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PRICE WATCH: October Food Prices November 30, 2010 

The Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET) monitors trends in staple food prices in countries vulnerable to 
food insecurity. The Price Watch provides an update on trends in selected urban centers. Prices for key markets and 
commodities monitored (mostly at the retail level) are made available in the Price Watch Annex.

*
 

ANOMALIES AND TRENDS 

As of October, several notable short- and medium-run price trends continued their current direction. In Central America, 
the price of red beans continues to rise in response to crops lost to flooding during the summer. In Chontales, Nicaragua, 
the price of red beans increased 43 percent from September to October demonstrating the trend in red bean prices in the 
region. In Tajikistan, wheat and wheat flour prices continue to increase in some markets reflecting the rising price of wheat 
imported from Kazakhstan and the reduced supply of Black Sea wheat. Markets in Afghanistan appear to be more isolated 
from this trend, but in Tajikistan, the market in Kurgan-Tyube experienced a 13 percent increase in the first-grade wheat 
flour price to a record high. Due to an unusually long dry season, Burundi is experiencing rising prices in many markets for 
staples such as beans and sweet potatoes. For example, the price of beans in Kirundo rose 12 percent between September 
and October. Uganda also has had rising prices for some commodities. However, in most markets in western and eastern 
parts of Africa, the prices of locally produced staple foods are falling due to the arrival of good harvests on markets. Some 
exceptions to this trend include some markets in Somalia and some maize producing areas in West Africa in addition to 
most markets in both Burundi and Uganda. For example, in Bakin Birji, Niger, the price of millet dropped 36 percent from 
September to October while in Eldoret, Kenya, the price of sorghum fell 61 percent. In Southern Africa, prices are stable or 
falling reflecting anticipation of good harvests next year, important stocks, and robust regional trade. For example, in 
Salima, Malawi, the price of maize fell 8 percent between September and October and remains well below the levels of the 
food price crisis despite rising international maize prices. 
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OVERVIEW 

INTERNATIONAL MARKETS 

Current situation Wheat markets were volatile in November. After rising in August and September in reaction to Russia’s 
export ban and other constraints on exporters in the Black Sea region, export wheat prices fell in October on news of good 
production prospects in the southern hemisphere. However, from the end of October through mid-November, wheat prices 
rose again. Among the factors leading to this rise may have been falling expectations for the next U.S. winter wheat crop 
and mixed harvest results in Australia. However, during the second half of November, the export prices of U.S. hard red 
winter, U.S. soft red winter, and French wheat fell again. These price rises and falls occur during what the International 
Grains Council continues to predict will be the third highest year of wheat production on record. The increase in the price of 
wheat in international markets since August has already had an impact on retail prices in import-dependent countries such 
as Afghanistan, Mauritania, Tajikistan, and Yemen. 

Rice prices increased in late August and early September due to crop losses following the floods in Pakistan, the fourth 
largest rice exporter in 2009. Prices in major exporters such as Thailand, Vietnam, and the U.S. surged again at the end of 
October. Since then, these prices continued to rise on news of supply constraints in key producers in Southeast Asia. These 
price rises have been reflected in rice prices in a few import markets such as Haiti. 

Prices for U.S. yellow maize rose in October, but fell nearly twenty dollars in November. The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
revised down its estimates of U.S. maize production in November, which would have put upward pressure on prices as U.S. 
export volumes fell slightly in November compared to October. Substitution of low quality wheat from this year’s harvest 
for maize as livestock feed might be one factor contributing to the falling demand in international markets. The earlier rise 
in maize export prices has placed upward pressure on some maize prices in West Africa, in Uganda, and in some urban 
areas of southern Africa. However, good local production in many areas has constrained the influence of the international 
price on the reference markets. 

Outlook Despite the wheat and barley production shortfall in the Black Sea region and reduced cereal production prospects 
in other parts of the world, grain trade should actually increase this year due to the drawing down of stocks. Major 
exporters such as Argentina, Australia, Brazil, the European Union, and the U.S. should make up for the production shortfall 
in Russia, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine. However, in landlocked Central Asia, the ability of these exporters to reach these 
markets with wheat and wheat flour is limited. While total grain production worldwide will probably be less than last year, 
the production level remains relatively high. 

Most cereal grain prices should remain stable over the medium term as the shock of the export restrictions by Russia and 
Ukraine in the wheat and coarse grain markets recedes. Rice prices may continue to rise in the medium term due to strong 
demand, including strong demand for imports in Sub-Saharan Africa. However, record production levels are anticipated for 
rice in 2011 with especially robust increases in India. Strong production should more than compensate for rising demand 
and even allow some exporters to increase their stocks. 

