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1.0 BACKGROUND INFORMATION   

1.1 Malawi – Brief country profile  

Malawi is a landlocked southern African 
country surrounded by Mozambique to the 
south, east and west, Tanzania to the north 
and east, and Zambia to the west. The 
country occupies about 118,480 square 
kilometers of land. Of the total land 
surface, agriculture accounts for about 61 
percent while forests occupy an estimated 
33 percent. Arable land only occupies about 
40 percent of the total surface area. With a 
population density of 1771 (as of 2014) 
persons per square kilometer, Malawi is 
one of the most densely populated 
countries in southern Africa. The 
population of Malawi has been increasing 
at an average growth rate of 3.2 percent 
per annum. Population projections by the 
National Statistical Office (NSO) estimated 
a population of 17,101,849 in 2015 at 
midyear, up from 13,066,320 in 2008. This 
shows a 31 percent projected increase 
since the last census. A number of ethnic 
groups are resident, including the Chewa 
(32.6 percent), Lomwe (17.6 percent), Yao 
(13.5 percent), Ngoni (11.5 percent), 
Tumbuka (8.8 percent), Nyanja (5.8 
percent), Sena (3.6 percent), Tonga (2.1 
percent), Ngonde (1 percent) and others 
(3.5 percent). The majority of people (84 
percent) in Malawi live in rural areas, with 
only 14 percent being urban dwellers. In 
terms of life expectancy, NSO reported a gradual improvement, with an increase from 42 years in 2000 to 
an estimated 52 years in 2015.  

Malawi is ranked a low-income developing country in sub-Saharan Africa. A general shortage of foreign 
currency (which adversely affected imports) and fuel shortages (which impeded transportation and 
productivity) contributed to a decline in the gross domestic product (GDP) annual growth rate from 9 
percent (in 2009) to 1.9 percent (in 2012). Nonetheless, some improvements were noted in 2013 and 
2014, with an annual GDP growth rate of 5.2 percent and 5.7 percent, respectively. In absolute terms, the 
GDP at market prices for the country was hovering between US$4 billion and US$4.5 billion from 2011 to 
2014. In 2013, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) categorized Malawi as having “low 

                                                           
1 World Bank database 

Figure 1: Map of Malawi  

 



10 
 
 

human development”, with an index of 0.422, which is among the lowest-ranked countries in the world.  
Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world, with an estimated 51 percent3 of population living 
below the poverty line in 2010. One of the factors contributing to poverty in Malawi is the poor 
performance of the agriculture sector, which is the backbone of the economy.  

The country is carved into three administrative regions: the Southern, Central and Northern regions. Each 
region is divided into districts, and the country has a total of 28 administrative districts. Some parts of the 
Southern Region are characterized by low-lying areas with semi-arid conditions making it susceptible to 
dry spells and droughts, while others are prone to floods as a result of runoff from the upper highlands. 
As much as these floods pose a threat to the region’s inhabitants, they provide an opportunity for irrigated 
agriculture (an important second-season crop) through residual moisture from the flooded areas, 
especially in the valley of the Lower Shire River. The Central Region has moderate conditions for 
agriculture, mostly suitable for cereal and tobacco production. The Northern Region has the most 
optimum conditions for agriculture and the highest agriculture production potential. Population density 
is highest in the Southern and Central regions. Increasing population in these regions has created land 
pressure over the years, thus limiting land owned as well as land area cultivated. Population density is 
lower in the Northern Region, where larger tracts of land are owned and favorable agro-climatic 
conditions make it the most productive region in the country. Overall, the country receives annual 
precipitation ranging from 750 to 2,500 millimeters. The main rainfall is received between November and 
April, a period that marks the main agricultural season for the majority of the country. A second winter 
crop is also typically grown from the wetlands, locally known as dimbas. Temperatures across the country 
normally range from 12-32 °C; June and July are the coolest months while October and November are the 
hottest.  

1.2 The significance of agriculture in Malawi  

Agriculture is the mainstay of the economy of Malawi, with an estimated 84 percent4 of the population 
living in rural areas and depending either directly or indirectly on agriculture.  In 2013, the World Bank 
estimated that agriculture contributed about 27 percent of the country’s GDP. Malawi’s agricultural labor 
force is divided into in two sub-sectors – the smallholder sector and estates – with the biggest estates 
located in the Thyolo, Mulanje and Nsanje districts in the south. With the majority of people being 
smallholder farmers, agriculture in the country mainly depends on the smallholder sub-sector, which 
comprises about 3.5 million households with an average farm size of less than 1.0 hectares (ha).  
Agricultural production is highly centered on crop production, predominantly maize and tobacco. Crop 
yields are below potential, and marketing has remained inefficient over the years. This all suggests that 
the majority of the population relies on a sector that cannot support them all.   

Tobacco, tea, sugarcane, coffee and macadamia are the chief crops for export, contributing more than 90 
percent of Malawi’s export revenue. Of these, tobacco is the most important, with Malawi having been 
amongst the top ten tobacco-producing countries for the past decade.  In this respect, over the years the 
performance of the tobacco sector has been key to short-term growth, as tobacco accounts for more than 
half of the country’s exports. In the past, the Government enforced price controls and grower regulations 
on tobacco. However, the liberalization of the industry in the 1990s facilitated a gradual increase in 
returns for growers and as a result stimulated a sharp rise in smallholder tobacco production. Despite 
these favorable marketing developments in the country, a drop in tobacco prices on the global market 

                                                           
2 UNDP HRD report, 2013 
3 World Bank database  
4 World Bank database  
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has hit the industry hard. A consequent decline in the production of tobacco, especially in the last two 
years (2014 and 2015), and a drop in prices have resulted in steadily declining revenue from tobacco sales.  

The main staple food crops grown are maize, sorghum, cassava and rice. However, staple food remains 
highly undiversified, with maize being grown by more than 95 percent of farmers and contributing the 
majority of calories consumed by people in Malawi. This over-reliance on maize has reportedly 
contributed to food insecurity in rural areas in the recent past, given maize’s higher vulnerability to 
recurrent dry spells and droughts. Cassava, a drought-resistant crop, could provide a fallback in bad years, 
thus ensuring a higher level of food security, but cassava production has not been widely accepted by the 
communities despite the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security’s recommendations. In areas where 
there is a good balance between maize and cassava, favorable food security outcomes have been 
observed over recent years. Apart from crop production, people in Malawi raise livestock: cattle, goats, 
pigs, sheep and chickens. These provide a source of cash income, meat and milk to the population. 
Furthermore, Lake Malawi and major rivers such as the Shire River provide fishing opportunities 
throughout the year. In certain areas, fish is regarded as another staple, and it is an important source of 
protein in these areas. In addition, while the fishing industry provides direct income from fish sales, it also 
provides employment opportunities, especially along the lake.  

2.0 INTRODUCTION  

2.1 Key concepts and methodology 

2.1.1 The Household Economy Analysis 
The Household Economy Analysis (HEA) was developed in the early 1990s as an approach that measures 
and predicts short-term changes to food access. Since this time, HEA has focused on how households 
make ends meet from one year to the next and the assets they rely on that enable them to do so. This 
includes how they survive, or fail to survive, through difficult times. Understanding local livelihoods 
provides insight on how to appropriately address short-term food and livelihood security needs, as well 
as inform decision-makers on whether or not medium- or long-term interventions will support or 
undermine existing strategies. HEA’s evolution has led the way to expand HEA’s application across the 
development and humanitarian spectrum. HEA has been used to address questions related to disaster 
response, resilience and rehabilitation, early warning and scenario analysis, development planning, and 
monitoring and evaluation. 

