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MALAWI Food Security Outlook October 2020 to May 2021 

Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes expected during the lean season in areas with localized poor production 

KEY MESSAGES 

• Minimal (IPC Phase 1) outcomes are expected to persist across most of the
country through at least May 2021. However, poor households in some
southern districts and the central Salima district are expected to run out of own-
produced food atypically early. Most of these areas are already facing Stressed
(IPC Phase 2) outcomes and are expected to deteriorate to Crisis (IPC Phase 3)
between November 2020 and January 2021. In April and May 2021, conditions
will improve to Minimal (IPC Phase 1) as households access food and income
from the 2021 harvests. In urban areas, outcomes are expected to improve to
Stressed (IPC Phase 2) around December 2020 as the economy recovers.

• According to national and international forecasts, La Niña conditions are
expected to persist through March/April 2021. This will likely result in average
to above-average rainfall across Malawi during the 2020/2021 rainy season. As a
result, average 2020/2021 production is expected, which will support access to
income from agricultural labor opportunities. However, income-earning will
likely be below average in areas facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes due to
reduced purchasing power among those who hire labor.

• According to FEWS NET price projections, maize grain prices are expected to
follow seasonal trends but remain above five-year average levels throughout the
projection period. Typical seasonal price increases are expected in the coming
months, driven by increasing demand as more households run out of own-
produced food. Demand from government institutions who plan to buy 200,000
to 400,000 MT of maize grain will also put upward pressure on prices.

• Due to a significant reduction in COVID-19 cases in recent months, the
government has re-opened airports, re-opened schools, and lifted other restrictions. This has led to a pickup in economic
activity, generally increasing income-earning opportunities for households impacted by layoffs, business closures, and
reduced demand for labor and trade. However, income-earning is not yet back to normal.

SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 
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NATIONAL OVERVIEW 

Current Situation 

Overall, food availability across the country is high due to above-average production 
in the 2019/20 agricultural production season. According to crop estimates from the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security (MoAFS), Malawi produced about 3.7 
million metric tons of the maize staple (28 percent above the five-year average) 
against a total national food requirement (including maize and other foods) of about 
3.3 million metric tons. When production of alternative cereals and other foods is 
added, the food surplus is even larger. However, some districts in southern Malawi 
registered below-average production due to poor rainfall performance. 

Despite the surplus production, levels of stocks in the national grain reserves—held 
by the Agricultural Development and Marketing Cooperation (ADMARC) and the 
National Food Reserve Agency’s (NFRA) Strategic Grain Reserves (SGR)—remain well 
below target levels of 200,000 MT each. By mid-October 2020, ADMARC reported 
having procured only 55,000 MT out of a planned 200,000 MT, and the NFRA had 
procured just under 30,000 MT of a planned 200,000 MT. The NFRA normally 
procures at least 200,000 MT of maize in a consumption year, while ADMARC sells 
over 50,000 MT. Normally, ADMARC stocks maize grain for sale at subsidized prices 
during the lean season, while the NFRA stocks maize grain for use as humanitarian 
assistance and as an emergency stock. 

Maize grain prices remained steady from August to September 2020 in some markets 
but increased in others—mostly in southern areas—according to data from MoAFS. 
Specifically, prices increased by 6 to 17 percent in Balaka, Lunzu, Phalombe in 
Southern Malawi, and Salima and Ntcheu in Central Malawi. These increases are in 
line with typical seasonal trends as an increasing number of households run out of 
own-produced food and become reliant on market purchases, which typically 
happens first in southern areas. At the national reference market of Mitundu, maize 
grain prices have remained relatively stable, increasing by 3 percent from MWK 
160/kg in August to MWK 165.57/kg in September. Prices at Mitundu were 23 
percent lower than prices at the same time last year but 14 percent higher than the 
five-year average. Meanwhile, prices at Mzuzu market in Northern Malawi fell by 10 
percent between August and September, mainly due to reduced demand from 
traders that buy and sell the maize in Tanzania. In all markets, prices in September 
remained 9 to 30 percent lower than prices at the same time last year. Compared to 
the five-year average, maize grain prices were comparable in some markets but were 
up to 19 percent above average in others.  

In rural areas, poor households are currently earning income from agricultural labor 
(especially land clearing and ridging) as the country enters the peak agricultural labor 
period. Poor households are also earning income from petty trade and self-
employment activities, some non-agricultural labor, and some late crop sales. 

In southern areas, poor households are currently earning income from agricultural 
labor, irrigated crop and vegetable sales, petty trade and self-employment activities, 
some non-agricultural labor, and some livestock sales. However, labor wages are 
expected to be slightly below average due to increased competition for available work and reduced purchasing power among 
those who hire labor. Additionally, incomes from livestock sales in Chikwawa and Nsanje districts are expected to be limited 
due to a ban on livestock sales in place since July 2020 due to an outbreak of Foot and Mouth disease. 

Since the start of September 2020, the number of new COVID-19 cases reported has generally remained under 10 per day 
(significantly lower than the 80-100 per day during the peak of the outbreak in July), on average, with very few or no COVID-
19 related deaths now being reported. This has prompted the government to re-open airports for international flights, re-
open schools, and relax other restrictions (such as those on government office work and sporting events). This has resulted in 
a modest increase in trade and full resumption of business operations by the hospitality industry (though patronage is still 
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very low). Many of those impacted by temporary layoffs and suspended salary payments in the formal employment sector 
(including teachers) are now receiving their regular salaries again. However, others who were laid off remain out of work. 
Overall, this relaxation has resulted in a general increase in economic activity, increasing income-earning opportunities for 
poor urban households dependent on labor, traded goods and petty trade, and small businesses and self-employment. 
However, income-earning is still below pre-COVID levels due to reduced demand for goods and services.  

