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I. Introduction
Hemp is one of the fastest-growing agricultural opportunities in the world. The global industrial hemp market 
was valued at approximately $9.5–11.4 billion in 2024 and is projected to reach $47–72 billion by 2032–
2033, growing at 17–24% annually. Demand for hemp fibre, hemp building materials, hemp textiles, and 
hemp-derived products is outstripping supply across Europe, North America, and increasingly across Asia.

Malawi is uniquely positioned to become a major supplier to this market. With an ideal climate for open-field 
hemp cultivation, an established agricultural workforce, legal frameworks already in place, and a first-mover 
advantage among African nations, Malawi has the potential to build a hemp industry that generates foreign 
exchange, creates thousands of jobs, and provides farmers with a profitable alternative to tobacco.

This guide has been developed by HeKa Consultants to help Malawian farmers, cooperatives, and investors 
understand the hemp opportunity. It combines a market analysis and business case with a practical, step-by-
step growing guide. HeKa Consultants works directly with international buyers and can assist Malawian 
producers in establishing offtake agreements.

II. What Is Hemp?
Hemp is a variety of the Cannabis sativa plant that is grown for industrial and commercial purposes. It is the 
same species as cannabis (marijuana), but hemp varieties have been bred to contain very low levels of THC 
(the psychoactive compound) — typically below 0.3–1.0% depending on the jurisdiction. In Malawi, the THC 
threshold for hemp is 1.0% under the Cannabis Regulation Act 2020.

Hemp is one of the oldest cultivated crops in human history, with evidence of use dating back over 10,000 
years. It is an extraordinarily versatile plant that can be processed into more than 50,000 different products, 
including building materials, textiles, rope, paper, bioplastics, animal bedding, food products, and health 
supplements.

Every part of the hemp plant has commercial value:

• Fibre (bast): The strong outer fibres of the stalk, used in textiles, rope, composites, and automotive 
parts.

• Hurd (shiv): The soft inner core of the stalk, used in hempcrete (building material), animal bedding, and 
absorbents.

• Seeds: Rich in protein and omega fatty acids. Used for food (hemp hearts, hemp oil, hemp milk) and 
animal feed.

• Flowers: Can contain CBD and other cannabinoids for wellness products.

• Roots: Used in traditional medicine and soil remediation.

III. Hemp vs Cannabis: Growing Differences
Although hemp and cannabis are the same plant species (Cannabis sativa), they are grown very differently. 
This is important for Malawian farmers to understand, because hemp is significantly easier to grow than 
cannabis. Farmers transitioning from tobacco or maize will find hemp much more familiar than cannabis 
cultivation.

Factor Cannabis Hemp

Male plant removal Essential — males must be identified and 
removed

Not required — males and females grow 
together

Light cycle control Important — flowering triggered by light 
changes

Not required — grows regardless of light cycle
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Trichome monitoring Required — harvest timing depends on 
trichome colour

Not required — harvest based on stalk 
maturity

Planting density Wide spacing (30–120 cm between plants) Dense sowing like a grain crop (30–60 kg/ha)

Weed management Significant — requires regular weeding Minimal — dense canopy suppresses weeds

Pest control Moderate — various pests target cannabis Minimal — hemp has natural pest resistance

Growing period 4–7 months depending on strain 90–120 days

Specialist knowledge High — requires understanding of plant sex, 
flowering

Moderate — similar to fibre or grain crop

Harvest method Hand harvest of individual buds Mechanical or hand harvest of entire stalks

Post-harvest Complex — drying, curing, trimming Simpler — field retting, drying, baling

The bottom line for farmers: If you can grow tobacco or maize, you can grow hemp. It requires less 
specialist knowledge than cannabis, fewer inputs, less labour-intensive monitoring, and can be harvested 
and processed using methods familiar to Malawian farmers. It is a crop that makes sense for large-scale, 
open-field African agriculture.

IV. The Global Hemp Market
The global industrial hemp market is experiencing rapid growth. Multiple independent market research firms 
have valued the market at $9.5–11.4 billion in 2024, with projections ranging from $47 billion to over $72 
billion by 2032–2033, representing a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 17–24%.

Europe currently accounts for approximately 31% of the global market and is the most significant demand 
centre for hemp fibre and construction materials. European prices for hemp hurd have been reported at 
€200–450 per ton, and demand has been described by London-based commodities traders as ‘explosive’ 
with supplies scarce at any price.