Figure 2: The Household Economy Analysis Framework 

 
In practice, the HEA analytical framework comprises two components: the baseline component and the 
outcome analysis component, as described in Figure 2 above. The baseline component has three steps: a 
livelihood zoning, a wealth breakdown and an analysis of livelihood strategies for each of the identified 
wealth groups.  
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Livelihood zoning is the process of dividing geographic areas within which people broadly 
share the same patterns of access to food (e.g. they grow the same crops, keep the same 
types of livestock). They also broadly share the same access to markets. Patterns of 
livelihood clearly vary from one area to another. Local factors such as climate, soil, access 
to markets, etc. all influence livelihood patterns. Therefore, the first step in the HEA is to 
prepare a livelihood zone map.  

 

Where a household lives is one factor determining its options for obtaining 
food and generating income. Another factor is wealth, which dictates a 
household’s ability to exploit the available options within a given zone. 
Generally, households that cultivate 1 hectare of land harvest more than 
their neighbors who only cultivate 0.25 hectares. In pastoral areas, 
households that own 50 heads of cattle have greater access to milk than 

those that own five heads of cattle. Defining the different wealth groups in each zone is the second step 
in the HEA, the output from which is a wealth breakdown.5  

The analysis of livelihood strategies, the third step, generates a quantified 
account of food, income and expenditure patterns for typical households 
in each group for a defined reference or baseline year. Food access is 
expressed as a percentage of minimum energy requirements, taken as an 
average food energy intake of 2,100 kilocalories (kcals) per person per day. 
Annual income earned by the household is balanced with expenditure, 

allowing the interview to capture a reliable account of the different income activities in which each 
household is engaged. 

A central aspect to HEA is that quantification takes place by converting all food and cash sources to a 
standard measure. It adds up all the sources of food and all the sources of cash income that households 
generate in the reference year and uses either a food or cash equivalent to express the total value. This 
composite of food and cash income is referred to as total income. By converting to a common currency, 
such as calories, we are able to compare food access across wealth groups, livelihood zones, and even 
countries.  

The second component of the HEA analytical framework is the Outcome Analysis. Outcome analysis 
investigates how baseline access to food and income might change as a result of a specific hazard, such 
as drought or flood, and the consideration of the extent to which households will be able to meet their 
basic survival needs and protect their livelihoods following the hazard.  
 
Like the HEA baseline, the Outcome Analysis also includes three steps: an analysis of the economic impacts 
of the hazard on food and income sources, i.e. the Problem Specification; the Analysis of 

                                                           
5 In HEA, wealth is considered in relative (and local) terms. Statistical data may indicate that 80 percent or even 90 percent of 
the population in a particular area lives below the national poverty line, but this is measuring poverty on a national, absolute 
scale. In a livelihoods analysis we are interested in understanding the differences in the ways that people within a livelihood 
zone obtain access to food and cash income and the reasons for these – in which case it is not particularly useful to lump 80 
percent or 90 percent of the population together into one group, especially if there are differences in terms of food and cash 
income access within that larger group.   
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Coping/Response Strategies for households living in the zone; and the measuring of the resulting 
situation (Projected Outcome) with reference to two different thresholds.   

The Problem Specification, is the fourth step in the HEA analytical framework. This step translates a 
hazard into economic consequences that can be mathematically linked to household-level baseline 
information on food and income options or expenditure items. 
 
After defining the problem and calculating its magnitude for each of the relevant aspects of the baseline 
picture, step 5 is an Analysis of the Response Strategies6 that different types of households will employ 
to try and deal with the problems they face. This is a quantified analysis of households’ ability to diversify 
and expand access to various sources of food and income, and thus to cope with a specified hazard.  
 
The final step, Projected Outcome, is a systematic attempt to determine where different households fall 
in relation to clearly defined intervention thresholds. It is an analysis designed to set forth, with the best 
available evidence, a clear picture of which groups of households will be unable to respond on their own 
to a shock without using strategies that would undermine either their health or their longer-term welfare. 
 
 

Figure 3: HEA Outcome Analysis 

 

 

In sum, the objective of Outcome Analysis is to investigate the effects of a hazard on future access to food 
and income, so that decisions can be taken early on about the most appropriate types of interventions to 
implement. The rationale behind the approach is that a good understanding of how people have survived 
in the past provides a sound basis for projecting into the future. Three types of information are combined: 
(i) information on baseline access; (ii) information on hazard (i.e. factors affecting access to food/income, 
such as own production or market prices); and (iii) information on response strategies (i.e. the sources of 
food and income that people turn to when exposed to a hazard). The approach can be summarized as 
follows:                                              Baseline + Hazard + Response = Outcome 
 

                                                           
6 The term response strategy is preferred to coping strategy for two reasons. Firstly, the term coping strategy is often used to 
refer to regular components of everyday livelihood (e.g. firewood sale), which strictly speaking are only coping strategies when 
intensified in response to a hazard. Secondly, coping can be taken to imply that the strategy in question is cost-free, which is 
not always the case.   
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The two thresholds that are used to determine whether the total income after coping is sufficient to meet 
household needs are the Survival Threshold and the Livelihoods Protection Threshold. The Survival 
Threshold represents the costs to cover minimum survival requirements, including minimum food (2,100 
kcal per person per day), water (if purchased in the zone) and the means to prepare food. If people cannot 
meet the Survival Threshold, their lives are at risk. This threshold is fairly standard across livelihood zones 
with the exception of water, which is often not purchased but collected. The second threshold is the 
Livelihoods Protection Threshold, which includes the cost of survival as well as basic education, health, 
productive inputs and minimum household items purchased in an average year. This threshold will vary 
across livelihood zones and wealth groups because of differences in production costs (e.g. a wealthy 
pastoralist with 100 cattle will have very different input requirements than a poor household living in a 
cropping area.) The Livelihoods Protection Threshold is the standard threshold used to determine whether 
humanitarian assistance is required. If households cannot cover these costs, an intervention to protect 
livelihoods (which is crucial for next year’s survival) should be launched. 

2.1.2 Data collection and field methods 
In HEA there are three levels of inquiry. The first level starts with the district level interviews, typically 
with government officials. During district interviews, the assessment team is able to inform district 
officials of the proposed fieldwork and obtain clearances to work at the village level. District level 
interviews are also useful for verifying livelihood zone boundaries, choosing villages where interviews will 
be conducted, collecting important market information, and building up a hazard/event timeline for the 
zone. Many district offices also collect data on production, prices and other reference data that can be 
used throughout the assessment and in the outcome analysis. Market and trader interviews are also 
performed at the district level. Reference year and bad-year information related to market networks, 
access, common commodity prices, and trade routes are collected during this level of inquiry. 
 
Community-level interviews are done in 8 to 12 villages, and this is when information collected at the 
district level is verified and expounded on. During the community-level interviews key informants provide 
a detailed account of local livelihoods, market access, resource availability, seasonality, and differences in 
wealth within the community. Differences in wealth are determined by the community leaders using 
locally defined characteristics.  
 