The availability of foreign reserves in Malawi has declined this year due to reduced tobacco export earnings, the most 
important individual foreign exchange earner. Tobacco sales this year were affected by reduced production volumes as well 
as COVID-19 related disruptions to marketing activities. By the end of August 2020 (which marks the end of tobacco 
marketing season), Malawi realized $174.5 million from tobacco sales, 31 percent below last year and 43 percent below the 
five-year average. This is expected to lead to foreign currency shortages and a widening gap between the official and parallel 
market rates. As of the end of September, media reports were already reporting forex shortages and the parallel forex 
markets were trading at 820 to 860 MWK/USD while the official rate ranged between 740 and 760 MWK/USD.  

Although no recent nutrition surveys have been conducted, it is expected that the prevalence of acute malnutrition among 
children under five remains low. According to the most recent nutrition SMART survey conducted in July 2019, the prevalence 
of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) at the national level was 0.5 percent (95% CI: 0.3 - 1.0). This is the lowest recorded in 
recent years and falls within “acceptable” levels (GAM<5%) according to WHO classification. Given the provision of 
humanitarian assistance during the 2019/2020 consumption season and the above-average recent harvests, sustained access 
to food and income is expected to be supporting similarly low levels of acute malnutrition.  

Following above-average 2020 harvests, most rural households across Malawi are still consuming food from own-production, 
with Minimal (IPC Phase 1) outcomes widespread. However, in areas that registered localized below-average production, 
some poor households are now running out of own-produced food and are becoming reliant on market purchases. In these 
areas, access to income is likely insufficient to meet all essential non-food needs given increased competition for available 
income-earning opportunities, with Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes present in worst-affected southern areas. 

Assumptions 

The Food Security Outlook for October 2020 to May 2021 is based on the following national-level assumptions: 

• According to national, regional, and international forecasts, cumulative rainfall in the October 2020 – March 2021 rainy 
season is most likely to be average across the southern half of the country and above average across the northern half of 
the country during this time. Although average rainfall is the most likely scenario in the southern half of the country 
(highest probability), there is an elevated probability (second-highest probability) of above-average rainfall due to La 
Niña conditions expected to persist into March/April 2021. La Niña is associated with above-average rainfall across much 
of southern Africa, including parts of Malawi. The start of the 2020/21 season is likely to be normal across the country. 

• Overall, rural households are expected to access adequate inputs (particularly seed and fertilizer) for the 2020/21 
production season given the new government subsidy program (Affordable Input Program), which will allow all rural 
farmers to buy fertilizer at a subsidized price.  

• Given the current rainfall forecast and expectations for access to inputs, average production of staple food—mostly 
maize—is expected in the 2020/2021 season for the third consecutive year. As a result, income from food and cash crop 
sales in the 2021 marketing season beginning in April (but peaking in May and June) is expected to be average. 

• Informal cross-border maize imports will likely remain below normal levels due to above-average supply within Malawi 
as well as lower market prices in Malawi relative to Tanzania, resulting in a lack of incentive for traders to import and sell 
maize in Malawi. Despite this, a negative net trade balance (net imports) is expected. Typically, Malawi imports 
approximately double as much maize as it exports through informal cross-border trade. There will likely be no significant 
formal maize imports by the government given above-average production. 

• National supply of the maize staple will likely remain above average from October 2020 to March 2021 due to above-
average production of most food crops in the 2019/20 production season and net imports from neighboring countries. 
Given anticipated average production, maize supply is expected to remain average from April to May 2021. However, 
supplies are expected to remain lower than normal in ADMARC markets as ADMARC purchases are still very low. 

• Given 2019/20 production, cereal stocks at the household level will generally be above average for most households 
through the end of the consumption season in March 2021. However, household stocks will be below average in areas 
that registered reduced production due to localized weather hazards, especially in the southern region. Given anticipated 
average production, households stocks expected to remain average from April to May 2021. 
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• According to FEWS NET’s integrated price projections (Figure 
1), prices of the maize staple are generally expected to follow 
seasonal trends but remain above five-year average levels 
throughout the projection period. Maize grain prices are 
expected to gradually increase through February 2021, as is 
typical due to increasing demand as households become 
reliant on market purchases. In March 2021, prices are 
expected to decrease, as is typical, as traders sell old stocks in 
anticipation of the harvest. Additionally, the NFRA and 
ADMARC are expected to purchase maize throughout the 
consumption season, putting upward pressure on prices.  

• Overall, agricultural labor availability and wages will likely be 
average in most areas as the country enters the peak 
agricultural labor period from October to January. However, in 
southern areas that registered low production, wages will 
likely be below average due to an increase in people seeking 
labor opportunities and reduced purchasing power among 
those who hire labor. In some tobacco growing areas in central and northern Malawi, reduced income from tobacco 
sales may also put downward pressure on wages due to reduced purchasing power among those who hire labor. This 
could also affect investment in the 2020/21 production season. 

• In rural areas, availability of non-agricultural labor opportunities (especially brickmaking and construction labor) and 
wages are generally expected to be normal. However, wages will likely be below normal levels in southern areas 
impacted by localized poor production due to an increase in people seeking labor opportunities and reduced purchasing 
power among those who hire labor. In-kind payments for labor are not expected at significant levels in these areas due 
to the poor production year. In tobacco growing areas of central and northern Malawi, reduced purchasing power among 
those who hire labor may also put downward pressure on wages.   