EAST AFRICA 

Current situation Staple food prices continued to decline in October in most 
reference markets in Kenya and Ethiopia due to good long-rains harvests and 
increasing market supply. For example, in Eldoret, Kenya, the price of 
sorghum fell 60 percent between September and October, although in 
Nairobi and Lodwar, Kenya, the fall in maize prices was less dramatic. In 
Ethiopia, mixed teff prices continued to fall in both Addis Ababa and Dire 
Dawa. Prices remained largely stable in Djibouti and Somalia. An exception to 
stable or falling prices in other parts of the region was the 34 percent rise in 
the price of sorghum from September to October in Qorioley, Somalia. 
Although this monthly rise was large, the sorghum price remained 9 percent 
below the price from the previous quarter. 

However, in Uganda and Burundi, October prices have increased in most markets. In Uganda, prices rose for maize, matoke 
(cooking bananas), bread, and sorghum. Small increases in the prices of these commodities are not unusual for this time 
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year, but larger increases are less common. For example, in Kampala, the price of maize rose 25 percent and the price of 
matoke rose 41 percent from September to October. In Lira, the price of sorghum rose 15 percent. Although large millers 
were reported to have accumulated sufficient stocks of grains, a factor explaining this abnormal rise in prices is the 
important purchases by small millers and traders ahead of the holiday season. In Burundi, an unusually long dry season, 
probably due to La Niña, has delayed bean crops in marshland areas, thus leading to low bean supply and driving up prices. 
Yet, good stocks from the previous harvest have mitigated the price hike and cassava prices have remained relatively stable. 
As consumers have substituted sweet potatoes for beans and for imported grains, the price of sweet potato has also risen. 

Outlook Staple food prices will most likely continue to decline in Ethiopia and Sudan as this year’s good harvests reach the 
markets. In Tanzania, Somalia, and Djibouti, prices of staples are likely to increase between November and December in 
anticipation of the lean season. Traders may build up stocks over the short term in anticipation of price increases during 
that period. In Somalia, the suspension of food aid and insecurity will most likely continue to put upward pressure on prices 
in some areas, but so far these factors have been muted in most markets. In Uganda, prices may continue to increase until 
new supplies reach the markets and in Burundi prices are likely to increase further following the tightening of the export 
supply from Tanzania. 

SOUTHERN AFRICA 

Current situation With the lean season approaching, regional staple food 
price trends are exhibiting gradual price increases on some markets due to 
high demand for stocking while other areas are still recording price drops 
due to ample supplies. These trends are largely influenced by local conditions 
around each reference market. Rising prices have been observed in markets 
that are situated in major deficit areas. Examples include Maputo market in 
Mozambique where the price of yellow maize rose 16 percent between 
September and October to a price 24 percent above the previous year. Other 
large urban centers saw high maize prices such as Harare market in 
Zimbabwe where the price of maize rose 13 percent between September and 
October. All of these markets remain adequately supplied with food from surplus areas although transportation costs are 
exerting additional upward pressure on prices. Prices in areas with remaining stocks remain low and some are falling. For 
example, the price of maize fell to its lowest level since 2007 in Salima, Malawi. Most current year prices though remain 
above the five-year average.  Meanwhile prices for maize and wheat on the South Africa Futures Exchange (SAFEX) 
increased gradually from July to September. However, these prices dropped steadily throughout October. The increases 
were largely driven by rising international prices of maize, but because of ample local supplies, these increases have been 
well below those exhibited by maize grain export prices in the United States and Argentina. 

Outlook Overall, staple food prices in most local markets are expected to increase gradually following seasonal trends 
peaking between January and February, the peak of the lean season. Supplies on local markets are expected to remain 
adequate through next march as stocks are moved from surplus- to deficit-area markets in response to increasing demand. 
After the lean season, prices will start to decline in response to increasing food availability from the green harvests around 
March and April. Maize and wheat prices on SAFEX are expected to remain volatile as they closely track trends on 
international markets. Nonetheless, the good performance of rainfall thus far and favorable rainfall forecasts are likely to 
exert a strong influence on local prices with larger plantings and harvests driving prices downwards, which would most 
likely help contain any price rises from international markets. 
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WEST AFRICA 

Current situation The already ample supply of cereals, tubers, and 
leguminous commodities increased in October with the significant quantities 
of newly harvested crops arriving on markets. As new crops continue to 
reach markets, most prices for locally produced commodities will continue to 
fall. No significant obstacles have been detected for cross-border flows and 
transfers are occurring from surplus to deficit areas though price declines 
tend to lag in deficit areas. Prices are down across most staple commodities 
between September and October such as a 23 percent drop in the price of 
maize in Bol, Chad, a 36 percent drop in the price of millet in Bakin Birji, 
Niger, and a 16 percent drop in the price of sorghum in Djibo, Burkina Faso. 

Part of the population in West Africa is dependent on wheat and rice imports 
in particular in Mauritania, Senegal, Gambia, and Guinea-Bissau. The recent 
increases in wheat and rice prices in international markets could adversely 
affect many households in the region, but wheat prices in international 
markets fell throughout November. As wheat prices fell slightly in 
international markets, the price of wheat in Nouakchott, Mauritania, 
remained steady in October and has not risen since August. Rice prices have 
remained stable in most markets in West Africa including in Niamey, Niger, 
and Nouakchott, Mauritania, but rising international rice prices may affect 
these markets over time. 