Once the characteristics of wealth are identified and agreed on by community leaders, households are 
divided into four or more wealth groups. Household-level interviews are conducted in each wealth group 
identified and at every village assessed. Information on food, income and expenditure patterns is 
quantified for a 12-month reference period. 
 
The analysis of the household-level information is facilitated by assessment team leaders and team 
members immediately after the fieldwork is complete. Summary values for food, income and expenditure 
for each wealth group are cross-checked and compiled. The qualitative and quantitative information 
included in each of the following livelihood zone profiles are the results of the fieldwork and subsequent 
analysis.  

2.2 Malawi Baseline Assessment 2015 

2.2.1 Background of the 2015 HEA baselines in Malawi 
 
The first HEA baselines for Malawi was conducted in 2004/5. In 2014, the MVAC and the Southern Africa 
Development Community requested FEWS NET to provide technical coordination in carrying out 
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livelihood zone verification and updating the 2005 HEA baselines (with funding from USAID), which were 
outdated. As the technical lead, FEWS NET also contracted the Food Economy Group (FEG) to provide 
technical support to this valuable work. Following the zone verification exercise, new HEA baselines were 
conducted in 2015. The baselines were conducted in three phases (rounds 1, 2 and 3) between April and 
August 2015. This process covered all the 18 livelihood zones within the three regions of Malawi: Southern 
Malawi (round 1); Central Malawi (round 2); and Northern Malawi (round 3). The last phase of data 
collection was completed in August 2015, and the finalization of all baseline profile reports, the national 
overview report and Livelihood Impact Analysis Spreadsheet set up was completed between August 2015 
and March 2016. 
 

2.2.2 Reference year 
The baseline data featured for each livelihood zone in this report refer to a specific 12-month time period 
called the reference year. The reference year starts at the beginning of the consumption year, or when 
own household production starts and the lean season ends. Nearly all of the livelihood zones in Malawi 
harvest maize in April.  
 

Figure 4: Reference years for Malawi’s 2015 baseline update 

 
 

 
This also marks the beginning of their consumption year, which ends in May after the lean season. The 
reference year for most of the livelihood zones featured in this report is April 2013 to March 2014. The 
Central Karonga Livelihood Zone is the exception, with a reference year of May 2012 to April 2013. 
Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in these HEA baseline 
profiles is expected to remain valid for between five and ten years. This year was chosen because it was 
the most recent period of average agricultural production. The preceding three years were considered 
below average, while the most recent consumption year 2014/2015 was considered above average. The 
reference year does not signify a shock-free year, but rather a 12-month period that was not significantly 
influenced by any major event.  
 

2.2.3 Seasonality 
Generally, food access varies within a 12-month period. In most cases, households have greater access to 
food after a normal harvest. This is when households can feed themselves from their own crops and when 
staple food prices tend to be low. Conversely, the months before the main harvest tend to be more 
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difficult, as households’ food stocks run low and food prices increase. Therefore, food access is not 
constant throughout the year but fluctuates according to the season. In agricultural economies like 
Malawi, production is often dictated by seasonality. Poor rain performance has direct consequences to 
household food and livelihood security, as lower yields are linked to household food consumption, as well 
as access to cash if households opt to sell a portion of their harvest. Moreover, the demand for pre/post-
harvest labor decreases, as there are less harvesting opportunities available. Since most aspects of 
household food and livelihood security are influenced by seasonality, it is essential to understand the 
seasonal variations to food and income access. 

In the HEA, seasonal analysis is incorporated throughout the analytical framework. One of the main 
analytical tools used in the HEA are seasonal calendars. Seasonal calendars, like those found in each of 
the livelihood zone profiles, are visual representations of the timing to main food and income sources. 
They also highlight periods when households spend money on essential food and non-food items, and 
when hazards typically occur.  

In the case of Malawi, there are distinct seasonal variations within each livelihood zone. However, there 
are common seasonal events shared by all livelihood zones. The seasonal calendar featured below is an 
overview of the main seasonal events that occur nationally. 

Figure 5: Seasonal calendar for Malawi 

 

 

2.3 Overview of geography and rainfall patterns 

The country of Malawi is a thin strip of land surrounded by Zambia (to the west), Mozambique (to the 
south, east and west) and Tanzania (to the north and east), protruding southwards into Mozambique 
along the valley of Shire River.  In total, the country occupies 118, 480 square kilometers of space, of which 
about 21 percent is water. The main geographical features include Lake Malawi, Lake Chilwa, Lake 
Malombe, the Shire River, the Rift Valley, a number of high-range plateaus surrounding the Rift Valley, 
and a number of game reserves and national parks. Lake Malawi, which lies to the east, is about 587 km 
long and 84 km wide and occupies most of the country’s Eastern border.  Flanked by mountain ranges and 
high plateau areas, the Great Rift Valley extends from the north and runs through the country to the south, 
leaving Lake Malawi to the east. The famous Shire River begins at the south end of Lake Malawi and flows 
towards the south into Mozambique until it joins the Zambezi River. 

The country is characterized by mixed high and low lands with the lowest altitude of around 37 meters in 
the south where the Shire River enters Mozambique. Other low-lying areas around Lake Malawi are about 
457 meters above sea level, while some high-range mountains surrounding the Rift Valley rise between 
914 and 1,219 meters above sea level, with some rising as high as 2,438 meters in the north. However, 
the Zomba and Mulanje Mountains peak to between 2,134 and 3,048 meters, making them the highest 
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points in the country. Malawi has a sub-tropical climate with a dry and wet season. The wet season occurs 
from November to April, a period when about 95 percent of the annual rainfall is received. Most of the 
agriculture activities take place during this season. Annual average rainfall ranges from 725 to 2,500 
millimeters, with the Northern Region receiving the highest rainfall, followed by the Central, and the 
Southern receiving the least. The figure below shows a trend analysis of average annual rainfall received 
in the three regions since 2001.  

 

The-low lying areas such as the Lower Shire and areas around Salima and Karonga, are more vulnerable 
to floods, which usually occur each year. However, residual moisture along the flooded areas promotes 
recess agriculture, which brings a second harvest to households living in these areas. Temperatures are 
lower (17 to 27 degrees Celsius) during winter, usually between May and August, while the hot dry season 
between September and October brings the highest temperatures, ranging from 25 to 37 degrees Celsius. 

2.4 Overview of the markets  

Overall, market access by individual households in rural Malawi remain poor due to poor transportation 
infrastructure, especially in remote villages. Although the main highways are in good condition, most inner 
connection roads within the zones are impassable during the rainy season. Nonetheless, high urbanization 
in the Southern and Central regions provides better market access in these regions compared to the 
North, which is mostly isolated. However, the existence of the M1 highway provides a strategic connection 
to the key markets in Malawi – linking the Northern, Central and Southern regions through the major 
cities of Mzuzu, Lilongwe and Blantyre, respectively. These cities form the biggest markets in Malawi, 
which are the source and destination of most commodities. With the northern zone being highly 
productive and not intensely populated, most agriculture commodities flow from the North to the Central 
and some to the Southern zones (mostly via Mzuzu and Lilongwe). The demand for cereals in the low-
productive and highly populated Southern zones attracts a lot of traders from the Central and Northern 
regions, where cereal production yields are fairly high. In this case, Blantyre becomes the main stopover 
market for cereals in transit to the greater Southern Region. The national grain marketing board is the 
major source of subsidized cereals, with depots scattered all over the country. The main trade routes of 
commodities are the village markets, to small towns, and then on to the main cities. With this being a 
two-way trade, commodities also flow in the opposite direction until they reach the village markets. At 

Figure 6: Average annual rainfall by region (2001 – 2015) 
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the local level, daily and weekly organized markets are found, especially along the main roads, where 
households exchange goods and services.  

