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Overall favorable food security outcomes as near average harvests come in  

   

  KEY MESSAGES
 

• The overall food security outcomes for Malawi are expected to be 
Minimal (IPC Phase 1) until the next harvest in 2018, apart from a few 
localized areas in the extreme north and south that experienced 
abnormal dryness and Fall Armyworm (FAW) infestations. Since national 
production for major food crops is estimated to be slightly above average, 
most households are consuming food from their own production and this 
will continue throughout the consumption season. Typically, poorer 
households will need to supplement their own produced food with 
purchases. This will occur this year, and households will use incomes 
obtained through agricultural and off-farm labor.  
 

• Malawi registered production increases in major food crops ranging from 
5 to 34 percent above the five-year average. The country also recorded a 
maize carryover stock level of about 130,000 MT in ADMARC and the 
Strategic Grain Reserve. Based on these supplies, a positive food supply 
outlook is expected for the entire consumptions season.   

 

• Normal rainfall is expected for the next production season starting 
around October/November 2017. International forecast models indicated 
that ENSO neutral conditions are likely in southern Africa. These 
conditions are characterized by normal rainfall in the region. Normal 
rainfall will ensure a normal cropping season, which will maintain the 
favorable food security conditions.  

 

SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 
 

 

 

Current acute food security 

outcomes, June 2017.  

 

 
 

Source: FEWS NET  
This map represents acute food insecurity 
outcomes relevant for emergency 

decision-making. It does not necessarily 
reflect chronic food insecurity. Visit here 
for more on this scale. 
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NATIONAL OVERVIEW 
Current Situation 
 
Food and Income Availability  

 
Households began accessing their own production during the March to April 
period. In most parts of the country, households can meet their food needs 
by relying on their own production. During the April to June period, 
households in most areas of Malawi engaged in harvest activities for the main 
season as well as activities for irrigated crop cultivation. The Ministry of 
Agriculture released third round production estimates in mid-June that 
indicated that cereal production for 2017 was above average overall. These 
latest estimates show that maize production increased this year and is 
approximately 5-6 percent above the five-year average, while rice is 8.1 
percent above average, sorghum 18.6 percent and millet 5.1 percent above 
average. Average cassava production was achieved as well, but one of the 
largest increases in production was for sweet potatoes, which was 34 percent 
above the five-year average. Groundnuts this season registered an increase of 
13.9 percent above average as well. In comparison to the last two years, 
national maize production for 2016/17 is much better.  

 
Food Security Conditions 

 
Near average national maize supplies should ensure adequate household food 
availability for all wealth groups during the June 2016 to January 2017 period, 
except for a few localized areas in the north and south that faced shocks this 
season. Households started accessing food from their own production in 
March/April and are expected to be able to continue consuming own 
produced food up to the October to January period and some households 
even to the end of the consumption season in March 2018. 

 
Preliminary results of a SMART survey carried out during the harvest period in 
May 2017 showed improvements in food security indicators when compared 
to another SMART survey carried out during the lean season in 
November/December 2016. These improvements are expected since the 
most recent survey took place during the 2017 harvest period.  
 
Marketing Activities  
 
Because of the good production season and some carryover stocks, Malawi’s 
internal food supplies are slightly above average. The country recorded maize 
carryover stocks of about 130,000 MT in ADMARC, the grain marketing board, 
and the strategic grain reserve.  Currently, there is sufficient availability of the 
maize staple in all markets across the country and maize prices are falling 
steeply as compared to those recorded at the start of the 2016/17 
consumption season. Nonetheless, food prices have remained above the five-year average. 
 
ADMARC markets are fully stocked with maize selling at the government fixed price of MWK 250/kg. This price is 
about 53 percent above the prices offered by private traders, which is leading to more households selling maize to 
private traders as opposed to ADMARC markets this season. Other internal food markets are fully functional and will 
enable those households that rely on markets for part of their food needs to access maize throughout the 
consumption season. 

Projected acute food security 

outcomes, June - September 2017. 
 

 
 

Projected food security outcomes, 

October 2017-January 2018. 
 

 
 

                                Source: FEWS NET  
This map represents acute food insecurity 
outcomes relevant for emergency decision-

making. It does not necessarily reflect 
chronic food insecurity. Visit here for more 
on this scale. 
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National Level Assumptions 
 

The Food Security Outlook for June 2017 to January 2018 is based on the following national-level assumptions: 
 
National food stocks: Food Supply situation: Malawi will likely have adequate national food stocks throughout the 
consumption season. After two consecutive years of significant reduction in crop production, Ministry of Agriculture 
crop estimates have shown that Malawi has realized near average production of maize and above average 
production in other food crops, which will ensure adequate food stocks.  National crop estimates show that Malawi 
has produced about 3.3 MMT of maize as compared to 2.3 MMT last year. The crop estimates have shown that 
surpluses have been achieved in alternative food crops, with sorghum, cassava, and rice registering production levels 
above the five-year average. In addition, ADMARC reported carryover stocks of about 100,000 MT while the SGR 
also reported carryover stocks of about 30,000 MT. Despite the lowest production season in 2015/16 in the past 
decade, Malawi has carryover stocks due to significant informal inflows of maize from Zambia and Tanzania.  

