COMACO: Building Safer Lives for Farmers who Commit to Conservation
Stanwell Chirwa is 42 years old with a past history of poaching wild animals in the Luangwa Valley, Zambia.  He admits to killing 11 elephants and over 20 buffalo as well as other species that include kudu and eland.  Farming was his main livelihood but poor yields and low market prices pushed him into poaching as a way of providing for his family.   He was arrested once but was luckily acquitted in court.  On a second occasion he was apprehended, but he managed to escape.  He knew his luck would run out and his family would be far worse off if he did not stop his illegal hunting.  One day a farm extension officer working for a company called COMACO approached Stanwell and explained how COMACO worked with poor farmers to improve yields and offered increased farm prices if practices like poaching were abandoned.  Chief Zumwanda of the area had identified Stanwell to the extension officer, who managed to convince Stanwell to surrender his gun and join a COMACO farmer producer group.  
Stanwell’s life is very different today.  He has since surrendered all three of his guns and earns a good living selling his soybeans and peanuts as well as honey from over 15 bee hives to COMACO.  All combined he makes far more money than he did as a poacher.  He has accepted his errs of the past and refuses to pass on his hunting skills to his children.  Instead, he has helped COMACO identify 12 other hunters in his home area, convincing them to also abandon hunting in favor of the opportunities COMACO offers.  Today, he advises Chief Zumwanda with ideals on how to develop a conservation area for wildlife protection on community land outside the established national parks.  
Stanwell represents the core mission of the COMACO company: transforming people with markets to replace poverty and hunger with safer, more secure livelihoods based on conservation. As one of 684 poachers transformed by COMACO, Stanwell is not the exception but part of a trend in a new and exciting approach to conservation in Zambia.  Thousands of other farmers who once relied on snaring wildlife to meet food shortfalls have since surrendered their snares and most have achieved self-reliance in food production.   For all registered farmers who comply with prescribed farming practices, COMACO offers what it calls a premium market price for commodities purchased, which is about 7% higher than for commodities produced by farmers not in compliance.  At the end of the value chain are products sold under the name, It’s Wild!.  The peanuts Stanwell sold to COMACO followed this same valued chain, ending up as a high quality peanut butter sold in retail stores throughout Zambia.
The COMACO story started in 2002 when a team of Zambian-based conservation practitioners working for Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) laid out a future strategy for protecting wildlife and habitat in Luangwa Valley, one of Africa’s last great wildlife landscapes.  Past efforts and research had shown law enforcement strategies were expensive and often ineffective.  The team had also come to realize that the use of wildlife revenues to support community projects had generally failed to incentivize conservation at the household level.  What was not fully appreciated before was the fact that over 30% of the small-scale farmers living in this Valley failed to grow enough grain to feed their families and faced difficult choices in coping with these hardships.  For many the choice was either to poach wildlife to supplement food and income, or watch their children go hungry and grow up without an education.  Big development projects had only limited success in fixing these problems, and once funds supporting these projects came to an end, the problems would invariably return.  Unlike donor projects, private companies that operated in the area typically persisted and grew.  For the small farmers, however, such companies tended to capitalize on cheap farm labor to build their own fortunes, often around such crops as cotton and tobacco, which were not always beneficial to the land or helpful in boosting local food production.   
Somewhere in this mix of farmer plight, threats to wildlife, and an uneven playing field to access farm markets, the WCS team believed a business approach existed that might be able to unite farming and conservation by giving Valley farmers increased food and income security and a financial incentive not to degrade their land and resources.   More of a wishful concept than an actual blueprint, WCS called this new approach Community Markets for Conservation, or simply COMACO.  Its strategy was to operate a company capable of offering farmers a higher market value for their farm commodities if produced in ways that reduced soil loss, prevented unnecessary land clearing, and decreased such coping behaviors like poaching and charcoal-making.  To sustain these costs, the company would manufacture the same farm-based commodities into processed, value-added food products and build consumer interest to buy them as healthy, organic food products.      