• In rural areas, petty trade and self-employment opportunities (including charcoal, firewood, and handicraft sales) are 
expected to be available at normal levels throughout the outlook period across most of the country. However, overall 
levels of income earned from these opportunities are generally expected to be below average in the southern Lower 
Shire and Middle Shire livelihood zones where households will seek to expand this income source, putting downward 
pressure on prices of firewood, charcoal, crafts, and traded goods. 

• Labor migration to neighboring districts of Malawi as well as to Zambia and Mozambique is expected to be normal.   

• Based on current trends, the global COVID-19 pandemic is likely to continue throughout the projection period. The rate 
of increase in total COVID-19 cases in Malawi is expected to remain close to current low levels. 

• Due to the ongoing global impacts of COVID-19 and the expectation that economic recovery takes time, economic 
activity in Malawi is expected to increase gradually before reaching normal levels around the end of 2020.  

• Due to expectations for economic recovery, access to income in urban areas—from labor opportunities, self-
employment, small businesses, and petty trade, as well as some salaries—is expected to continue to increase but remain 
below average through at least December 2020 due to the prolonged impacts of COVID-19 on the economy. From 
January to May 2021, income-earning in urban areas is expected to be average. 

• Households identified by MVAC will likely receive full rations of humanitarian assistance from December 2020 to March 
2021. According to a government press release in September 2020, approximately 2.6 million people (of whom about 
586,000 are in urban centers) will likely be targeted with in-kind or cash assistance during this period. However, at the 
time of this analysis, humanitarian assistance was not fully funded. Until assistance is fully planned and funded, FEWS 
NET assumes the absence of assistance. However, the impacts of assistance on food security outcomes are analyzed in 
the “events that might change the outlook” table below. 

• Livestock herd sizes and body conditions are expected to remain normal in most areas. Prices are generally expected to 
remain average or above average due to fewer households selling livestock in the above-average production year. In 
southern areas affected by below-average production, livestock prices will likely follow seasonal trends, decreasing 
during the lean season from November to March as households sell livestock to buy food. In the Lower Shire districts of 
Chikwawa and Nsanje, the ban on sales and reduced supply at the national level is likely to keep prices from falling as 
low. Overall, income from livestock sales will likely remain below average in these districts.   

Figure 1. Observed and projected maize grain prices in 

Mitundu market, August 2020 – July 2021 

 

 

Source: MoAFS AMIS (observed) and FEWS NET (projections) 
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• Due to below-average tobacco export earnings during the 2020 marketing season, the availability of foreign currency is 
likely to be constrained through the 2021 tobacco marketing season. As a result, a widening gap between official and 
parallel market exchange rates is expected throughout the scenario period. This is likely to result in upward pressure on 
food and non-food prices because of the dual effect of increased export demand for regionally traded maize and beans 
(export parity prices will decrease with the depreciation of the currency, leading to increased demand for Malawi’s maize 
in the region) and high import parity prices for imported goods (e.g. fuel, imported rice). Overall, prices of domestically 
produced foods–especially maize—are not expected to be meaningfully impacted due to the above-average harvest and 
sufficient availability at the national level and within the region.  

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

Most rural areas are likely to experience favorable food security conditions and Minimal (IPC Phase 1) outcomes throughout 

the projection period. This is due to the above-average production of food crops and some cash crops, which will support 

households’ ability to consume food from own-production, supplemented with some purchases.  

However, some areas in the deficit-producing southern region—namely Nsanje, Balaka, Chikwawa, and parts of Blantyre and 

Neno—and in the Salima district in central Malawi—registered localized below-average production. Many poor households in 

these areas are expected to exhaust food stocks atypically early and become dependent on markets for food. Given 

expectations for income-earning and the impacts of previous poor seasons in some areas, an increasing number of poor 

households are expected to be unable to meet all food needs throughout the projection period. In the absence of assistance, 

area-level Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes will likely emerge in November 2020 in Nsanje and Balaka districts, in 

December 2020 in other southern areas, and in January 2021 in the central Salima district. These outcomes will likely persist 

through the end of the consumption period in March 2021, with an increasing number of households expected to face Crisis 

(IPC Phase 3) outcomes during that time period. Beginning in mid-February to March, households will begin to access food 

from the green harvests, improving food consumption. In April and May, households are expected to access the full harvests. 

Improvement to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes is expected in April, though access to income will generally remain 

insufficient to meet all essential non-food needs. In May, further improvement to Minimal (IPC Phase 1) outcomes is 

expected as households access income from crop sales. 

In the urban areas of Blantyre, Zomba, Lilongwe, and Mzuzu, an increasing number of poor households are expected to 
resume normal levels of income-earning in the coming months as the economy recovers. Area-level Crisis (IPC Phase 3) 
outcomes are expected to last through December 2020, at which point improvement to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) is anticipated.  

Events that Might Change the Outlook 

Possible events over the next eight months that could change the most-likely scenario:  
 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

Nationwide Second wave of 
COVID-19 and  
re-enacted 
preventive 
measures 

This would likely reverse improvements in economic and business activity. Access to 
income would likely decrease again for many low-income urban households. An 
increase in the number of urban households facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes 
would be likely in the absence of assistance, with area-level Crisis (IPC Phase 3) 
outcomes likely to re-emerge in urban areas if preventative measures are prolonged.  

Nationwide Erratic start to 
the 2020/21 
rainy season or 
below-average 
rainfall  

This would negatively affect the start of the agricultural season, reducing demand for 
labor during the peak time of agricultural activity. Poor households rely heavily on 
labor exchange for food and income during the lean season. Given the importance of 
the labor exchange, Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes would be expected to emerge 
more quickly in southern areas.  

