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1.  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

There has been renewed interest in expanding Madagascar’s handicrafts industry in recent years.  This focus on handicrafts is part of the current government’s strategy to strengthen key economic sectors that hold potential for creating employment opportunities in both rural and urban communities.  Malagasy handicraft producers have already been successful selling in local markets and to buyers in Europe and are now looking for ways to enter new and larger markets, the United States in particular.  By pursuing trade opportunities with U.S. buyers, Malagasy artisan producers hope to expand their export sales and improve their capacity to generate increased income and jobs. 

In November 2005, a team of graduate students at Columbia University’s School of International and Public Affairs (SIPA) was asked by the UN Public-Private Alliance for Rural Development to evaluate Madagascar’s handicrafts industry and provide recommendations on how producers could enter the U.S. market.  The SIPA consulting team interviewed Malagasy artisan producers, international development agencies, product experts, potential U.S. buyers, and other stakeholders both in Madagascar and New York.  The team also conducted a literature review and consumer survey to assess handicraft purchasing habits in the United States.  

The SIPA team found that Malagasy artisan producers must address a number of weaknesses before they can begin exporting to the U.S. market.  Potential U.S. buyers consistently cited concerns about product design, inconsistent quality, non-competitive prices, late delivery times, and poor communication as reasons for their reluctance to source products from Madagascar.  In response, this report and an accompanying resource guide offer recommendations for Malagasy producers that include specific steps for identifying the most appropriate market niches, targeting potential buyers at U.S. trade shows, innovating with product designs, ensuring better quality control, improving their pricing strategy, and developing long-term relationships with U.S. buyers. 

The Malagasy government also has an important role to play in increasing handicraft export sales. The government must promote Madagascar as a tourism destination in order to raise awareness about Malagasy products, invest in a branding campaign for Malagasy handicrafts specifically, and strengthen the business environment by providing new sources of financing for Malagasy entrepreneurs as well as additional training opportunities. 

International development agencies, which have been very active in the handicrafts sector, must continue to be heavily involved. Handicraft-related programs sponsored by international development agencies have helped Malagasy artisan producers to improve the quality of their products and the efficiency of their business operations. At the same time, however, these programs have suffered from their short-term scope, poor coordination with other stakeholders, ineffective advertising, and focus on a small number of artisan producers.

While there is greater export potential for Madagascar’s handicrafts industry, there is also a need for further analysis to determine how it will benefit poor and rural communities.  It appears as if the handicrafts industry has a positive socio-economic impact in creating jobs for urban, largely female residents as well as providing supplemental income to rural farmers but the quantitative and qualitative data to support this view are not sufficient.  It is our hope that the Malagasy government will invest in further research to evaluate the impact that the industry can play in increasing incomes and living standards for artisan producers.  

2.  INTRODUCTION

Recent changes in Madagascar’s political and economic environment have created a more favorable climate for private sector development initiatives.  Since coming to power in 2002, Malagasy President Marc Ravalomanana, a former businessman, has worked steadily to promote legislation conducive to business expansion as well as to raise awareness about Madagascar within the international business community.  These reforms have already helped Madagascar to recover from its 2002 political crisis and are expected to help improve living standards and reduce poverty.

New policies encouraging entrepreneurship, government accountability, and business transparency partly explain why the UN Public-Private Alliance for Rural Development chose Madagascar as its pilot country.  The UN Alliance is an organization committed to researching and building linkages between the public and private sector as a means of promoting sustainable growth and achieving the Millennium Development Goals.

This project examined Madagascar’s handicrafts industry and its potential to expand into the U.S. market.  While a number of Malagasy handicrafts producers are already exporting to Europe, most notably France, to date they have not been able to overcome the concerns and requirements of U.S. buyers.  This report critically examines these challenges and provides recommendations for increasing the access of Malagasy handicrafts to the U.S. market.
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