 
Household food stocks: In general, household food stocks in most households across the country will be adequate 
to cover consumption needs. For households in the very poor and poor wealth group, food stocks will be obtained 
from own production in the first six to eight months after harvest, and the rest from purchases and labor exchange 
to the end of the consumption season. For households in the middle and better off wealth group, most of the food 
will be obtained from their own production and supplemented by other non-staple food through purchases. This is 
because of a normal production year where households in all wealth groups manage to obtain over 95 percent of 
their food needs and register minimal or no gaps. However, food stocks in some localized areas that registered lower 
production due to localized shocks, including Nsanje and Karonga district, will have lower household food stocks and 
will have to employ other ways of coping and may even require assistance this consumption year.  

 
Incomes earned from cash crops (tobacco, cotton, soya bean): Household incomes obtained from cash crops across 
all wealth groups will be below normal. Households normally access incomes from key cash crops such as tobacco, 
cotton, and (more recently) soya beans in the post-harvest period of May to August, when sales are at the peak. 
However, this season there were significant reductions in the production of key cash crops, especially tobacco and 
cotton. This contrasts with the average to above average food crop production realized this season.  This reduction 
in cash crop levels will likely lead to reduced incomes at both the macro and micro level. Initial crop estimates by the 
Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) show that tobacco production is 40 percent below average, while cotton production 
has declined by as much as 73 percent in comparison to normal production. Incomes in some households, especially 
central Malawi, may be boosted by sales of soya beans whose production is reported to be about 60 percent above 
five-year average. However, soya is not yet fully marketed on the export market, so it may not provide the same 
level of income for households and foreign currency for the country as tobacco and cotton.  

 
Labor availability and rates: Apart from a few localized areas, on-farm and off-farm labor demand and wages will 
be normal in most parts of the country. This income source can cover up to 40 percent of the basic food needs of 
poor and very poor households in normal years through in-kind and cash payments. Between the months of May 
and October, very poor and poor households obtain most of their income from some harvest and irrigated 
production activities, as well as from off-farm construction, and brickmaking. When the main farming season starts 
in October, poorer households transition to on-farm land preparation, planting, and weeding. The period from 
November through February, is considered the most labor-intensive time of the year, which also coincides with the 
peak of the lean season in Malawi. During this period, very poor and poor households rely on income from 
agricultural labor related activities to purchase food and for other livelihood needs. With average production 
registered in the 2016/17 production season, both post-harvest (2016/17) on farm and non-farm labor availability 
and wages are expected to be average throughout the outlook period.  
 
Irrigated maize production for south, central, and northern regions: Prospects for irrigated production this year are 
lower than normal. Households with access to wetlands or irrigable land normally produce maize, beans, sweet 
potatoes and vegetables for food and for sale during the September to November period, which improves food and 
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cash access as the country enters the lean period. Irrigated production activities starting with land preparation, 
planting, weeding and harvests span Irrigation production activities start as early as April in the southern region 
through to November. In the central region, most irrigated activities take place from May to August where most of 
the irrigated maize is consumed or sold green. In the north, irrigation production activities normally commence in 
June and July until the start of the main rainfall season in November and December. District agriculture monthly 
reports estimate that the irrigated crop production which contributes about 10 to 20 percent of household needs in 
a normal year will increase in the south by about 10 percent, while irrigated maize is expected to reduce by 15 
percent in the central region and by 4 percent in the northern region. Southern districts are at an advantage in terms 
of irrigated production since these areas received more rainfall this season. Another advantage for districts in the 
south is that they harvest early and start irrigated cropping before the rains fully tail-off. With an average rainfed 
production level this season, the impact of reduced irrigated production for the surplus producing central and 
northern Malawi will be minimal apart from areas that will suffer from localized food insecurity.   
 