Areas affected 
by below-
average 
production 

Timely provision 
of humanitarian 
assistance 

Fewer households would register consumption gaps, and food security conditions 
would improve to Stressed! (IPC Phase 2!) in areas where assistance is provided. 
Timely and sustained assistance would prevent households from engaging in 
irreversible coping strategies that would damage their livelihoods. 



MALAWI Food Security Outlook October 2020 to May 2021 
 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network 6 
 

AREAS OF CONCERN 

Lower Shire Livelihood Zone (LSH), Nsanje District 

Current Situation 

The Lower Shire livelihood zone in Southern Malawi—comprising Nsanje and 
Chikwawa districts—has suffered multiple poor production seasons in the 
past five years, including due to severe flooding in 2016 and due to flooding 
caused by Cyclone Idai in 2019. Following Cyclone Idai, over 20 percent of the 
people in Nsanje likely faced acute food insecurity in the 2019/20 
consumption season, with humanitarian food assistance preventing 
consumption gaps. Subsequently, Nsanje district registered localized 
production shortfalls in 2020 due to poor rainfall performance during the 
2019/20 production season. As a result, poor households in Nsanje district 
are facing low household food availability from own-production at a time 
when resilience is already eroded from previous poor seasons. 

In the 2019/20 production season, the Lower Shire zone received poor rainfall 
in terms of spatial and temporal distribution, culminating in the early 
cessation of rains in February instead of the typical April. This led to poor crop 
production relative to normal. According to district reports, maize production 
in the main season was 11 percent above last year but 22 percent below 
normal levels.1 Due to below-average and poorly distributed rainfall in the 
main rainy season and lack of cold season rains (winter showers), irrigated 
production was also reduced. Overall, irrigated maize production was approximately 20 percent below last year and 40 
percent below normal levels. Irrigated maize production for Nsanje contributes about 80 percent of the total district 
production. According to a report from the Nsanje District Agriculture Office, 19 percent of households had already run out of 
own-produced food by mid-August 2020. Although irrigated harvests in September and October likely improved access to 
own-produced food for many, these stocks are not expected to last beyond November 2020. 

Maize is currently being sourced from within the district and from neighboring Mozambique, just a few kilometers away 
across the Shire River. Informal imports of maize grain from Mozambique continue to flow into Nsanje at normal levels. Some 
maize is also being sourced from the central region, especially Ntcheu district. Overall, market supply levels at Nsanje market 
are average to above average due to above-average maize production at the national level and in districts that typically 
supply Nsanje market, such as Ntcheu and Dedza. As a result, maize prices at Nsanje market remained stable from August to 
September 2020. September prices were close to the five-year average and approximately 29 percent lower than at the same 
time last year. As of late October, ADMARC had not started selling maize. Typically, ADMARC opens its selling points in 
October to begin selling maize to consumers at a subsidized price. 

Production of cotton—the main cash crop in this area—remains significantly below average due to consecutive years of 
marketing challenges and withdrawal of input support. Over the past five to ten years, cotton production has declined by as 
much as 80 to 90 percent according to MoAFS estimates. This has significantly impacted income from crop sales, as cotton 
remains the main cash crop in the Lower Shire livelihood zone with no suitable alternative cash crops identified. This year, 
production of cotton in Nsanje was 143 percent higher than last year but 207 percent below the five-year average. 
Additionally, farmers who grew cotton faced marketing challenges due to reduced global demand as a result of COVID-19 
supply chain disruptions. This also affected prices; the companies that did buy cotton offered prices much lower than the 
government-set minimum producer price.  

Income from crop sales in the 2019/20 production season is expected to have been below average overall due to below-
average main season and irrigated production and below-average production of cotton. Currently, poor households are 
earning incomes from agricultural labor as the country enters the peak agricultural labor period, the sale of irrigated crops 
(including fruits and vegetables), petty trade, self-employment activities such as firewood and handicraft sales, and some 
non-agricultural labor.  

 
1 “Normal” refers to baseline production levels in 2015, assessed to be a fairly typical year. The baseline production levels are used instead 
of the five-year average levels due to the occurrence of several bad production seasons in the past five years. 

Figure 2. Reference map for Lower Shire 

livelihood zone (LSH), Nsanje District 

 

Source: FEWS NET 
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Additionally, most households are expected to be accessing reduced levels of income from livestock sales. This is due to the 
ban on livestock movement and sales that has been in place since July 2020, enacted in response to the moderate outbreak 
of cattle Foot and Mouth Disease impacting the Lower Shire districts of Chikwawa and Nsanje. As a result, very few local sales 
are taking place. In August and September, livestock prices were slightly higher than the same time last year. Goats and 
poultry are owned among poorer households, while cattle are owned by the middle-income and better-off households. 
Poultry are not impacted by the ban. 

The Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (MVAC) conducted a representative Comprehensive Household Survey in 
July 2020. As measured by the Reduced Coping Strategies Index (rCSI)2, approximately 8 percent of households in Nsanje 
registered rCSI scores of 0-3 (no or very little use of food consumption-based coping strategies; associated with Minimal [IPC 
Phase 1] outcomes), approximately 56 percent registered rCSI scores of 4-18 (use of strategies at levels associated with 
Stressed [IPC Phase 2] outcomes), and 36 percent registered scores of 19 or higher (use of strategies at levels associated with 
Crisis [IPC Phase 3] or worse outcomes). According to results of the Food Consumption Score (FCS)3 module, 63 percent of 
households had acceptable food consumption (FCS >35; associated with Minimal [IPC Phase 1] or Stressed [IPC Phase 2] 
outcomes), 31 percent had borderline food consumption (FCS 21.5-35; associated with Crisis [IPC Phase 3] outcomes), and 6 
percent had poor food consumption (FCS 0-21; associated with Emergency [IPC Phase 4] or worse outcomes). Results of the 
Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS)4 module indicated that 34 percent of households had HHDS scores of 5-12 
(relatively higher dietary diversity associated with Minimal [IPC Phase 1] or Stressed [IPC Phase 2] outcomes), 53 percent had 
HDDS scores of 3-4 (dietary diversity associated with Crisis [IPC Phase 3] outcomes), and 13 percent had HDDS scores of 0-2 
(low dietary diversity associated with Emergency [IPC Phase 4] or worse outcomes).  