Perhaps a little naïve to think that COMACO could reverse downward trends of land degradation and wildlife numbers, especially where more established development programs had failed, WCS did not waiver from its research results that argued a business strategy targeting poor farmers was the right approach.   The challenge was convincing potential “investors”.  The first injection of operating capital to test the model came from the UN organization, World Food Program, in the form of free maize.   COMACO offered farmers free maize to meet their food shortfalls in exchange for learning and adopting better farming practices and growing an increased variety of food crops.   With improved yields, the company promised to buy their surplus at above average market prices.   Local Government authorities recognized COMACO’s practical approach and offered old abandoned buildings to provide the first infrastructure for storing and processing commodities as the company’s first processing centre, which became known as conservation trading centres or CTCs.   A few well-wishers also helped buy a few old trucks and simple food processing equipment to make the first CTC operational.  Finally, the local communities with whom COMACO partnered provided what little infrastructure they had to help the company bulk surplus crops for dispatch to the CTC.  
With these first few steps, the COMACO company had its early beginning.  What has followed is a journey rich with lessons and experience that have since taught skeptics and believers alike that conservation can compete in the marketplace, transforming rural communities and recovering damaged landscapes.   Results have demonstrated that farmer behaviors in favor of conservation can change dramatically when guided by market incentives.  With support of a farmer extension approach that relies on qualified local staff and lead farmers, the process has contributed to widespread adoption of home-made fertilizers from compost, a near-zero tillage method that reduces risks of drought and enhances soil characteristics for increased yields, a 38% increase in food crop diversification, protection from burning crop residues as ground cover, and use of cover-crops and agroforestry species for adding soil nutrients.   The cost-effectiveness by which COMACO does this has made donors more willing to contribute finance for scaling-up of the model because of its 8 to 1 social return on donor investment.  Today, with help from the Royal Norwegian Embassy, General Mills food processing company, Howard Buffett Foundation, Mulago Foundation and various individual donors, COMACO has been able to grow as a company from a single CTC to six in seven years, serving the market needs for over 40,000 families through 73 community trading depots where farmers bring their commodities to sell.  Its operations now cover much of the Luangwa Valley ecosystem, extending over 25,000 km2.  Total commodity production has more than doubled for the past two years and the 2010 harvest surplus of rice, maize, varieties of cooking beans, groundnuts, soybeans, and honey that COMACO expects to buy is likely to exceed 6000 tons.   
Converted into 12 different value-added processed products or simply sold as raw commodities in the open commodity market, crops that once had little value for Valley farmers are now known and enjoyed by urban consumers throughout Zambia under the brand name, It’s Wild!.  Consumer demand for It’s Wild! has grown by over 100% annually in terms of annual sales since 2007, reaching  $1.6 million in 2009 and helping finance commodity prices that have risen three-fold for most commodities since COMACO began.  Behind every It’s Wild! package is a family who grew the raw commodity and who gained financially about 40% of the gross sales value of the product.  Prior to COMACO in 2000, Valley farming families earned on average a total of about $80 per year and by 2009, household incomes have more than doubled, with actual production in food increasing by 37%, representing an additional added value of household wealth of about $150. 

Maureen Zimba tells it best.  She joined COMACO three years ago and earns over $500 annually from selling rice to COMACO.  “I do not have to worry about my son getting into trouble poaching or my daughter falling into prostitution.  They are both safe in school because my husband and I can now pay their school fees.  With enough food and money to plan, COMACO has saved my family.”

COMACO has become a big organization capable of reaching hundreds of thousands of people like Maureen and Stanwell, maximizing income opportunities around conservation in remote areas.  Market incentives are consumer driven and able to keep farmers focused on land care and farm production, not poaching and other coping activities destructive to natural resources.  No longer in need of World Food Program food relief, COMACO and its farmers have now become a net provider of World Food Program’s needs by growing a surplus of maize and soybeans to manufacture a food product called HEPS, used to supplement nutrition for families affected by disease and poverty.  With over 1800 firearms and over 50,000 snares surrendered by farmers who no longer need them to earn their livelihood, the Valley appears poised for a wildlife recovery and a real chance to expand its wildlife-based tourism.  It is a turning point that recent aerial surveys suggest has already begun.  From a long term wildlife monitoring study of COMACO areas, over 30% of the species surveyed, including elephant, show statistical increases in population trends while all but one show stable population numbers.  The great challenge before the COMACO model now is to ensure it operates as an efficient, competitive and viable business, capable of keeping incentives strong for conservation and serving the needs of small-scale farmers.  Increasing number of communities are finding it possible now to abandon practices like charcoal-making, poaching and wasteful fishing methods in favor of alternative markets COMACO has promoted and consumers support. A new conservation model of great significance for Africa is well along in proving farmers can be good stewards of their land in Zambia.  
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