Key Market Segments

Hempcrete and Construction
The hempcrete market was valued at approximately $805 million in 2024 and is projected to reach $2.18 
billion by 2032. Over 1,500 building projects in Europe have used hemp-based materials, and the EU 
Renovation Wave initiative targets energy-efficient renovation of 35 million buildings by 2030, creating 
enormous demand for hemp insulation and hempcrete.

Automotive
Major automotive manufacturers are increasingly using hemp composites for interior panels, door liners, and 
structural components. BMW’s i3 achieved a 350 kg weight saving using hemp composite panels. Mercedes-
Benz uses 24 hemp-based parts per C-class vehicle. Porsche, Volkswagen, Peugeot, and Volvo all 
incorporate hemp materials. The automotive sector consumed approximately 7,100 tons of hemp fibre in 
2024. Major automotive suppliers are creating dedicated subsidiaries for bio-composite materials including 
hemp, with revenue targets in the billions by 2030.

Hemp Fibre and Textiles
The global hemp fibre market was valued at $3.03–$5.78 billion in 2024 depending on scope, with 
projections reaching $16–$30 billion by 2032–2033. China dominates current production at approximately 
73,000 metric tons, followed by France producing over 121,000 tons from approximately 20,000 hectares. 
EU hemp cultivation area grew from 22,010 hectares in 2016 to over 32,000 hectares by 2022. However, 
global demand far exceeds supply, creating opportunities for new producing countries.
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Food and Wellness
Hemp seeds (hemp hearts) are a premium health food product rich in protein and essential fatty acids. Hemp 
seed oil is used in food and cosmetics. CBD derived from hemp flowers supports the rapidly growing 
wellness industry. These products command premium prices in European and North American markets.

V. What Hemp Is Used For
Hemp can be processed into more than 50,000 products. Here are the most commercially significant uses 
and the companies driving demand:

• Hempcrete (building material): A mixture of hemp hurd, lime, and water that creates a breathable, 
insulating building material. Lighter and more thermally efficient than concrete. European companies are 
leading European demand.

• Automotive panels and composites: Hemp fibre reinforced plastics replace fibreglass and carbon fibre 
in vehicle components. Lighter, stronger, and more sustainable. Used by major European automotive 
manufacturers.

• Textiles and clothing: Hemp fibre produces durable, breathable fabric. Hemp clothing and textiles are 
gaining popularity as a sustainable alternative to cotton. Cotton requires significantly more water and 
pesticides than hemp.

• Rope and cordage: One of hemp’s oldest uses. Hemp rope is exceptionally strong and resistant to 
saltwater, making it valued in marine applications.

• Food products: Hemp hearts, hemp protein powder, hemp oil, hemp milk. High in protein, omega-3 and 
omega-6 fatty acids.

• CBD and wellness: Hemp flowers can be processed to extract CBD for oils, topicals, and supplements.

• Paper: Hemp produces four times more paper per hectare than trees and does not require deforestation.

• Bioplastics: Hemp-based plastics are biodegradable and increasingly used as an alternative to 
petroleum-based plastics.

• Animal bedding: Hemp hurd is highly absorbent and makes excellent bedding for horses and livestock.

• Insulation: Hemp fibre insulation for buildings. Breathable, non-toxic, fire-resistant, and effective at 
retaining heat.

VI. Who Is Buying? Finding Your Offtaker
Understanding who buys hemp and what they need is critical for any farmer or cooperative considering hemp 
cultivation.

Demand for hemp fibre, hurd, and seed is being driven by major European construction companies, 
automotive manufacturers, commodities traders, textile processors, and regional African processors. Supply 
is currently unable to meet demand across multiple sectors.

HeKa Consultants works directly with international buyers and can assist African farmers and 
cooperatives in establishing offtake agreements. Our network spans European construction companies, 
automotive suppliers, commodities traders, and regional African processors. Contact us before planting to 
discuss buyer requirements and market access.

VII. The Opportunity for Malawi: National Economic Impact
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Hemp presents a transformative economic opportunity for Malawi at the national level. Beyond individual 
farm income, a thriving hemp industry would generate foreign exchange, create jobs across the value chain, 
reduce dependence on tobacco, and position Malawi as a first-mover in Africa’s hemp sector.

Foreign Exchange Earnings
With European hemp hurd prices at €200–450 per ton and hemp fibre prices significantly higher, even 
modest cultivation of 10,000 hectares could generate tens of millions of dollars in annual export earnings. 
Hemp yields of 7–15 metric tons of dry stalk per hectare make this a high-volume export crop.