Outlook Trade flows from southern surplus areas to northern deficit areas 
should continue. Staple food prices are expected to continue to moderately decrease in most monitored markets 
throughout the region in the coming months following generally normal to above-normal harvests and good prospects for 
the second cropping season in bimodal zones. However, demand from traders, humanitarian organizations, and 
governments rebuilding their stocks and strategic reserves may put upward pressure on prices. Also, further rises in the 
price of rice imports from Asian markets may affect rice prices in the region. 

CENTRAL ASIA 

Current situation Wheat flour prices increased in the reference markets in 
Afghanistan. In Hirat, Jalalabad, andKabul, the price of wheat flour increased 
from July to October by 21 percent, 18 percent, and 15 percent respectively. 
Wheat grain prices also increased over the same period. In Hirat the wheat 
grain price increased 31 percent from July to October. When compared to 
last year though, the price of wheat is stable or lower in all the reference 
markets other than Hirat where the price is up six percent. In Tajikistan, 
wheat grain and flour prices generally increased, probably due to a 
combination of factors including greater market integration with export 
markets in the Black Sea region. In Kurgan-Tyube, in southern Tajikistan, the 
price of wheat flour exceeded its peak from the summer of 2008 in nominal terms and rose 36 percent over the past 
quarter and 13 percent between September and October. Prices for rice were stable in both Tajikistan and Afghanistan. 
Potatoes, an important staple food in Tajikistan, did rise in price in several markets from September to October, including in 
Dushanbe and Khorog. These potato prices though remain similar to prices from a year ago. 

Outlook The prices of wheat grain and flour in the region may modestly rise over the next several months if supplies of 
imports from Kazakhstan or other source countries were to be reduced. The recent easing of prices in international markets 
may be transmitted to local markets in Tajikistan if the price of wheat exports in Kazakhstan is affected, balancing the 
upward trend. Reduced rice exports from Pakistan from the areas that were flooded this year may lead to rising prices, but 
so far rice prices in Afghanistan do not indicate a tightening supply of rice. However, wheat flour prices have risen in 
Afghanistan and this rise may continue. In more remote markets in both countries, extreme winter weather conditions may 
cut the supply chain off for periods of time leading to temporarily higher local prices. 
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CARIBBEAN AND CENTRAL AMERICA 

Current situation Above-normal rains from tropical storms this summer led 
to flooding and crop losses in Central America. The price of red beans 
continued to rise partly in response to these losses in El Salvador, Honduras, 
and Nicaragua. For example, in Chontales, Nicaragua, the price of red beans 
has been increasing since June and rose 43 percent from September to 
October, reaching a level 150 percent above that in the previous year. In San 
Pedro Sula, Honduras, the price of red beans was 158 percent higher than a 
year ago. Governments in the region have reacted to the red bean price hike 
with various policy measures. El Salvador and Honduras have both begun to 
sell red beans in the market at fixed prices to try to limit the impact of rising 
prices on consumers. Costa Rica recently lowered import tariffs on beans to 
increase the supply of imported pulses and lower domestic prices. Despite 
white maize losses in the region due to the storms and high yellow maize 
prices in international markets, white maize prices remained relatively 
stable. For example, in Guatemala City, the prices of white maize and yellow 
maize were stable. Maize imports from Mexico likely contributed to the 
stability of prices in the region. 

Imported products in Haiti have increased in price. Between September and 
October, imported rice increased in price by 11 percent in Hinche, 15 percent 
in Port-au-Prince, 23 percent in Cap-Haïtien, and 35 percent in Jacmel. But 
current rice prices remain below prices from six months earlier. Sugar, which 
is in large part imported, has also risen in price. However, maize and maize 
meal prices were steady or falling in monitored markets in Haiti. In Jacmel, the price of black beans rose 20 percent and in 
Cap-Haïtien it rose five percent. These unseasonal rises in black bean prices may be the result of poor access to markets and 
crop losses from abnormally heavy rains. 

Outlook Prices over the next few months in Central America, both for beans and for maize will depend on the harvest from 
the postrera season. Below-normal rainfall in October may contribute to reduced yields in some areas. The governments of 
Honduras and El Salvador continue to sell beans at a subsidized price to increase their availability. These subsidized sales 
may increase access to beans for some households, but over time, these sales could decrease incentives for red bean 
production in the region. The rising price of yellow maize from the U.S. and Argentina appears to have largely bypassed 
Central America. By November, prices for U.S. yellow maize were falling, so impacts on prices in the region may remain 
muted. 

The persistence of high food commodity prices in international markets will most likely entail an upward trend in prices in 
Haiti. In addition, hurricane Tomas did cause crop losses in some areas of the country. Decreased availability of local crops 
may lead to increased demand for imported staple foods. Potential social strife in Port-au-Prince and other urban centers 
during the periods preceding and following the presidential elections may limit access to markets and disrupt usual 
marketing channels, which could lead to price increases especially for imported goods in remote markets. 

 

 