Despite the fact that these food consumption indicators are pointing toward Crisis (IPC Phase 3) level outcomes according to 
standard thresholds, it is generally acknowledged that many communities in Malawi are over-researched. Households are 
familiar with the questions and understand the links between survey responses and humanitarian assistance. As such, there is 
likely bias in the data in the direction of reflecting an overly severe situation. It should also be noted that FCS and HDDS are 
also largely reflecting the relatively non-diverse diets that are typical in Malawi. Meanwhile, results of HEA outcome analysis 
conducted by FEWS NET—which uses information on crop production, prices, and other sources to understand households’ 
access to food and income relative to typical requirements—suggest that less than 20 percent of households are likely facing 
consumption gaps in the current situation.   

Overall, most poor households are expected to be accessing calorically adequate levels of food from own-production 
supplemented by market purchases using the income obtained from the sale of irrigated crops, labor exchange, petty trade, 
and self-employment activities such as firewood and handicraft sales. However, some poor households who are running out 
of own-produced food are not expected to be earning enough income to meet all food and essential non-food needs, with 
Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes expected at the area level.  

Assumptions 

In addition to the national-level assumptions, the following assumptions have been used to develop the most likely scenario 
for food security outcomes in this livelihood zone through May 2021: 

• Average cumulative rainfall is expected in the 2020/21 season. However, there is an elevated probability of above-
average rainfall due to La Niña conditions. As a result, production in the 2020/21 season is expected to be average. 
Income from food and cash crop sales in the 2021 marketing season is expected to be average. 

• Market supply of maize grain is expected to be average due to above-average production in other parts of the country. 
However, supplies are expected to be lower than normal in ADMARC markets as ADMARC purchases are still very low. 

• Prices for the maize staple at Nsanje market are expected to follow seasonal trends (Figure 3), increasing as the lean 
season progresses and decreasing with harvest. Prices are expected to trend above the five-year average. 

• Informal cross-border maize imports from Mozambique into Nsanje are expected to be normal. Although production was 
above average in Malawi, maize from Mozambique remains cheaper and closer to Nsanje. Additionally, some Nsanje 
farmers rent land in Mozambique and import their harvests into Malawi. 

 
2 A measure of frequency and severity of food-consumption based coping strategies used in the past 7 days  
3 A composite measure of quantity and diversity of food consumption in the past 7 days 
4 A measure of dietary diversity in the past 24 hours 
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• Availability of agricultural and non-agricultural labor opportunities 
is generally expected to be normal. However, wages will likely be 
below normal levels due to an increase in people seeking labor 
opportunities and reduced purchasing power among middle-
income and better-off households who hire labor. In-kind 
payments for labor are not expected at significant levels in these 
areas due to the poor production year. 

• Income from petty trading is expected to be below average due to 
reduced demand as many households reduce expenditure on non-
essential items. 

• Livestock herd sizes and body conditions will likely remain average. 
Livestock prices will likely follow seasonal trends, decreasing from 
November to March as households sell livestock to buy food. 
However, the ban on sales and reduced supply at the national level 
is likely to keep prices from falling as low. Overall, income from 
livestock sales will likely remain below average. 

• Based on historical patterns and ongoing planning, poor 
households in Nsanje are expected to be targeted with 
humanitarian assistance. However, at the time of this analysis, 
humanitarian assistance was not fully funded. Until assistance is 
fully planned and funded, FEWS NET assumes the absence of 
assistance. However, the impacts of assistance on food security 
outcomes are analyzed in the “events that might change the 
outlook” table below. 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

From October 2020 to January 2021, poor households will continue to 

earn income from agricultural labor, as this is within the peak labor 

season. However, wages will likely be below normal levels due to an 

increase in people seeking labor opportunities and reduced purchasing 

power among those who hire labor. As a result, income earned from 

labor opportunities will likely be below average. In addition, poor 

households are expected to earn income from petty trade and self-

employment activities (such as firewood and handicraft sales), though 

income earned will likely be below-average overall due to an increase in people engaging in these activities and reduced 

demand for non-essential goods.  

As the lean season progresses during this time, an increasing number of households will run out of own-produced food and 

will be relying on market purchases. Due to overall below-average household stocks and below-average access to income, 

many poor households will likely be unable to meet all food needs during this period and will be facing food consumption 

gaps or engaging in coping strategies that will damage livelihoods. During this time, households will be consuming maize meal 

and vegetables and are expected to reduce the size and frequency of meals in the absence of assistance.   

At the peak of the lean season in February 2021, the availability of labor opportunities will be at their lowest as most 

agricultural activities come to an end. Poor households will likely seek to expand self-employment activities to access income. 

However, due to an increase in the number of people engaged in these activities (which will also likely put downward 

pressure on prices), ability to expand income-earning from these sources is expected to be limited. Households are therefore 

expected to experience further reductions in income during this time. At the same time, maize prices will be at their highest 

in February. Food consumption gaps will therefore be largest in February and March. Starting in mid-February to March 2021, 

households are expected to begin accessing some food from the green harvest which will modestly improve food access. 