Government Revenue
A hemp industry generates government revenue through multiple channels: licensing fees, export duties, 
corporate taxes from processing companies, and potentially carbon credits from hemp’s significant carbon 
sequestration properties (9–15 tons of CO2 absorbed per hectare during a growing cycle).

Job Creation
The hemp value chain creates employment at every stage: farming, harvesting, drying, decortication 
(separating fibre from hurd), baling, transport, quality control, and export logistics. Hemp processing facilities 
would create permanent industrial employment in rural areas. Unlike highly mechanised crops, hemp 
processing is accessible to labour-intensive methods, making it ideal for Malawi’s employment needs.

Tobacco Replacement
Global tobacco demand is declining as health awareness increases and anti-smoking regulations tighten 
worldwide. Malawi’s dependence on tobacco exports represents a significant economic vulnerability. Hemp, 
with a market growing at 17–24% annually versus tobacco’s contraction, offers a viable alternative crop that 
can utilise existing farming infrastructure and knowledge.

Revenue Projections
Based on European market prices, Chitedze Agricultural Research Station trial data, and UNU-WIDER 
studies on Malawi’s hemp potential, the following revenue scenarios are illustrative:

Scenario Hectares Yield (tons/ha) Revenue per hectare Total annual revenue

Conservative 5,000 7 $1,400–$3,150 $7–$15.75 million

Moderate 10,000 10 $2,000–$4,500 $20–$45 million

Optimistic 25,000 12 $2,400–$5,400 $60–$135 million

Note: Revenue ranges reflect variability in product type (fibre, hurd, seed), processing level, and market prices. These 
projections are based on verifiable data from European trading platforms and agricultural research.

VIII. Malawi’s Legal Framework
Hemp cultivation in Malawi is regulated under the Cannabis Regulation Act 2020, administered by the 
Cannabis Regulatory Authority (CRA). Hemp was first legalised in Malawi in 2015, making Malawi one of the 
earliest African nations to permit hemp cultivation.

• THC Threshold: Hemp must contain no more than 1.0% THC. This is more permissive than the EU 
(0.3%) and US (0.3%), providing flexibility for Malawian growers.

• Licensing: All hemp cultivation requires a licence from the CRA. The CRA has issued over 86 licences 
to date.
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• Compliance: Licence holders must comply with CRA regulations including record-keeping, site 
inspections, and THC testing.

HeKa Consultants can assist farmers and cooperatives in navigating the licensing process and ensuring full 
regulatory compliance.

IX. How to Grow Hemp in Malawi: A Farmer’s Guide
This section provides a practical, step-by-step guide to growing hemp in Malawi. Hemp is significantly easier 
to grow than cannabis — if you can grow tobacco or maize, you can grow hemp.

9.1 Understanding the Hemp Plant
Hemp is a tall, fast-growing plant that reaches 2–4 metres in height over a 90–120 day growing cycle. Unlike 
cannabis grown for flowers, hemp is typically grown for its stalks (fibre and hurd), seeds, or both (dual-
purpose varieties). Male and female plants grow together — there is no need to identify or remove males. 
The plant forms a dense canopy that naturally suppresses weeds, reducing the need for manual weeding or 
herbicides.

9.2 Seed Selection
The variety of hemp you plant depends on your target market:

• Fibre varieties: Bred for tall stalks with long, strong bast fibres. Examples include Futura 75, Fedora 17, 
USO 31. These are the primary varieties for construction, automotive, and textile markets.

• Seed varieties: Bred for high seed production. Examples include Finola, CRS-1. These target the food 
market (hemp hearts, hemp oil).

• Dual-purpose varieties: Bred for both reasonable fibre and seed production. A practical option for 
farmers wanting flexibility.

Important: Ensure your seeds are certified and comply with Malawi’s 1.0% THC threshold. HeKa 
Consultants can assist with sourcing certified seed from reputable international suppliers.

9.3 Land Preparation
Hemp is less demanding than cannabis when it comes to soil, but good preparation still improves yields:

• Soil pH: Hemp tolerates a wider range than cannabis: pH 6.0–7.5. It can grow in poorer soils than 
cannabis, though well-prepared soil produces better yields.

• Soil type: Well-drained loamy soil is ideal. Hemp tolerates sandy and clay soils better than cannabis.

• Preparation: Till or plough to a depth of 15–20 cm. Remove rocks and debris. Incorporate compost or 
aged manure if available.

• Drainage: Good drainage is important. Hemp tolerates drought better than waterlogging.

9.4 Planting
Hemp is sown densely, much like a grain crop:

• For fibre production: Sow at 30–60 kg of seed per hectare. Dense planting encourages tall, straight 
growth with minimal branching — ideal for fibre quality.