Since agriculture is the economic mainstay, food crops, cash crops and livestock are the main commodities 
traded. The main cash crops sold are tobacco, cotton and coffee (only MSK). However these are mainly 
sold by middle and better-off households. Nonetheless, a wider range of food crops are sold by all 
households, including the very poor and poor. The main food crops sold are maize, rice, cassava, beans, 
sweet potatoes, ground nuts, vegetables, bananas, pigeon peas, sesame and soya. As the main harvest 
comes between April and June, most crops are sold during the post-harvest period between April and 
August. This period is the dry season, when some of the small dirt roads within zones are passable, thus 
providing improved market access compared to the rainy season. Most food crops are sold within the 
zones through the daily and weekly markets. The small towns within zones form an important closer 
market for households surrounding these towns. For instance, Karonga town is an important market to 
many households from CKA and NKA, whereas Mangochi town is an important market for households 
from parts of SLA, PHI and SHI. While inter-household selling is very common, some middlemen from local 
towns and main cities usually buy in bulk for re-sale in the main cities and deficit regions (Southern) – 
supplying major markets such as Mzuzu, Lilongwe and Blantyre.  

Unlike food crops, the trading of cash crops follows a slightly different channel. Tobacco is usually sold 
through intermediaries who come to the zones to purchase from farmers and transport the cash crops to 
central auction floors. Local depots are established where transactions between farmers and 
intermediaries take place. There are two marketing channels for coffee. The first and most common is 
that the Mzuzu Coffee Cooperative Association. Although this is the recommended formal and most 
profitable channel, the farmers have to wait for up to five months before they receive their payments. In 
this respect, some of the very poor, poor and even middle households prefer to sell directly to vendors, 
mostly from Tanzania, and receive instant payments – although less profitable.  

Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens are the main livestock sold. The market for cattle is somewhat better 
organized compared to the market for small livestock. Cattle are mainly sold via middlemen who buy from 
local farmers in the zones and re-sell to abattoirs and butcheries in local towns and major cities where the 
demand for meat is high. The demand for meat in urban areas is presumably driven by urban population 
growth in Malawi, thereby providing a better market for livestock. Small livestock (goats, pigs, chickens) 
are sold between farmers and sometimes via middlemen. Although livestock are sold year round, peak 
periods are observed during high expenditure periods such as the festive season (usually April to 
September) and the lean season (usually December to February).  
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Other than crops and livestock, 
other food and non-food items are 
also traded. These include food 
stuffs such as sugar, salt, cooking 
oil and tea, as well as basic non-
food items such as soap, lighting 
torches, batteries and clothes. 
Agriculture inputs (seeds, 
fertilizers, herbicides, tools, etc.) 
are also commonly traded in most 
markets. In addition households 
sell firewood and charcoal. While 
the destination markets for the 
other food and non-food items are 
mostly local, firewood and charcoal 
are sold from the zones and end up 
in urban areas, where the demand 
is high, as a cheaper source of 
energy. However, the Government 
of Malawi is making efforts to 
prohibit firewood and charcoal 
sales, as they have negative 
impacts on the environment.  

The labor market is equally 
important in Malawi as it provides 
opportunities for households to sell 
their labor. The labor market is 
predominately local and 
agriculture-based, with more than 
80 percent of opportunities coming 
from local rural areas. Local towns 
and cities account for a smaller 
proportion while some households 
also access labor from outside the 
zone. For instance, households 
from other zones in the Northern 
Region obtain labor opportunities 
(especially in bad years) from productive zones such as NKH, CHI and WRM. In the Southern Region some 
households are absorbed within the commercial estates, while others migrate to neighboring 
Mozambique. In the Central Region, households also migrate to neighboring Zambia in search of labor. 

2.5 Overview of livelihood Zones in Malawi 

2.5.1 Key factors shaping livelihoods in Malawi  
In any given setting, the context of livelihoods – specifically the options available for obtaining food and 
cash income – are primarily determined by geography (where people live), production systems and 
markets. In practice, geography and production systems determine the opportunities available for people 

Figure 7: Zone map of Malawi  
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to explore the natural resources in a given area in terms of what they can produce as well as other natural 
resources available for exploitation such as fish, wild foods or minerals. While geography and production 
systems determine what can be produced, markets play an important role in determining where people 
can trade their production as well as labor to earn income.  

For Malawi, the analysis of these three factors – geography, production systems and markets – was used 
to classify the country into livelihood zones as the first step for analyzing livelihoods for the country. In 
HEA terms, a livelihood zone is defined as an area within which people broadly share the same means of 
production and have access to the same markets.  

In 2003, MVAC identified 17 livelihood zones. Over a decade later, the updated livelihood zone map, 
featured here, includes minimal changes. In total, Malawi was classified into 18 livelihood zones which 
define the different livelihood patterns of people living in these areas. The information in the following 
section provides summary descriptions of each of the updated livelihood zones in Malawi.  

2.5.2 Livelihood zone descriptions 
The 18 distinct livelihood zones in Malawi are almost equally distributed among the Southern, Central and 
Northern regions. The following table provide summary descriptions of each zone. Annex 1 shows the 
population by livelihood zone. 

Table 1: Livelihood zones of Malawi 

Livelihood 
Zone Name 

Livelihood Zone Description 

Central 
Karonga (CKA) 

Main crops: Maize, rice, cassava, cotton and tobacco 
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens  
General zone description: A relatively productive maize and cassava zone that attracts migrant labor 
from other parts of the country in most years. Less dependent on maize than other northern zones. 
Livestock holdings, especially of cattle, are high by national standards. Households in the zone earn 
their income from the sale of cash crops (tobacco and cotton), food crops (especially rice) and livestock 
(cattle and pigs). Rice is an important cash-earning food crop for all wealth groups in the zone. In 
addition to crops and livestock, the very poor and poor depend heavily upon ganyu and self-
employment (firewood, mat-making etc.).  