Figure 3.   Observed and projected maize grain prices 

in Nsanje market, August 2020 – July 2021 

 

Source: MoAFS AMIS (observed) and FEWS NET (projections) 

Figure 4.  Results of HEA Outcome Analysis: sources 

of food among very poor households in Nsanje, April 

2020 – March 2021 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

https://www.heacod.org/en-gb/Pages/OA.aspx
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An HEA Outcome Analysis carried out by FEWS NET in September 2020 

(Figures 4-6) provides additional evidence. According to this analysis, 

very poor households (approximately 24 percent of the population) are 

expected to face survival deficits (meaning that they will likely be unable 

to meet all of their food needs) and essential non-food needs during the 

2020/21 consumption season through March 2021. On average across 

the entire 2020/21 consumption year, very poor households will face 

survival deficits equivalent to about 19 percent of their annual food and 

income needs. These deficits will likely start to emerge in 

October/November 2020, as shown in Figure 6. As a result, households 

will likely to face consumption gaps or engage in coping strategies that 

damage livelihoods.  

From April to May, households will be consuming food from own-

production, supplemented with some non-staple food purchased from 

markets. Households will be consuming meals from maize flour taken 

with vegetables, legumes, or fish. At this time households will likely also 

start accessing some income from harvest labor and modest crop sales. 

No recent nutrition assessments have been conducted in Nsanje. 
According to a nutrition SMART survey in July 2019, the prevalence of 
acute malnutrition (GAM) was at 1.0 percent (95% CI: 0.3 - 2.7). This is 
one of the lowest GAM rates recorded the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone 
and is well below the WHO threshold for “acceptable” levels (<5%). As 
the lean season progresses through March 2021, malnutrition levels 
may increase slightly but will likely remain below the 5 percent 
threshold. In April and May, levels of acute malnutrition are likely to 
decrease seasonally. 

As a result, Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes are expected in Nsanje 
through November 2020. In November 2020, transition to Crisis (IPC 
Phase 3) is expected, with these outcomes expected to persist through 
March 2021. In April 2021, food from the harvests are expected to 
improve outcomes to Stressed (IPC Phase 2), with further improvement 
to Minimal (IPC Phase 1) expected in May 2021 as households access 
income from crop sales. 

Events that Might Change the Outlook 

Possible events over the next eight months that could change the most-
likely scenario:  
 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

Nsanje Erratic start to the 
2020/21 rainy 
season or below-
average rainfall  

This would negatively affect the start of the agricultural season, reducing demand for labor 
during the peak time of agricultural activity. Poor households rely heavily on labor 
exchange for food and income during the lean season. Given the importance of the labor 
exchange, Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes would be expected to emerge more quickly.  

Nsanje Weather shocks 
(abnormal 
dryness/flooding) 

Persistent dry spells or extensive flooding would destroy crop fields and livestock and 
damage infrastructure and dwelling houses. This would reduce agricultural labor 
opportunities in the October to January period, as well as during harvests in April and May. 
In the absence of humanitarian assistance, this would likely result in some poor 
households facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes earlier during the lean season. 

Figure 5.  Results of HEA Outcome Analysis: sources 

of income (food and cash) among very poor 

households in Nsanje, April 2020 – March 2021 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 6.  Seasonal expenditure (food and cash) 

relative to needs for very poor households in Nsanje 

(Lower Shire) according to HEA outcome analysis, 

April 2020 – March 2021 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

https://www.heacod.org/en-gb/Pages/OA.aspx
https://www.heacod.org/en-gb/Pages/OA.aspx
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Nsanje Timely provision 
of humanitarian 
assistance 

Fewer households would register consumption gaps, and food security conditions would 
improve to Stressed! (IPC Phase 2!) in areas where assistance is provided. Timely and 
sustained assistance would prevent households from engaging in irreversible coping 
strategies that would damage their livelihoods. 

 

AREAS OF CONCERN 

Middle Shire Livelihood Zone (MSH), Balaka District 

Current Situation 

The Middle Shire Livelihood Zone in Southern Malawi—comprising Balaka and parts 
of Machinga, Zomba, Neno, Mwanza, and Blantyre districts—has suffered multiple 
years of acute food insecurity in the past five years. Most recently, in the 2019/20 
consumption season, over 20 percent of the population in Balaka likely faced acute 
food insecurity with humanitarian food assistance preventing consumption gaps. 
Subsequently, Balaka district experienced an almost normal start of the production 
season in the 2019/20 production year. Rainfall was well distributed for the majority 
of the rainy season. However, cumulatively, the district received 19 percent lower 
rainfall amounts than in the previous year and 29 percent lower rainfall amounts 
than the long-term mean. The eastern part of Balaka also received some excessive 
rainfall, causing waterlogging and some crop destruction. 

According to MoAFS second round production estimates made in April 2020, rainfed 
maize production was at that time expected to be around 60 percent above the five-
year average. However, these good production prospects were eroded by the early 
cessation of rainfall, which led to premature drying of the crop. Although third-
round production estimates are not available for Balaka, production was expected 
to have been below average based on key informant interviews. 

According to district agriculture reports, 6 percent of farming households in the 
district had run out of own-produced food and were dependent on market 
purchases by June 2020. More recently, a key informant interview with the District 
Agriculture Officer suggests that this percentage was around 15 percent in September. 

Production of cotton—the main cash crop in this area—was 46 percent below five-year average levels according to MoAFS 
production estimates. Additionally, farmers who grew cotton faced marketing challenges due to reduced global demand as a 
result of COVID-19 supply chain disruptions. This also affected prices; the companies that did buy cotton offered prices much 
lower than the government-set minimum producer price.    