• For seed production: Sow at 15–25 kg of seed per hectare. Wider spacing allows plants to branch and 
produce more seed heads.

• Planting depth: 2–3 cm deep.
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• Timing for Malawi: Plant at the start of the rainy season (November–December) for rain-fed cultivation, 
or during the dry season (May–June) with irrigation. Hemp’s 90–120 day cycle allows multiple plantings 
per year with irrigation.

• Method: Can be broadcast sown (scattered by hand) or drilled in rows 15–20 cm apart. Row planting 
makes harvesting easier.

9.5 Growing and Plant Care
One of hemp’s greatest advantages is how little intervention it requires during the growing period compared 
to cannabis:

• Watering: Hemp requires less water than cannabis. For rain-fed cultivation during the Malawian rainy 
season, natural rainfall is often sufficient. During the dry season, irrigate regularly but hemp tolerates dry 
periods better than cannabis.

• Weed management: A dense hemp canopy closes within 3–4 weeks, naturally shading out weeds. 
Manual weeding may be needed in the first 2–3 weeks before canopy closure. After that, hemp 
suppresses weeds on its own.

• Pest control: Hemp has natural pest resistance and requires minimal pest control. It produces 
compounds that deter many common agricultural pests. No chemical pesticides should be used — this is 
important for meeting export quality standards.

• Nutrients: Hemp benefits from nitrogen-rich soil. Apply compost or aged manure before planting. A mid-
season top dressing of nitrogen (compost tea or manure tea) can boost growth if plants appear pale 
green.

• Male plant removal: NOT required for hemp. This is a major advantage over cannabis cultivation.

9.6 Harvesting
Harvest timing depends on your target product:

• For fibre: Harvest when the plant is in early flower (before seeds form). This is when fibre quality is 
highest. Cut stalks at ground level using a sickle, machete, or mechanical cutter.

• For seed: Harvest when 60–70% of seeds have matured (turned dark). Seeds can be stripped by hand 
or using a simple threshing method.

• For dual-purpose: Harvest when seeds are mature. Fibre quality will be lower than a dedicated fibre 
harvest, but you get both products.

• Field retting (for fibre): After cutting, leave stalks on the field for 2–4 weeks, turning occasionally. 
Moisture and microbes break down the pectin binding the fibre to the hurd, making separation easier. 
Malawi’s warm, humid climate is ideal for field retting.

9.7 Post-Harvest: Drying, Processing, and Export Preparation
Post-harvest handling determines the quality and value of your hemp:

• Drying: After retting, dry stalks thoroughly. In Malawi’s climate, sun-drying in open fields works well. 
Stalks should be dry enough that they snap cleanly when bent.

• Decortication / Shredding: This is the process of separating the outer bast fibre from the inner hurd. It 
can be done using a decorticator machine (investment opportunity for cooperatives) or simpler manual 
methods for small-scale production.

• Baling: Processed fibre and hurd should be baled for transport and export. Standard bale sizes make 
handling and shipping more efficient.
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• Moisture content: Export-quality hemp must have moisture content below 12%. This is critical — hemp 
above this threshold will develop mould during shipping and be rejected by buyers.

• Quality standards: European buyers require hemp that is clean (no soil or debris), free from mould, 
properly dried, and of consistent quality. Maintaining these standards from field to bale is essential for 
accessing premium markets.

X. Business Case for Farmers
The financial case for hemp cultivation is strong when compared to traditional crops:

Crop Revenue per hectare (est.) Growth period Market trend

Hemp (fibre) $1,500–$6,750 90–120 days Growing 17–24% annually

Tobacco $300–$800 120–150 days Declining globally

Maize $200–$400 90–120 days Stable but low-margin

Hemp revenue per hectare is potentially 2–8 times higher than tobacco at the smallholder level, with a 
shorter growing period and lower input costs. Hemp requires no chemical pesticides, minimal fertiliser 
compared to tobacco, and no expensive curing infrastructure. Peer-reviewed research shows Malawian 
tobacco smallholders typically achieve net returns of only $128–$195 per hectare, making hemp’s revenue 
advantage even more significant when input costs are considered.

Input Costs
• Seeds: The primary input cost. Certified seed costs vary but can be offset through cooperative bulk 

purchasing. HeKa Consultants can assist in sourcing affordable certified seed.

• Fertiliser: Organic inputs (compost, manure) are sufficient. No chemical fertilisers needed.