Impact of Fall Armyworm and other pests on 
irrigated production and 2017/18 seasonal 
progress:  An increase in Fall Armyworm (FAW) crop 
infestations (if not put under control) will likely lead 
to reduced prospects for irrigated crop production 
this season.  Since January 2017, FAW infestations 
among cereal crops have continued to cause 
damage. The outbreak has now spread countrywide 
and the damage caused by the pest varies. The 
MoAIWD has intensified control efforts by 
conducting monitoring exercises, providing 
pesticides, as well as carrying out sensitization 
campaigns. The Ministry of Agriculture reported that 
about 138,344 hectares out of the total 1,547,339 
hectares of planted cereals was infested by the FAW. 
However, the presence of the FAW when the maize 
crop was in the advanced stages of development are 
believed to have minimized on rainfed production 
this season. However, the concentration of FAW in 
smaller plots of land for irrigated projection may 
cause severe damage to irrigated crops this year 
(Table 1). 
 
2017/18 Start of season: Malawi is expected to 
experience normal rainfall during the October to 
December period due the likely ENSO neutral 
conditions expected according to international 
forecast models as of June 2017. In southern Africa, 
the high chances of ENSO neutral conditions will 
likely lead to a normal start of main rains as well as 
average rainfall this season. Based on this 
international forecast model, FEWS NET assumes 
that middle and better off households will adequately invest in agricultural production during the 2017/18 season, 
thereby increasing labor availability for poorer households. The average rainfall conditions will likely contribute to 
stable food prices throughout the outlook period as well.  
 
Maize grain price trends and projections:  In comparison to the past two years, maize grain prices will be much 
lower this outlook period, but will remain above the five-year average. FEWS NET’s analysis shows that national 
average prices for the maize staple will be about 20 percent lower than last year, but will remain about 45 percent 
above the five-year average prices. Average maize prices, which are around MWK 170/kg, will decrease to about 

Table 1. Rainfed maize hectarage affected for Fall 

Armyworm, May 2017. 

 

District 
Hectares 
affected 

Total area 
production 

Estimated % 
affected 

Blantyre 2,086 44,806 5 

Phalombe 1,511 40,282 4 

Chiradzulu 108 31,400 0 

Mwanza 397 19,203 2 

Neno 166 22,881 1 

Thyolo 9,528 48,611 20 

Mulanje 2,850 56,708 5 

Zomba 1,792 79,865 2 

Balaka 17,442 54,094 32 

Machinga 1,426 48,417 3 

Mangochi 16,574 90,267 18 

Chikwawa 10,206 36,433 28 

Nsanje 3,991 9,289 43 

Lilongwe East 4,073 60,213 7 

Lilongwe West 1,539 109,120 1 

Ntcheu 10,174 84,753 12 

Dedza 2,342 83,453 3 

Dowa 2,771 97,550 3 

Ntchisi 1,323 40,568 3 

Kasungu 10,422 114,407 9 

Mchinji 352 104,847 0 

Nkhotakota 3,320 24,445 14 

Salima 2,680 38,212 7 

Rumphi 2,403 19,235 12 

Nkhata Bay 395 14,251 3 

Mzimba North 1,500 49,770 3 

Mzimba South 21,925 68,576 32 

Likoma - 130 - 

Karonga 2,958 24,088 12 

Chitipa 2,091 31,465 7 

     Source:  MoAIWD 
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MWK 140/kg in May and June before rising to MWK 150/kg in July and gradually increasing to MWK 160/kg in 
October and MWK 175/kg in December 2017 and January 2018. The drivers for reduced maize prices this marketing 
year are the average harvests which have increased food supplies in households and markets, as well as some 
carryover maize stocks, especially with ADMARC. Another driver for the reduced maize prices is that the rainfall 
forecast for the 2017/18 season is expected to be average.   
 
Prevalence of acute malnutrition: The 
results of a nutrition survey completed 
in May 2017 using the Standardized 
Monitoring and Assessment of Relief 
and Transitions (SMART) methodology 
found that the overall national weighted 
Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) 
prevalence was estimated at 2.2 percent 
(95% CI: 1.7- 2.8). The national 
prevalence falls below the 5 percent 
threshold and is “Acceptable” according 
to World Health Organization 
classification of malnutrition. The GAM 
prevalence is just slightly lower than the 
national prevalence of 2.5 percent 
(95%CI: 2.0-3.3) from the results of a 
similar survey completed in May 2016.  
The nutrition situation is expected to 
worsen between October 2017 and 
January 2018 because this is the peak of the lean season, or when food prices are at their highest and local food 
supplies are at their lowest.  Nonetheless, the GAM prevalence is expected to remain within acceptable levels. 
  