Western 
Rumphi  
Mzimba 
(WRM) 

Main crops: Maize, sweet potatoes, ground nuts, soya and tobacco  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: Agriculture is relatively undiversified, with all wealth groups remaining 
heavily reliant on just two crops: maize and tobacco. However, sweet potatoes, ground nuts, soya beans 
and vegetables are also grown. Households in this livelihood zone produce enough to feed themselves 
in an average year. However, poorer households may sell a portion of their harvested crops to cover 
urgent financial needs, only having to purchase imported crops later in the year. Incomes tend to be 
higher than most zones due to the cultivation of tobacco. Livestock and milk sales are important income 
sources to this zone; more importantly they provide a fallback when tobacco fails. In addition, income 
from petty trade for better-off households is higher than in any other zone. For very poor and poor 
households, there are above-average opportunities to collect wild foods, given the proximity of the 
Nyika National Park and Vwaza Game Reserve. The zone also benefits from its proximity to the 
neighboring Nkhata Bay Cassava zone, which is a potential source of employment in bad years.  
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Mzimba Self-
Sufficient 
(MZS) 

Main crops: Maize, beans, sweet potatoes, cassava, soya, tomatoes and tobacco  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: This is a relatively diversified zone, with food and income generated from a 
variety of sources. Good yields are obtained from a range of crops, of which maize and tubers (cassava 
and sweet potatoes) are the most important. Unlike many other zones, the existence of a second season 
through irrigated crops helps to reduce the rain failure risk for maize.  There are four main sources of 
income for the zone: sale of food crops; sale of livestock; sale of milk; and sale of tobacco. While the 
sale of milk is for the two upper wealth groups, tobacco is only produced by the better off. Owned by 
only the upper wealth groups, cattle are significant, with mostly middle and better-off households 
owning from 3 to 15 animals. Better-off households grow tobacco, although in smaller quantities than 
elsewhere, with the result that the zone is less dependent upon this crop than other tobacco-growing 
areas. 

Nkhata Bay 
Cassava Zone 
(NKH) 

Main crops: Maize, cassava, sweet potatoes, Irish potatoes, ground nuts, rice, beans, bananas and 
tobacco  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: With high rainfall but poor soils, the zone can be characterized as food- and 
cash-sufficient. The food- and cash-sufficiency nature of this zone is largely driven by a combination of 
factors unique to this zone: a generally high crop production; a larger diversity of crops; and a good 
balance between drought-vulnerable crops (maize) and drought-resistant crops (cassava and bananas).  
Furthermore, irrigated crops help offset the risk of rainfall failures, while perennial crops like bananas 
and cassava ensure food availability year round, thus limiting the lean season. Tobacco is the only cash 
crop grown by middle and better-off households. Given its drought-resistance, cassava plays a key role 
in ensuring zonal food security, with the zone attracting migrant labor from other zones when these 
are affected by food shortages. In addition to crops sales, livestock sales and petty trade provide 
significant income, contributing to the cash sufficiency of the zone.  

Kasungu 
Lilongwe Plain 
(KAS) 

Main crops: Maize, sweet potatoes, ground nuts, soya and tobacco  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: This is a relatively productive but undiversified maize and tobacco zone. In 
an average year, the zone produces a surplus of food, and maize, groundnuts, sweet potatoes and soya 
beans are sold out of the zone, mainly to Lilongwe but also to the Southern Region. However, almost 
the entire surplus is generated by 34 percent of households; the ‘middle and better off’ in the zone. 
Tobacco is the single most important cash crop, providing 44 to 56 percent of income for the upper 
wealth groups in the zone and 13 percent to 28 percent of income for poorer households. This is one 
of the few zones in Malawi where all wealth groups grow tobacco. 

Southern 
Lakeshore 
(SLA) 

Main crops: Maize, rice, beans, cassava, sweet potatoes and cotton  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: This is the principal fishing area of Malawi, with the shallow waters in the 
southern end of the lake favoring participation by many small-scale fishermen. Fish sales are important 
for the middle and better-off, whereas ganyu and self-employment activities are important for the very 
poor and poor. This is one of six zones in Malawi where cotton is grown, and it is another important 
pillar of the local economy, along with livestock sales. Crop production is also important but is 
insufficient to cover local food requirements in most years. 

Shire 
Highlands (SHI) 

Main crops: Maize, sorghum, ground nuts, pigeon peas, sweet potatoes, tomatoes, and rice 
Livestock: Goats and chickens  
General zone description: This is a densely populated zone, characterized by small landholdings and 
low livestock ownership.  The zone produces roughly enough to feed itself in most years and on average 
has the lowest level of cash income when compared to other livelihood zones. Income-generating 
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opportunities are limited and very poor, poor and middle households sell a high proportion of their 
production just after their harvest in order to obtain cash, becoming heavily dependent on the market 
later in the year. Crop production is relatively undiversified, with a heavy dependence on maize. Other 
sources of cash besides the sale of crops are goat and chicken sales, ganyu (for very poor, poor and 
middle households), petty trade and grass sales. Compared to other zones, the proportion of those in 
very poor and poor household groups is very high. 

Middle Shire 
Valley (MSH) 

Main crops: Maize, pigeon peas, sweet potatoes, ground nuts and cotton  
Livestock: Goats  
General zone description: This is a relatively dry mid-lowland area with limited winter cropping and 
fishing along the Shire River. The zone is among the lowest in terms of cash income compared to other 
zones. It is similar to some of the other southern zones in that total production for the zone is normally 
just enough for self-sufficiency. It is common for some households to sell high proportions of their 
harvest to cover their immediate needs, only to buy similar quantities of food later in the year when 
their food stocks run out. Food purchases are financed by charcoal sales and other bush-based 
collection activities, which are abundantly available from the nearby woodlands. The demand for bush-
based products is fueled by the ever-growing Southern Region’s urban centers. A range of crops are 
grown, including cotton, which provides households with 10 percent to 27 percent of their annual 
income. Other sources of income for very poor and poor households are ganyu, petty trade, firewood 
and charcoal sales. Quarry and sand mining are emerging strategies in the zone. 

Lake Chilwa – 
Phalombe 
Plain (PHA) 

Main crops: Maize, sorghum, rice, pigeon peas, groundnuts, cassava and sweet potatoes  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens  
General zone description: Like the neighboring Shire Highlands zone, very poor households are unable 
to meet their minimum annual food requirement of 2,100 kcals per person per day. Income-generating 
opportunities are limited, so that food crops are again sold post-harvest to obtain cash and have to be 
replaced by purchases later in the year. Crop production is more diversified than in the Shire Highlands, 
with maize, rice and pulses the main staple food crops grown. Other sources of cash besides sale of 
crops are livestock sales, ganyu (for very poor and poor), petty trade, firewood and grass sales. 

Thyolo 
Mulanje Tea 
Estates (TMT) 

Main crops: Maize, cassava, pigeon peas, sweet potatoes and sugar cane 
Livestock: Goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: This zone is dominated by large tea estates, which generate both formal 
employment and casual labor for a majority of households. Landholdings are very small and the zone is 
a food production-deficit area with a high dependence on food purchases. The zone benefits from good 
access to neighboring Mozambique, a source of relatively cheap maize in both good and bad years. This 
is one of only two zones in Malawi where sugar cane is grown and sold by smallholders, and this brings 
in significant income for middle and better-off households. A range of other crops are sold here, such 
as maize, cassava, sweet potatoes and pigeon peas, as well as horticultural crops (sugarcane, avocado, 
pears, vegetables and tomatoes).  
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Lower Shire 
Valley (LSH) 

Main crops: Maize, sorghum, millet, cowpeas, sweet potatoes and cotton  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens  
General zone description: This hot, dry lowland zone is nonetheless relatively productive by the 
standards of southern Malawi. A variety of cereal crops are grown (maize, sorghum, and millet) during 
both the main and winter seasons, with maize and beans cultivated in wetlands beside the Shire River, 
using residual moisture or irrigated in the winter months. By growing drought-resistant crops like 
sorghum and millet alongside maize, households here reduce the risks associated with a heavy reliance 
on maize. Cotton is the zone’s major cash crop. Cattle holdings are significant, although concentrated 
in the hands of the better-off. Overall, roughly one third of the zone’s income comes from sale of food 
crops, one third from the sale of cotton and one third from the sale of livestock (mainly cattle and 
goats). The zone benefits from good access to neighboring Mozambique, a source of both ganyu and 
relatively cheap maize in both good and bad years. 