Income from crop sales in the 2019/20 production season is expected to have been below average overall due to below-
average main season and irrigated production and below-average production of cotton. Poor households are currently 
earning income through agricultural labor as land preparation for the next production season begins. The labor exchange 
(mostly agricultural labor) provides nearly half of poor households’ total annual income, and this income is normally accessed 
from September when land preparation begins until December and January when weeding opportunities are at peak, as well 
as in April and May when crops are harvested. However, access to these opportunities is likely below average due to an 
increased number of people seeking such labor opportunities. Additionally, these poor households are relying on sales of 
charcoal and firewood to obtain some income so that they can purchase food. 

Maize and other food commodities including legumes are available in major markets in the district and supplies are ranging 
from average to above average. Maize is currently being sourced from the neighboring central region district of Ntcheu which 
is typical for this time of the consumption year. From August to September 2020, maize grain prices in Balaka market 
increased 9 percent (Figure 8). As of September, maize grain prices were 8 percent above five-year average but 18 percent 
below prices at the same time last year. As of late October, ADMARC had not started selling maize. Typically, ADMARC opens 
its selling points in October to begin selling maize to consumers at a subsidized price. 

Figure 7. Reference map for Middle 

Shire Livelihood Zone (MSH), Balaka 

District 

 

Source: FEWS NET 
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The Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (MVAC) conducted a 
representative Comprehensive Household Survey in July 2020. As 
measured by the Reduced Coping Strategies Index (rCSI),   
approximately 19 percent of households in Balaka registered rCSI scores 
of 0-3 (no or very little use of food consumption-based coping 
strategies; associated with Minimal [IPC Phase 1] outcomes), 
approximately 65 percent registered rCSI scores of 4-18 (use of 
strategies at levels associated with Stressed [IPC Phase 2] outcomes), 
and 17 percent registered scores of 19 or higher (use of strategies at 
levels associated with Crisis [IPC Phase 3] or worse outcomes). According 
to results of the Food Consumption Score (FCS) module, 39 percent of 
households had acceptable food consumption (FCS >35; associated with 
Minimal [IPC Phase 1] or Stressed [IPC Phase 2] outcomes), 43 percent 
had borderline food consumption (FCS 21.5-35; associated with Crisis 
[IPC Phase 3] outcomes), and 17 percent had poor food consumption 
(FCS 0-21; associated with Emergency [IPC Phase 4] or worse outcomes). 
Results of the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS) module 
indicated that 72 percent of households had HHDS scores of 5-12 
(relatively higher dietary diversity associated with Minimal [IPC Phase 1] 
or Stressed [IPC Phase 2] outcomes), 18 percent had HDDS scores of 3-4 
(dietary diversity associated with Crisis [IPC Phase 3] outcomes), and 10 
percent had HDDS scores of 0-2 (low dietary diversity associated with 
Emergency [IPC Phase 4] or worse outcomes).  

Despite the fact that some of these food consumption indicators (FCS 
and HDDS) are pointing toward Crisis (IPC Phase 3) level outcomes 
according to standard thresholds, it is generally acknowledged that 
many communities in Malawi are over-researched. Households are 
familiar with the questions and understand the links between survey 
responses and humanitarian assistance. As such, there is likely bias in 
the data in the direction of reflecting an overly severe situation. It 
should also be noted that FCS and HDDS are also largely reflecting the 
relatively non-diverse diets that are typical in Malawi.  

Meanwhile, results of HEA outcome analysis conducted by FEWS NET—
which uses information on crop production, prices, and other sources to 
understand households’ access to food and income relative to typical 
requirements—suggest that less than 20 percent of households are 
likely facing consumption gaps in the current situation.   

Overall, most poor households are expected to be accessing calorically adequate levels of food from own-production 
supplemented by market purchases using the income obtained the labor exchange, petty trade, and self-employment 
activities such as firewood and charcoal sales. However, some poor households who have already run out of own-produced 
food are not expected to be earning enough income to meet all food and essential non-food needs, with Stressed (IPC Phase 
2) food security outcomes expected.  

Assumptions 

In addition to the national-level assumptions, the following assumptions have been used to develop the most likely scenario 
for food security outcomes in this livelihood zone through January 2021: 

• Average cumulative rainfall is expected in the 2020/21 season. However, there is an elevated probability of above-
average rainfall due to La Niña conditions. As a result, production in the 2020/21 season is expected to be average. 
Income from food and cash crop sales in the 2021 marketing season is expected to be average. 

• Market supply of maize grain is expected to be average due to above-average production in other parts of the country. 
However, supplies are expected to be lower than normal in ADMARC markets as ADMARC purchases are still very low. 

Figure 8.   Observed and projected maize grain 

prices in Balaka market, August 2020 – July 2021 

 

 

Source: FEWS NET/MoAFS AMIS 

Figure 9.  Results of HEA Outcome Analysis: sources 

of food among very poor households in Balaka, April 

2020 – March 2021 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

https://www.heacod.org/en-gb/Pages/OA.aspx
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• Prices for the maize staple at Balaka market are expected to follow 
seasonal trends (Figure 8), increasing as the lean season 
progresses and decreasing with harvest. Prices are expected to 
trend above the five-year average.  

• Availability of agricultural labor opportunities is generally 
expected to be normal. However, wages will likely be below 
normal levels due to an increase in people seeking labor 
opportunities and reduced purchasing power among middle-
income and better-off households who hire labor.  

• Income from petty trading is expected to be below average due to 
reduced demand as many households reduce expenditure on non-
essential items. 