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 
 
June-September 2017: Food security outcomes for most parts of Malawi will be Minimal (IPC Phase 1) due to the 
above average maize production this season. Households will be accessing incomes from crop sales and some 
harvest related labor in addition to non-agricultural labor. Food consumption is expected to be at borderline and 
acceptable levels. Based on the recent SMART survey, the national overall GAM prevalence is “acceptable”. Food 
prices will be much lower than they have been over the past two seasons. These more affordable prices should 
improve household purchasing power. Most households will attain average incomes from labor and crop sales, 
however a few areas that faced localized shocks in the north and south are expected to be Stressed (IPC Phase 2) 
during this period.  
 
October 2017-January 2018: Acute food insecurity outcomes for most parts of Malawi will continue to be Minimal 
(IPC Phase 1) during this period and households will still be accessing their own produced food stocks. Some very 
poor and poor households will also be making market food purchases to supplement their own food stocks. 
Households will have access to income that they obtained from crop sales, on-farm and off-farm labor exchange, 
and from the sale of small livestock. The GAM prevalence is also expected to worsen slightly, but be within normal 
levels (still below the 5 percent WHO threshold), as expected in the lean period. Food prices will follow normal trends 
for this time of the year and are expected to increase, but will be much lower in comparison to the two previous 
seasons and more affordable to most households since they will be able to access average levels of cash/ income. 
Households in the few areas that faced localized shocks in the south and north are expected to transition from 
Stressed (IPC 2) outcomes to Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes during this period. 

 
 
 

Figure 1. National average maize grain price projections. 
 

 
Source: FEWS NET Estimates based on FSNAU data.  
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AREAS OF CONCERN  
 

Karonga District of the Central Karonga (CKA) Livelihood Zone 
 

Current Situation 
 
2016/17 Seasonal Overview 
 
Several districts in the northern region 
received rainfall at levels that were 
below normal rainfall and amounts that 
were much less than what was received 
during the season of the El Niño-
induced drought. Central Karonga 
livelihood zone was one of the areas 
that received below normal rainfall. 
Compared to all the other livelihood 
zones in the country, CKA has a 
relatively short agricultural season, which is one of the main constraints on production. Rainfall typically starts in 
December and tails off in April and the annual rainfall ranges from 800 mm to 1400 mm which, if consistently 
distributed, provides a good basis for agriculture. In the 2016/17 production season, these unpredictable weather 
patterns occurred in the CKA. Erratic and below normal rainfall was received in the October to December period, 
followed by excessive rains in January, and very low rainfall characterized by long dry spells in the February to March 
period. The below normal rainfall has led to low production in most key crops within the Central Karonga livelihood 
zone.  
 
Crop Production  
 
Overall summer crop production for Karonga district has been low for key food and cash crops. Analysis of third 
round crop production data shows that district maize production is 14 percent below the five-year average, 
production of beans fell by 27 percent, tobacco by 38 percent, and cotton production dropped by 71 percent. Sweet 
potato production is 46 percent below average, while soya bean and sunflower production are 51 and 67 percent 
below average, respectively. Only rice, pigeon pea, and cassava production are projected to be at normal and above 
normal levels. Karonga district has reported an estimated 10 percent of this reduced maize production being 
attributed to FAW. Crops became infested with FAW at vegetative stages and destroyed tender grains at the cobbing 
stages. Karonga reported that about 2,958 hectares of maize out of the district total of 24,088 hectares was affected 
by FAW, with the most severe impact in the Central Karonga livelihood zone.  MoA and community interviews 
indicated that there has so far been no effective control of FAW because most of the known pesticides were 
ineffective. 
 
Households have started harvesting this year’s crop and are currently consuming food from their own production. 
Households are also accessing summer maize, rice, and sweet potatoes. Groundnut crops failed due to dry 
conditions, while cassava has not yet matured. Some households are supplementing their own-produced stocks with 
market purchases. Households are accessing incomes from small livestock sales, casual labor for irrigated cultivation, 
and selling of mats. In normal years, only the two upper wealth groups produce enough surplus food to both cover 
their annual food needs and to sell for cash, while the bottom two wealth groups must supplement their production 
with significant amounts of purchased food, payment in-kind, and food aid. The very poor obtain about 43 percent 
of food needs from own production while the poor households obtain 62 percent of their food needs from own 
production during a normal consumption year.  
 
 
 

Figure 2. Rainfall estimates (RFE) for Karonga district. 

 
    Source: USGS  
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Livestock Production  
 
Overall district level livestock 
production data for May 2017 is 
showing normal levels of 
livestock. Cattle, goat, and pig 
production registered small 
increases ranging from 1 to 2.5 
percent above the five-year 
average. Chicken production 
levels in May 2017 had 
registered increases of 5 
percent above normal. 
However, district agriculture 
official and community interviews indicated that chicken numbers normally decrease dramatically due to New Castle 
disease outbreaks that commonly occur. During the interviews, the prices of small livestock were also discussed and 
were expected to fall significantly during the lean period. This may result in lower incomes realized from livestock 
sales for very poor and poor households. 
 