Northern 
Karonga (NKA) 

Main crops: Maize, rice, cassava, pigeon peas, sweet potatoes, groundnuts and bananas  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens  
General zone description: The zone is relatively fertile, with soils highly suitable for rice production.  
The mean annual precipitation in this zone is 1,400 to 1,800 millimeters.  Crops grown in the zone 
include maize, rice, bananas, cassava and sweet potatoes. In a normal year, a majority of the 
households are able to produce in excess of three quarters of their household food requirements. Rice 
and bananas bring in significant cash income, in addition to being consumed at home. Livestock sales, 
mainly cattle, pigs, goats and poultry, provide about a third of the total annual income for both the 
middle and better-off households. Middle and better-off households also sell milk. For poorer 
households, ganyu is the main income source, accounting for more than 40 percent of annual income. 
Petty trade is also important for all households. 

Misuku Hills 
(MSK) 

Main crops: Maize, rice, beans, pigeon peas, millet, sweet potatoes, cassava, bananas and coffee  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: The zone comprises high hills with steep slopes and narrow valleys between 
the hills. Coffee is an important cash crop here. There are no major urban centers in the zone apart 
from a small trading center at Misuku village. Without any public transport, trading activities are very 
limited. The zone receives around 1,500 mm of rainfall annually. Most of the farming activities take 
place on the slopes of the hills and along the narrow valleys, which have deep red soils. Cereals, roots 
and legumes are grown for cash and food. The production of legumes, mostly beans, increases in 
normal years, and the surplus is supplied to Chitipa town and Karonga. Pigs and goats bring important 
cash income to all households, and cattle are sold by the upper two wealth groups. This is the only zone 
in Malawi where coffee is significantly grown and sold by smallholders, and it generates significant cash 
income for all wealth groups.  

Chitipa Millet 
and Maize 
(CHI) 

Main crops: Maize, millet, cassava, beans, pigeon peas, ground nuts, sweet potatoes, bananas, soya, 
sunflower, sugarcane and tobacco  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: This zone has the second highest cash income (based on a weighted average 
by livelihood zone) of the 18 rural zones in Malawi. The zone lies on a mid-altitude plain with a number 
of hills around its rim. It surrounds the only significant urban center: Chitipa town (boma) and is serviced 
by two main roads. The zone receives an average rainfall of 1,200 mm annually. A large number of crops 
are grown here, and both rainfed and dimba (winter) cropping are important. Food crops include a 
balanced mix of maize, cassava and millet, along with a range of pulses and oil crops. This is the only 
zone where sunflower is grown for consumption and sale, and one of only two zones where sugarcane 
is grown by smallholders. The main cash crops are tobacco (but only for the top two wealth groups), 
sunflower and sugarcane. Significant cash income is also generated from selling all the food crops, along 
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with livestock and milk to Chitipa town, Karonga and Zambia. Animal husbandry plays a significant role, 
and cattle, goats, pigs, chicken and guinea fowl are kept. Finger millet used to be a central crop here, 
but tobacco and cassava are taking its place. 

Northern 
Lakeshore 
(NLS) 

Main crops: Maize, rice, cassava, sweet potatoes, ground nuts and beans   
Livestock: Cattle, goats, sheep, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: The zone covers a thin strip of land with a width of approximately 5 to 6 km, 
extending from the lakeshores from Chiweta in Rumphi to the Nkhotakota-Salima boundary. Cash 
income levels here are among the highest in Malawi. Crop production, fishing and livestock form the 
foundation of the local household economy. The combination of relatively fertile soils, high rainfall 
levels, and access to irrigated land in the dry season makes this an area where food surpluses are 
generally expected on an annual basis. Households here have the particular advantage of balancing out 
the year with maize and cassava, depending on cassava when maize harvests run out, and replacing 
cassava with maize when the April maize harvest starts. Petty trade is a reliable source of cash in this 
zone. This is one of only two zones where sheep are kept and sold. 

Phirilongwe 
Hills (PHI) 

Main crops: Maize, sorghum, cassava, pigeon peas, ground nuts, sweet potatoes, cotton and tobacco  
Livestock: Goats and chickens 
General zone description: This is one of the zones where remittances play a role. The zone receives 
quite significant amounts of rainfall (in the range of about 800 mm to 1000 mm), causing water-logging 
and flooding problems in some years. Maize is the main staple food, while tobacco and cotton are 
important cash crops for the area, but these cash crops are only grown by the upper two wealth groups.  
Groundnuts also serve as an important source of cash, especially for the poor households, whose ability 
to grow tobacco is limited by lack of inputs, fertilizer in particular.  Winter crop production is not very 
significant in the zone. Local labor and petty trade are significant sources of cash income here, and 
firewood sales account for a large portion of cash income for very poor households. 

Rift Valley 
Escarpment 
(RVE) 

Main crops: Maize, pigeon peas, cow peas, sweet potatoes, groundnuts, soya, cotton and tobacco  
Livestock: Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
General zone description: Among the poorer zones in Malawi, this is a food-deficit area that is 
somewhat rocky and less productive than the surrounding zones. Production potential is low here, yet 
few other cash income options (outside of crops) are exploited. Maize is the main food crop, although 
small amounts of tubers and pulses are also grown. A portion of all the food crops is sold. The main 
cash crops include cotton and tobacco, although tobacco is only grown by the upper two wealth groups. 
Livestock holdings in the zone are relatively low, and the common types include chickens, goats and 
pigs. Better-off households also own cattle. Local labor and migratory labor are the most important 
sources of cash for poorer households.  Brick sales, construction labor and charcoal and firewood sales 
are among the other self-employment options pursued by poorer households. 

Border 
Productive 
Horticulture 
(BOR) 

Main crops: Maize, beans, pigeon peas, Irish potatoes, cassava, sweet potatoes, groundnuts, tomatoes 
and tangerines   
Livestock: Goats, pigs, and chickens 
General zone description: This is a unique upland area that borders a zone of highly productive 
agricultural land in Mozambique. The road network running along most of the border has resulted in a 
high level of cross-border trade between Malawi and Mozambique for all wealth groups. Nevertheless, 
this is relatively poor zone, with one of the lowest cash income levels in the country. The zone is one of 
only two zones in Malawi where Irish potatoes are grown, and tangerines are a primary cash crop. In 
addition, beans, cabbage, tomatoes, fruits (e.g. peaches, lemons, apples, plums and watermelons) and 
other vegetables are grown. Cross-border trade (often done by the upper two wealth groups) and 
casual labor during the lean period in Mozambique are a source of income among poorer households. 
There are also cases of some people doing their cultivation across the border. 
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3.0 WEALTH AND LAND UTILIZATION  

3.1 How is wealth defined across the livelihood zones?  

The major determinants of wealth in rural Malawi are: 
the area of land cultivated, which is primarily determined 
by the amount of land owned; the amount of labor 
available, both intra-household and hired; the ability to 
rent more land; and the cash available to purchase 
inputs, such as fertilizers and improved seeds. As an 
extension of this, ownership of farming implements 
(such as oxen, plows and ox-carts) is also a source of 
wealth and determines the capacity to utilize land. In 
addition, the ownership of livestock is a critical 
determinant of wealth in most zones. Livestock provide 
a direct source of cash income through animal sales, as 
well as through the sale of milk and other livestock 

products. The differences in wealth among households within the same zone and across zones in Malawi 
are highly correlated to the differences in production and the capacity to generate more wealth. Four 
wealth groups were identified during the fieldwork in Malawi. These represented groups of people who 
each share a set of food and cash income sources and similar levels of income, and who use common 
means of acquiring this food and cash income. These groups are identified throughout the profiles as “very 
poor”, “poor”, “middle”, and “better off”.  