• Pest control: Virtually zero cost — hemp’s natural pest resistance eliminates the need for pesticides.

• Labour: Planting and harvesting are the main labour requirements. Weed management is minimal after 
canopy closure.

Cooperative Models
Hemp farming is particularly well-suited to cooperative models. By pooling resources, cooperatives can 
jointly invest in decortication equipment, achieve bulk seed purchasing discounts, meet minimum volume 
requirements for export buyers, and share knowledge and best practices. HeKa Consultants encourages and 
supports cooperative formation for hemp production.

Critical advice: Do not plant hemp without a clear route to market. Contact HeKa Consultants before 
planting to discuss buyer requirements, offtake agreements, and quality specifications.

XI. Environmental Benefits
Hemp is one of the most environmentally beneficial crops a farmer can grow:

• Carbon Sequestration: Hemp absorbs 9–15 tons of CO2 per hectare during a single growing cycle. This 
is more than most trees absorb in the same period. This creates potential revenue from carbon credits.

• Soil Restoration: Hemp improves soil health. Its deep taproot (up to 2 metres) breaks up compacted 
soil, improving drainage and aeration for subsequent crops. Hemp is an excellent rotation crop.

• No Pesticides: Hemp’s natural pest resistance means no chemical pesticides are needed, protecting soil 
biology, water sources, and farmer health.
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• Water Efficiency: Hemp requires significantly less water than cotton (a competing fibre crop) and many 
other agricultural products.

• Biodiversity: Hemp flowers provide pollen and nectar for bees and other pollinators during a period 
when other crops may not be flowering.

• Deforestation Alternative: Hemp paper and building materials can replace wood-based products, 
reducing pressure on forests.

XII. Common Problems and Troubleshooting
Hemp has significantly fewer problems than cannabis, but some issues can still arise:

• Poor germination: Usually caused by planting too deep, soil too dry, or old/damaged seed. Solution: 
Plant at 2–3 cm depth, ensure soil is moist at planting, use fresh certified seed.

• Slow early growth: Cold soil temperatures (below 10°C) or nutrient-poor soil. Solution: Plant when soil is 
warm, apply compost before planting.

• Lodging (plants falling over): Can occur in very dense plantings during heavy rain or wind. Solution: 
Ensure moderate (not excessive) sowing density, choose varieties suited to your conditions.

• Bird damage to seed crops: Birds may eat maturing seeds. Solution: Harvest seed promptly when 60–
70% of seeds are mature, or use bird deterrents.

• Mould during retting: Over-retting in wet conditions. Solution: Turn stalks regularly during retting, ret for 
the minimum time needed, dry thoroughly after retting.

• Exceeding THC limits: Can occur with unapproved seed varieties or environmental stress. Solution: Use 
only certified, approved seed varieties and have product tested before sale.

XIII. Conclusion and Next Steps
Hemp represents one of the most significant agricultural opportunities available to Malawian farmers today. 
The global market is growing rapidly, European demand is outstripping supply, Malawi’s climate is ideal, and 
the legal framework is already in place. Farmers who act now have a first-mover advantage in what is 
projected to become a multi-billion dollar global industry.

If you are a farmer or cooperative interested in hemp cultivation:

• Contact HeKa Consultants to discuss market access, buyer introductions, and offtake agreements.

• Secure your CRA licence through the Cannabis Regulatory Authority of Malawi. HeKa can advise on the 
process.

• Source certified seed for your chosen variety (fibre, seed, or dual-purpose). HeKa can assist with 
procurement.

• Prepare your land following the guidance in Section IX.

• Establish quality practices from day one — keep records, grow clean, dry properly, maintain standards.

• Consider forming a cooperative to share costs, pool resources, and meet buyer volume requirements.

You are not alone in this. HeKa Consultants is available to guide you through every step, from licensing to 
planting to finding your buyer. Reach out to us.

XIV. Contact HeKa Consultants
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Whether you are a licensed farmer seeking buyer introductions, a cooperative looking for market access, an 
investor exploring hemp opportunities, or a government official developing hemp policy, HeKa Consultants is 
available to assist you.

London Office

HeKa Consultants, London, United Kingdom

Accra Office

HeKa Consultants, Accra, Ghana

Blantyre Office

HeKa Consultants, Blantyre, Malawi

Email: info@hekaconsultants.com

Web: www.hekaconsultants.com

HeKa Consultants — Africa’s Premier Cannabis & Hemp Consultancy

This guide is provided free of charge to support hemp industry development in Malawi and across Africa. We respectfully  
request that this material is not sold or used for commercial profit.
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