is viewed as a very important part of the PPD process in Malawi. Issues presented include access to credit for farmers, deficit of feeder roads, prices offered for agricultural produce, etc.  
Malawi Tourism Association represents hotels, inns, all accommodation providers, restaurants, etc. Its issues mainly are to do with duties on their imports, and standards. 
The Chamber of Mines, a sector chamber established in the early 1990s who until recently was not prominent because of the nascent nature of the mining industry. However mining is becoming an important sector in the Malawi economy therefore the inputs from the Chamber of Mines relating to the specific needs of the industry such as power interruptions, environmental management, transport, labour, safety, licensing, royalties, etc. 
3- Results
Results of PPD initiatives were impressive especially in the early years of its establishment.
a) Attendance was always at very senior cabinet level and therefore positions reached were easily defended at cabinet level to effect the necessary changes. Further attendance from the private sector also had a lot of confidence because of the level of government attendance.

b) A number of policies and regulations have been changed because of the existence of the PPD Forum. Other laws have been reviewed and aligned with the changing business environment.

c) Dialogue in itself has opened a window for presentation of issues without fear of political repercussions.

d) The national budget has generally been influenced by the issues raised at the PPD Forum.

e) The taxation regime has improved tremendously in response to issues discussed at the PPD level.

Partly as a result of these positive developments, the economy of Malawi as at average of 7.6 per cent per year for the past 6 years, one of the highest in the world.

4- Challenges, and Ways Forward

Challenges have however set in. Frequent changes of ministers of industry and trade have meant that every minister has to start from scratch and sometimes some ministers do not unfortunately appreciate the PPD process as much as the others. 

The positive response of the government during the period in which the PPD Forum has been in existence was also due to the fact that the government was in minority and therefore needed support from the business constituency. Unfortunately since the government worn majority number of seats in parliament in 2009, it has slowed down in implementing some of the important reforms agreed at the Forum. For example electricity and water remain the biggest challenges hard challenges to private sector yet these sectors have received very little attention of late.

The attendance had also had gone down to junior ministers but recently there has been an improvement. This affected the acceptability of recommendations made at cabinet level.  

Link: http://www.mccci.org
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