3.2 How is wealth distributed across the livelihood zones?  

Across rural Malawi, the majority of 
the population is found in the 
bottom two wealth groups, which 
constitute about 64 percent of the 
population. The top two wealth 
groups makes up about 36 percent 
of the population. Figure 8 presents 
the wealth distribution of rural 
Malawi as an average of the 18 
livelihood zones. Important to note 
is that there are similar patterns in 
wealth distribution across the 18 
livelihoods, and therefore a single 
pie chart was used to show the 
average picture.  While the poorer 
two wealth groups constitute the 
majority, there is a very strong 

relationship with the wealthier two groups – which hire poorer households for agricultural labor. Without 
this labor, the wealthier two groups would not be able to maximize their production. Without the middle 
and better-off households hiring them, the very poor and poor households would not be able to survive. 
This relationship is essential but depends on the wealthier groups being able to maintain enough of a 

Figure 8: Wealth distribution (average 
across the zones) 

   

Figure 9: Differences in Land holdings within zones 
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surplus to support the poorer. As the population continues to grow, coupled with the threat of stagnating 
yields, there is a serious question about how long this system can be maintained.  

3.3 How does land ownership differ within and across livelihood zones? 

As previously mentioned, land is the most important asset for households in rural Malawi. In this respect, 
land utilization is important in determining the amount of wealth that a household can generate. Before 
we look at the differences in land utilization, we will begin by examining the differences in land ownership 
by households. To start with, we look at the differences in land ownership within the same zones and then 
across zones. Overall, a consolidated analysis of data from the 18 livelihood zones shows that land 
holdings in Malawi increase with wealth. The very poor in all zones own the least amount of land 
compared to other wealth groups, while the better off have the biggest land holdings. Figure 9 shows the 
differences in land holdings within the same livelihood zone, for four selected zones, two of which are 
among the least land-holdings zones and the other two are among the highest. Although other factors are 
likely to determine the amount of land cultivated, what is presented in this figure already reflects that the 
lower wealth groups have a lesser opportunity to cultivate more land compared to the upper groups.  

Figure 10: Differences in land holdings for very poor and better-off households across livelihood 
zones  

 
 

Secondly, we look at the differences in land holdings across livelihood zones. Land holdings vary in Malawi. 
Figure 10 presents land holdings by region for the 18 livelihood zones for very poor and better-off 
households in Malawi. From this figure, we see a clear trend of increase in land owned as we move from 
the south to the north: the southern zones have the least land holdings, the northern zones have the 
highest land holdings, and most of the central zones stand at the middle. The main factor contributing to 
these differences is population size, which is high in the Southern and Central regions compared to the 
north.  The southern and central parts of Malawi are densely populated, with an estimated population 
density of 185 and 1547 persons per square kilometer respectively, whereas the northern region is 
sparsely populated, with a population density of only 638 persons per square kilometer. With land 

                                                           
7 Malawi Census Report, 2008 
8 Malawi Census Report, 2008 
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pressure, subdivisions increase gradually and thus land holdings continue to dwindle in the south, with 
most households owning 1 to 3 acres, while most households in the north own 2 to 6 acres.  

3.4 What are the causes for differences in land utilization in Malawi? 

The major difference in land utilization by rural households in Malawi is centered on two factors: amount 
of land owned; and access to essential productive assets required to utilize land. These include sufficient 
financial capital for agriculture inputs (seeds, fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides), capacity to hire 
additional labor, and ownership of draught power and farming implements (ploughs and ox carts). Just 
like in many rural settings, there is a correlation between land cultivated and land owned. The HEA data 
indicate that there are larger land areas cultivated in the north than in other areas of the country. This is 
related to land pressure/population density, which is higher in south and lower in north and also to 
people’s ability to invest in cultivation in the north. While “land owned” contributes more to the 
differences that we see across zones, “ownership/access to assets” contributes to the differences in land 
cultivated within livelihood zones. Even though “land owned and assets” appears to be the biggest issue, 
there seem to be a number of other factors contributing to the low area cultivated in the Southern Region. 
For instance, some poorer households from the Southern Region with very small land owned even fail to 
cultivate all of these small pieces, whereas poor households in the Northern Region with the same asset 
combination cultivate significantly more land.  This points to other factors outside land owned and assets 
which may be related to population dynamics, culture, agro-climatology, farming systems, markets, 
effectiveness of extension and other governmental or non-governmental interventions. 

3.5 Livestock  

Livestock ownership is also an important wealth determinant in rural Malawi. Livestock sales contribute 
to annual income and are often sold according to need or to cover the costs of essential food and non-
food items.  In addition, livestock products, such as milk, meat and eggs, offer households a source of 
animal protein. These products are also sold to supplement household income.   

The most common livestock found in rural Malawi are cattle, goats, pigs and poultry (especially chickens). 
Cattle are the most valuable of the livestock; they are owned only by the upper two wealth groups for the 
most part. Cattle are milked, and the milk is used for household consumption and for sale. Cattle are also 
used as a traditional saving mechanism which can be drawn on in bad years. Oxen are used for plowing 
and are owned in 10 of the 18 zones.  

As with cattle, pigs are owned more commonly by the upper two wealth groups and tend to be more 
valuable in cash terms. Pigs are owned in 15 of the 18 zones. In all zones goats are owned by the poor, 
middle and better-off wealth groups, but not always by very poor households. Chickens are the one asset 
owned by all wealth groups in all livelihood zones. These are sold at any time when households have 
pressing cash demands. In four of the zones, households also own ducks and/or guinea fowl. Mostly, the 
lower wealth groups depend on these small livestock, especially in the lean season, to access cash income 
to buy food or exchange livestock with food. In the reference year, the highest cattle ownership in Malawi 
was found in LSH, CHI, CKA and NLS, as shown above in Figure 11. In these zones, better-off households 
have cattle herds ranging between 10 and 15. Compared to all other zones, the better-off households in 
LSH have the highest number of cattle and goat ownership in rural Malawi. 

Figure 11: Average livestock ownership per household – weighted average  
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Cattle ownership – average for middle and better-off households 

 
Goat, pig ownership – weighted averages per zone  

 

 

This is attributed to the semi-arid conditions of this zone, which are more favorable for livestock 
production than for crops. Traditionally, Malawi has been known as a low livestock country, but perhaps 
the “untold story” unveiled by the baseline profiles in this report is the significance of livestock production 
as an important strategy – a source of cash which seems to compensate for the decreasing share of 
tobacco and/or cotton.  

Figure 11 also demonstrates average goat and pig ownership per household across the zones using the 
weighted average. The weighted average was used because, although it obscures differences among the 
wealth groups, it provides a clearer sense of the average number of livestock owned across the different 
livelihood zones. In addition, this figure shows average cattle ownership for middle and better-off 
households across the zones. 