• Based on historical patterns and ongoing planning, poor 
households in Balaka are expected to be targeted with 
humanitarian assistance. However, at the time of this analysis, 
humanitarian assistance was not fully funded. Until assistance is 
fully planned and funded, FEWS NET assumes the absence of 
assistance. However, the impacts of assistance on food security 
outcomes are analyzed in the “events that might change the 
outlook” table below. 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

From October 2020 to January 2021, poor households will continue to 

earn income from agricultural labor, as this is within the peak labor 

season. However, wages will likely be below normal levels due to an 

increase in people seeking labor opportunities and reduced purchasing 

power among those who hire labor. As a result, income earned from 

labor opportunities will likely be below average. In addition, poor 

households are expected to seek to earn income from petty trade and 

self-employment activities (such as firewood sales and charcoal 

production), though income earned will likely be below-average overall 

due to an increase in people engaging in these activities and reduced 

demand for non-essential goods. Some of the very poor and poor 

household members will likely engage in typical migration to urban 

areas in search of labor opportunities and some may even migrate to 

Mozambique between October and January when agricultural labor 

opportunities peak. 

As the lean season progresses during this time, an increasing number of households will run out of own-produced food and 

will be relying on market purchases. Due to overall below-average household stocks and below-average access to income, 

many poor households will likely be unable to meet all food needs during this period and will be facing food consumption 

gaps or engaging in coping strategies that will damage livelihoods. During this time, households will be consuming maize meal 

and vegetables and are expected to reduce the size and frequency of meals in the absence of assistance.   

At the peak of the lean season in February 2021, availability of labor opportunities will be at their lowest as most agricultural 

activities come to an end. Poor households will likely seek to expand on self-employment activities in order to access income. 

However, due to an increase in the number of people engaged in these activities (which will also likely put downward 

pressure on prices), ability to expand income-earning from these sources is expected to be limited. Households are therefore 

expected to experience further reductions in income during this time. At the same time, maize prices will be at their highest 

in February. Food consumption gaps will therefore be largest in February and March. In mid-February to March 2021, access 

to food is expected to increase as households begin accessing food from the green harvest. 

Figure 10.  Results of HEA Outcome Analysis: sources 

of income (food and cash) among very poor households 

in Balaka, April 2020 – March 2021 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 11.  Seasonal expenditure (food and cash) 

relative to needs for very poor households in Balaka 

(Middle Shire) according to HEA outcome analysis, April 

2020 – March 2021 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

https://www.heacod.org/en-gb/Pages/OA.aspx
https://www.heacod.org/en-gb/Pages/OA.aspx
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An HEA Outcome Analysis carried out by FEWS NET in September 2020 (Figures 9-11) provides additional evidence. According 

to this analysis, very poor households (approximately 36 percent of the population) are expected to face survival deficits 

(meaning that they will likely be unable to meet all of their food and essential non-food needs) during the 2020/21 

consumption season through March 2021. On average across the entire 2020/21 consumption year, very poor households 

will face survival deficits equivalent to about 3 percent of their annual food and income needs. These deficits will likely start 

to be experienced in late 2020, as shown in Figure 11. As a result, households will likely to face consumption gaps or engage 

in coping strategies that damage livelihoods.  

In April and May 2021, food consumption is expected to improve as households access food from the harvest and some 

income from crop sales. Given expectations for normal production, households are expected to consume two to three meals 

a day, as is typical. 

No recent nutrition assessments have been conducted in Balaka. According to a nutrition survey conducted in June/July 2019 
by the Department of Nutrition, HIV/AIDS and UNICEF using Standardized Monitoring and Assessment of Relief and Transition 
(SMART) methodology, the prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) among children under five as was 0.6 percent 
(95% CI: 0.2 - 1.8), well below the WHO threshold for acceptable levels (<5%) and the lowest since May 2016. As the lean 
season progresses through October 2020 to March 2021, malnutrition levels may increase slightly but are expected to remain 
below the <5% threshold.  

As a result, Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes are expected in Balaka through November 2020. In November 2020, transition to 
Crisis (IPC Phase 3) is expected, with these outcomes expected to persist through March 2021. In April 2021, food from the 
harvests are expected to improve outcomes to Stressed (IPC Phase 2), with further improvement to Minimal (IPC Phase 1) 
expected in May 2021 as households access income from crop sales. 

Events that Might Change the Outlook 

Possible events over the next eight months that could change the most-likely scenario:  
 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

Balaka Erratic start to the 
2020/21 rainy 
season or below-
average rainfall 
amounts 

This would negatively affect the start of the agricultural season, reducing demand for labor 
during the peak time of agricultural activity. Poor households rely heavily on labor 
exchange for food and income during the lean season. Given the importance of the labor 
exchange, Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes would be expected to emerge more quickly in 
southern areas.  

Balaka Weather shocks 
(abnormal 
dryness/flooding) 

Persistent dry spells or extensive flooding would destroy crop fields and livestock and 
damage infrastructure and dwelling houses. This would reduce agricultural labor 
opportunities in the October to January period, as well as during harvests in April and May. 
In the absence of humanitarian assistance, this would likely result in some poor 
households facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes earlier during the lean season. 

Balaka Timely provision 
of humanitarian 
assistance 

Fewer households would register consumption gaps, and food security conditions would 
improve to Stressed! (IPC Phase 2!) in areas where assistance is provided. Timely and 
sustained assistance would prevent households from engaging in irreversible coping 
strategies that would damage their livelihoods. 

 

ABOUT SCENARIO DEVELOPMENT 

To project food security outcomes, FEWS NET develops a set of assumptions about likely events, their effects, and the probable 
responses of various actors. FEWS NET analyzes these assumptions in the context of current conditions and local livelihoods to arrive 
at a most likely scenario for the coming eight months. Learn more here. 

 

http://www.fews.net/our-work/our-work/scenario-development
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