Incomes 
 
Incomes for the very poor and poor households are below normal in the in the post-harvest period of June to 
September. Households get most of their incomes from crop sales during this period. Cash and food crop sales 
provide 30 percent of total incomes for very poor households, 34 percent for poor households, and 40 and 54 
percent for middle and better-off households, respectively. The crop sales provide most of the incomes earned by 
households during the June to September period. Households will still obtain normal levels of income from irrigated 
agricultural labor and off-farm labor such as construction. However, on-farm and off-farm labor will provide minimal 
incomes as the peak agricultural labor period is during the main production season from November to January, the 
amount of income from labor cannot make up for income loss from crops sales. Another drawback is that with lower 
than normal production in the zone, more households will be competing for the same opportunities which may lead 
to lower wages. Household interviews indicated that most of their incomes will be spent on food purchases at the 
expense of other essential non-food essentials. 
 
Maize Supplies and Prices 
 
Maize stocks in private and ADMARC markets are adequate.  Average food prices between January and April 2017 
have been higher than the national average. Traders attributed the higher prices to reduced flows of maize from the 
neighboring Chitipa and Rumphi districts, which are the main sources of maize for Karonga. The reduced flows are a 
result of increased government restrictions on inter-district maize grain movement for the northern-most districts 
to control informal cross border maize trade in response to increased cases of maize smuggling. Despite maize prices 
registering significant drops in Karonga main market, the MoA are still recorded prices above MWK 200 in the 
surrounding markets for the month of April. These recent prices were still over 70 percent above the five-year 
average and even slightly above last year’s prices. Prices have since started going down as more households harvest 
their maize. 
 

Assumptions for Central Karonga Livelihood Zone 
 
In addition to the national assumptions listed above, the most likely scenario in for poor households in this livelihood 
zone for June 2017-January 2018 is based on the following assumptions: 
 

Household food availability: Households will be consuming food from their own production in the post-harvest 
period from June to September. Despite reduced food crop production due to drought and damage by FAW, 
households will still manage to have food stocks from own production that will be sufficient for consumption needs 

Table 2.  Karonga district production trends. 

Source:  MoAIWD 

 

 
2012/13 (MT) 2013/14 (MT) 2014/15 (MT) 2015/16 (MT) 2016/17 (MT) 

Maize 
(rainfed)  

52,932 32,276 34,243 38,159 34,037 
 

Maize 
(irrigated) 

15,611 15,838 16,204 18,477 18,681 

Rice (rainfed) 32,337 29,037 18,924 28,387 26,691 

Rice (irrigated) 5,588 5,666 6,309 6,457 6,470 

Cotton 6,150 6,058 5,579 3,885 1,793 

Groundnuts 3,284 2,472 2,384 2,704 4,045 

Tobacco (kgs) 486,313 398,020 519,691 681,007 268,836 

Beans 601 577 548 569 541 
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from June to September. However, some households with lower food stocks will supplement their own stocks with 
market purchases. FEWS NET assumes that very poor and poor households will continue eating own produced food 
supplemented with purchases in the June to September period. In the October to December period, households will 
access some food from irrigated production and cassava. However, this food will not be adequate for very poor and 
poor households. In a normal year, it was also found that households fill their food gap by food aid which provided 
about 8 percent of food needs. The absence of humanitarian assistance will further widen the food gap left by 
reduced crop production. The households will increase dependence on market purchases in the October 2017 to 
January 2018 period, but poorer households will not manage to access adequate food due to low incomes because 
of lower cash crop production.  
 
Livestock prices and conditions: Overall livestock numbers for the district were around average. However, poorer 
households reported having lower stocks as they had sold most of the livestock to purchase food in the lean period 
of the 2016/17 consumption season. Livestock prices are expected to be normal between June and October 2017. A 
FEWS NET rapid assessment in May found average cattle prices to be at MWK 100,000, Goat prices at MWK 18,000, 
Pig prices at about MWK 20,000, and chicken prices at an average of MWK 2,500 each. Overall livestock conditions 
were good owing to average pastures and food during the rainy season. However, community interviews indicated 
that livestock prices normally reduce during the lean period and reduce further in years of acute food insecurity. 
There were fears that with the reduced harvests this year, prices of livestock may reduce in the lean period. 
 
Income from crop sales: FEWS NET assumes that income from cash crop sales will be significantly below average 
due to significantly below average cotton production. Production of cotton, the major cash crop in the zone, fell by 
about 72 percent as compared to the five-year average. The significant drop is a result of market disincentives in the 
previous growing season as well and the withdrawal of subsidies and loans by the government. These events took 
place in a year when households had depleted assets and were emerging from consecutive years of droughts. This 
left many households with no income to invest in cotton production. Areas that grow tobacco also registered a 45 
percent decrease in production. Most households replaced cotton production with pigeon peas this season, but are 
uncertain about market availability and prices. In a few areas in CKA, households which have access to some 
wetlands will get some modest incomes from rice production, but the incomes will not be adequate to cover their 
needs. 
 
Labor opportunities and incomes: Both on-farm and off farm labor availability in the harvest period in the post-
harvest period will be normal as some better off households intensify irrigated production. On-farm labor will be 
normal during the October to January period as farming activities for the next main production season will be 
underway. Despite reduced incomes from crop sales, middle and better off households will obtain some income 
from livestock sales, which will enable them to pay for labor.  
 
Irrigated crop production: Irrigated production in Central Karonga livelihood zone will likely register increases 
according to Ministry of Agriculture estimates.  Despite a poor start and poor rainfall distribution during the 2016/17 
cropping season, Karonga district was experiencing later than normal rainfall which could increase moisture 
availability for irrigated maize and rice. Ministry of Agriculture estimates showed that irrigated maize production is 
projected to be between 10 to 20 percent above normal and rice is projected to be about 10 percent above normal. 
However, irrigated maize production is still under susceptible to FAW infestations, which severely damaged the 
summer maize crop. Ministry of Agriculture officials estimate based on the summer crop losses due to FAW, losses 
of irrigated maize in more concentrated areas could be much more. 
 
Integrated maize price projections: FEWS NET assumes that prices in Karonga district will likely be lower than 
previous years but will remain higher than the five-year average. FEWS NET’s technical analysis is showing that 
average maize prices in Karonga district will be about 20 percent below last year, but about 46 percent above the 
five-year average. A FEWS NET Rapid assessment in May found that maize was being sold at about MWK 230 per 
kilogram, which is much higher than the national average of MWK 170/kg. Traders attributed the higher prices to 
reduced flows of maize from the neighboring Chitipa and Rumphi districts which are the main sources of maize for 
Karonga.  
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Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

 
Despite below average crop, between June and September households will be consuming from own production. 
Due to the already low production realized, very poor and poor households have already reduced meals from the 
traditional three meals per day to one meal per day. Households are consuming maize, rice, and sweet potatoes in 
combination with pulses, vegetables, and small fish as gravy. These meals are supplemented by bananas and milk 
products. During the October to January period, households will run out of own produced food and rely more on 
markets where they will mostly purchase maize. Some households will also be supplementing their meals with 
cassava but cassava contributes only about 5 
percent on household annual food needs. 
Households will continue to have limited 
income because most are still recovering from 
extensive use of stressed coping strategies 
during the last consumption period. 
Households will continue accessing modest 
incomes from small livestock sales although at 
significantly reduced levels. During household 
interviews in May, poorer households 
reported selling most of their small livestock 
species to purchase food during the lean 
season. Households in Karonga district did not 
receive humanitarian assistance last 
consumption year, even though assistance 
contributes to about 8 percent of the food 
needs of households in a normal year. As the 
outlook period progresses, poor households 
will increasingly seek agricultural and non-
agricultural labor, increase self-employment, 
firewood sales, as well as making and selling mats.  However, incomes from these sources are likely going to be 
below normal as more households will be seeking labor and exploiting natural resources for incomes this year. 
Increased competition will lead to reduced demand and likely lower wages. Poor households in the area are expected 
to transition from Stressed (IPC 2) outcomes to Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes during this period. 
 

Nsanje District of the Lower Shire (LSH) Livelihood Zone 
 
Current Situation 
 
2016/17 Seasonal Overview 

 
According to the 2005 baseline profile for 
LSH, the soils in this southern-most zone are 
moderately productive sandy clay and clay 
loam, which, paired with the low precipitation 
and high temperatures, is still considered one 
of the more productive areas in southern 
Malawi. Normally the rainy season starts in 
the second half of November and ends in late 
February or early March.  According to 
Ministry of Agriculture second round 
production estimates report, in the 2016/17 
production season Nsanje district received cumulative rainfall amounts that are higher than both 2015/16 rainfall 
season as well as the ten-year mean (2001-2010). However, during the first half of the rainfall season (October to 

Figure 3. Karonga maize grain price projections. 

 
    Source: FEWS NET  

 Figure 4.  Rainfall estimates (RFE) for Nsanje district. 

 
    Source: USGS 
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December) the cumulative rainfall was almost the same as the ten-year average. Mid-season, the district 
experienced a one-month dry spell in February 2017. 
 
Crop production 
 
LSH is an annual food deficit zone that normally depends on food imports from neighboring Mozambique, upland 
areas of the southern region, as well as food from the surplus producing areas of the central region. The area planted 
for maize in the 2016/17 production season was 10,086 hectares compared to the five-year average area of 8,597 
hectares. This represents a 17 percent increase in area planted for maize. In comparison to last season, this year’s 
planted area for maize increased by 13 percent.  However, overall maize production fell to levels that are 36 below 
the five-year average. The main drivers behind this reduction are mid-season dry spells that occurred between early 
February and early March in some parts of the district, as well as FAW infestations that damaged cropped land. 
Ministry of Agriculture district reports indicate that about 3,991 hectares of maize cropped land was attacked by 
FAW during summer production (Table 1). This represents about 43 percent of land cropped with maize in Nsanje.  
 
Third round agricultural production estimates indicate that irrigated maize will be 40 percent below normal this 
season. A FEWS NET assessment in May found that most of the irrigation cultivation areas were in the vegetative 
stage and there were significant FAW infestations, requiring farmers to spray chemicals at least twice a week to 
reduce damage. In some extreme cases, crops that were damaged severely were reported to be uprooted by 
households. Because the FAW has infested these irrigated crops, further reductions are likely.  
 
Cotton, the main cash crop in the district registered a significant 96 percent drop in production compared to five-
year average according to third round crop estimates. This was largely attributed to farmers abandoning the crop 
because of very low prices in over the past two years and the damage caused to crops due to the cotton mealy bug.   
 
Two other important food crops, 
sorghum and millet, also recorded a 
production reduction of about 15 
and 30 percent, respectively, while 
rice production fell by 7 percent. 
Own crop production contributes 
approximately 40 and 50 percent of 
total annual food requirement for 
the very poor and poor households, 
respectively. Very poor and poor 
households normally harvest food 
that last them five to six months. Cotton is the only crop which brings in more income from crop sales for all 
households in the district. 
 
Maize market supplies are currently at normal levels for this time of the year. However, the maize being sold by 
private traders is sourced from nearby Mozambique. Compared to the same time in 2016, current prices for maize 
in Nsanje are about 66 percent lower. Maize is being sold at MWK 100 per kilogram. Compared to the five-year 
average, current prices are 10 percent lower. A FEWS NET rapid assessment revealed that both on farm and off-farm 
labor opportunities are currently below normal because middle and better off households have been impacted by 
the significant reduction in cotton production.   

 
Assumptions for Lower Shire Livelihood Zone 
 
In addition to the national assumptions listed above, the most likely scenario for poor households in this livelihood 
zone for February-September 2017 is based on the following assumptions: 
 

Table 3. Nsanje district production trends. 
 

2012/13 (MT) 2013/14 (MT) 2014/15 (MT) 2015/16 (MT) 2016/17 (MT) 

Maize (rainfed)  8,590 10,951 7,272 264 4,061 

Maize (irrigated) 33,999 36,050 32,444 11,050 17,226 

Rice (rainfed) 2,420 2,995 987 183 1,644 

Rice (irrigated) 923 896 1,048 890 593 

Sorghum 4,670 5,210 3,745 292 2,891 

Millet 12,939 14,986 10,048 2,035 3,586 

Cotton 4,369 2,423 586 52 113 

    Source:  MoAIWD 
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Household food availability: Households will be consuming food from their own production in the post-harvest 
period from June to August. Despite reduced food crop production due to mid-season dry spells and FAW damage, 
households will still manage to have food stocks from own production that will be sufficient for consumption needs 
from June to August. However, some households with lower food stocks will supplement their own stocks with 
market purchases. FEWS NET assumes that very poor and poor households will continue eating own produced food 
supplemented with purchases and some food from irrigated farming in the June to September period. The absence 
of any assistance will further widen the food gap left by reduced crop production. The households will increase 
dependence on market purchases in the October 2017 to January 2018 period, but poorer households will not 
manage to access adequate food due to low incomes because of lower cash crop production.  
 
Livestock prices and conditions: Generally, there has been an overall reduction in livestock numbers for the district 
due to continued stress sales of livestock because of consecutive years of below average production. However, 
poorer households reported having lower stocks as they had sold most of their livestock to purchase food in the lean 
period of the 2016/17 consumption season. Livestock prices are expected to be normal between June and 
September 2017. A FEWS NET rapid assessment in May found average cattle prices to be at MWK 90,000, Goat prices 
at MWK 15,000, Pig prices at about MWK 20,000 and chicken prices at an average of MWK 1,500 each. Overall 
livestock conditions were good owing to average pastures and food during the rainy season. However, community 
interviews indicated that livestock prices normally reduce during the lean period and prices drop even further in 
years of acute food insecurity. Livestock prices are therefore expected to drop from the current prices during the 
lean period in the October 2017 to January 2018 period. 
 
Income from crop sales: Cotton, the main cash crop in the district registered a significant 96 percent drop in 
production compared to five-year average. Due to significant reduction in crop production and below average rice 
production, FEWS NET assumes that income from crop sales will be significantly below average. Income from cash 
crop sales is normally accessed from May until July. 
 
Labor opportunities and incomes: Both on-farm and off farm labor availability in the post-harvest period is expected 
to be below normal due to reduced income for better off households who normally hire the very poor and poor 
households. Due to consecutive years of poor cotton production (the largest source of income for most middle and 
better off households) many households have sold more livestock than usual and are therefore having lower 
numbers of livestock compared to average. Most of the on-farm labor opportunities during this period are for land 
preparation and weeding for irrigated crops. Most of the off-farm activities include brick production and domestic 
household activities. The last half of the outlook period is the most labor-intensive period. 
 
Informal cross border maize imports: A FEWS NET assessment in May found that most of the maize being sold at 
Nsanje market is coming from neighboring Mozambique through informal cross border imports. These imports were 
at normal levels. Considering average maize production recorded in Mozambique, normal volumes of informal maize 
imports from the country are expected throughout the outlook period. 
 
Irrigated crop production: Nsanje district gets close to 60 percent of its annual maize production from irrigated 
cultivation. Since rainfall was much better this season in comparison to the past two seasons, the harvest from 
irrigated production is expected to better than last year. Third round agricultural production estimates indicate that 
irrigated maize will be 40 percent below normal this season. A FEWS NET assessment in May found that most of the 
irrigation cultivation areas were in the vegetative stage and there were significant FAW infestations, requiring 
farmers to spray chemicals at least twice a week to reduce damage. Most poor and very poor farmers, and some 
middle households are giving up because they are already resource constrained after emerging from consecutive 
bad seasons. Irrigated crop harvests are normally accessed between June and October. 
 
Integrated maize price projections: FEWS NET’s technical analysis is showing that average maize prices in Nsanje 
district will be about 25 percent below last year, but about 40 percent above the five-year average. A FEWS NET 
Rapid assessment in May found that maize was being sold at MWK 100 per kilogram which is about than 66 percent 
less than May 2016 prices and about 10 percent less than five average price. Prices are expected to start increasing  
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slowly between June and August 
before beginning to increase 
moderately in September, when most 
of the very poor and poor households 
are expected to completely rely on the 
market for food purchases. The main 
drivers for the above average maize 
prices will be low main season 
production and poor prospects for 
irrigated cultivation. The prices in the 
zone are expected to stabilize between 
October and November when markets 
receive increased maize stocks from 
irrigated farming along the Shire River 
banks and from Mozambique. Price will 
then start to increase again, reaching 
the highest peak in January, before 
beginning to drop in February and 
March in anticipation of the new 
harvests. 
 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 
 
A FEWS Net assessment in May found that most households are currently consuming own produced food. However, 
some very poor and poor households in some areas within the district that did not perform well in the 2016/17 
production season are already relying on maize purchases at a time they normally consume own produced food. 
Households are consuming two meals instead of the normal three meals that they usually consume immediately 
after harvesting. Households are also accessing food from labor exchange in Mozambique. However, stricter border 
controls could lead to a reduction in the number of households that rent fields and cultivate on the Mozambican 
side. Between June and September, consumption will be adversely affected by reductions in irrigated crops this 
season, due to FAW infestations. During the October to January period, households will have run out of own 
produced food. Reduced market purchases are expected due to the lower incomes from cash crops, lower livestock 
levels, and reduced incomes from labor, which may lead to some good gaps. This period also coincides with the peak 
of the lean season in the Lower Shire Livelihood zone. During these months households will increasingly seek 
agricultural labor opportunities both within the district and outside on the neighboring Mozambican side. Poor 
households in the area are expected to transition from Stressed (IPC 2) outcomes to Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes 
during this period. 
 

EVENTS THAT MIGHT CHANGE THE OUTLOOK  
Table 3. Possible events over the next six months that could change the most-likely scenario. 

 

 

Figure 8. Nsanje maize grain price projections. 

 

 
    Source: FEWS NET  

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

National Reversal of maize export ban May cause maize prices to increase to higher levels 
than projected due to reduced domestic supplies. 

Delayed or poor start to the 2017/18 
season 

May decrease demand for casual labor, further 
contributing to deterioration of outcomes. 

CKA & LSH Start of humanitarian assistance Food security outcomes will improve. 
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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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