4.0 SOURCES OF FOOD AND CASH, EXPENDITURE PATTERNS   
Households in Malawi depend on a number of options to obtain cash income and food. Food access is 
mostly obtained from own production and market purchases. Some households also source food from in-
kind payment and collecting different wild foods from the natural environment. Depending on household 
wealth, income options vary. Poorer households generally sell their labor to wealthier households in 
exchange for cash. Nearly all households, but especially wealthier ones, earn cash from selling a portion 
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of their harvest. Livestock and livestock product sales also supplement household income, but the degree 
to which households are able to exploit this option depends on the number and type of livestock owned. 
Finally, some households engage in self-employment opportunities, ranging from charcoal sales to petty 
trading of commodities. The following sections describe the main sources of food and cash income as well 
as the expenditure patterns for households across the 18 livelihood zones. The food, income and 
expenditure information presented is for the reference year.  

4.1 What are the options for obtaining food?  

Figures 12 and 13 present the main sources of food for households in the reference year. There are 
typically four main sources of food for households in rural Malawi: own crop production, payment in kind, 
purchases, and food aid. Other sources such as gifts and wild food also contribute, but very little and not 
for many zones. Among these sources, own crop production contributed the most (38 – 97 percent) across 
all wealth groups and zones in the reference year. Nonetheless, most very poor and poor households were 
not able to produce enough of own food to cover their minimum calorie requirements. Although there 
were variations across zones, very poor households from TMT, RVE, MSH and LSH were among the 
households with the lowest contribution (38–39 percent) of food from own crops.  

Figure 12: Sources of food for the reference year for very poor and poor households 

 
 

 
  

 

Without selling, most very poor and poor households would cover more of their calorie needs than what 
we see from the graphs. But since most of these households sell some of their crops just after harvest to 
obtain income to cover other food and non-food expenditures (sugar, oil, soap, grinding etc.), they usually 
have to rely on market purchases later in the year when prices are at their highest.  
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To compensate for lower production yields and sold crops, very poor and poor households normally rely 
on three sources to supplement their annual food access: payment in kind, purchases, and food aid. 
Payment in kind, locally known as ‘ganyu’, is typically an important food source for very poor and poor 
households in Malawi. From the graphs, we can see that payment in kind was a source of food for the two 
lowest wealth groups in all zones, which shows the importance of this food source in Malawi. While this 
was typically a significant source of food for very poor and poor households, especially in the lean season, 
there were variations across zones in the amount of food accessed through payment in kind. The first 
point to note related to these variations is that most households with a bigger share of food from own 
crops had a lesser need to obtain more food through payment in kind. This is what we see with poor 
households from NKH, CHI and NLS livelihood zones. On the other hand, this implies that households with 
a lower share of food from own crops tend to have a larger food gap and therefore engage more in 
payment in kind to fill the gap. Nonetheless, this is not always the case, as this is also highly dependent 
on the capacity of the local labor market to supply adequate opportunities; otherwise some households 
in low-producing zones may still not access much, given the limited labor opportunities – this is what we 
see with very poor and poor households from TMT. In such cases, purchases become an important food 
source, especially to low producing households.   

Purchased food is an important source of food for all wealth groups across zones in the reference year. 
This source can be further broken down into two categories: staple purchases and non-staple purchases. 
While non-staple purchases were an important source of diversified foods, especially to the upper wealth 
groups, staple purchases were the most important to the bottom two wealth groups as a source of staple 
food. Given their low production, and also to compensate for post-harvest sales, these wealth groups 
relied heavily on the market, especially during the lean season. Compared to the other zones, very poor 
and poor households from TMT, RVE and CKA were among the households with high staple purchases in 
Malawi. Households from these zones obtained 31–33 percent, 24–27 percent and 24–31 percent of their 
calories, respectively, from staple purchases in the reference year. These calories were obtained mainly 
from maize and cassava, which are the least expensive source of calories. In the majority of cases, very 
poor households could not meet their minimum food needs even in the reference year (which was an 
average year) – and this points to chronic food insecurity. Food aid (through school feeding and relief aid) 
helped these households to obtain additional calories to address these deficits. However, very poor 
households in 12 out of 18 zones were not able to meet their minimum food needs even in the presence 
of food aid, again pointing to chronic food insecurity or poverty. 

As shown in Figure 13, the options for middle and better-off households to obtain food were quite similar 
to those of the poor. The same main sources of food existed; however these wealth groups did not have 
payment in kind but instead had livestock products (milk), which the bottom two wealth groups did not 
have. This is a result of the upper wealth groups owning cattle, which poorer households do not own in 
the reference year. Livestock products were a source of food for better-off households from 13 livelihood 
zones in the reference year, and those without are part of the zones without or with low cattle holdings. 
For the 13 livelihood zones where milk was a source of food, it contributed 1–8 percent of annual food 
needs for better-off households. Better-off households from KAS and CHI typically enjoyed the highest 
milk contribution – 8 percent and 9 percent of their annual food, respectively – owing to their large herd 
sizes relative to Malawi.  

Just like the poor, the most important source of food for middle and better-off households was own crop 
production, from which they obtained 60–97 percent of their annual food after selling and other uses. 
Most of these households are able to cover their annual food needs by production alone, but they also 
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purchase (mostly non-staple) to diversify their food basket. Important to note is the fact that before selling 
and other uses, most middle and better-off households produce well in excess of their needs. 

Figure 13: Sources of food for the reference year for middle and better-off households 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

For instance, better-off households from CHI would obtain above 400 percent of their calories from 
production alone, while better-off households from CKA would obtain about 173 percent of their calories 
from production alone. This surplus is what keeps the whole local economy running, given that poorer 
households depend on it for their cash and food income. In light of this, all better-off households across 
the country did not engage in casual labor for food, but rather they provided these opportunities to the 
lower wealth groups. In addition, this implies that most of them typically do not need to purchase as much 
staple as the poor but rather prioritize non-staple purchases for diversity. It is important to note that food 
aid was also typical across middle and better-off households in the Southern Region (six zones) and two 
zones in the Central and the Northern regions. However, unlike the lower wealth groups, this primarily 
took the form of school feeding, which contributed between 2 percent and 5 percent of their annual food 
needs in the reference year.  

4.2 What are the important options for obtaining cash income? 

In the reference year, households in Malawi generated cash income through the following options: crop 
sales, livestock and livestock products sales, casual labor, sale of fish/wild foods, self-employment, petty 
trade and gifts. Given that these sources involve either selling labor or own production, markets typically 
play an important role in providing an opportunity to obtain cash income. While households obtain cash 
income through these markets, they also obtain food and non-food items through the same markets – 
and overall this becomes an integral part in driving the local economy. 

Figures 14 and 15 present the relative importance of each income source to total cash income for the 
respective reference years. From these figures, we can see that although very poor and poor households 
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receive a contribution of their annual earnings from crops and livestock sales, they typically depend more 
on casual labor and self-employment. This is because these households own less livestock (mainly goats 
and chickens – with low value) and barely produce enough crops to meet their own food needs. In 
addition, these poorer wealth groups sell more food crops, unlike their wealthier neighbors who sell 
significant amounts of cash crops in addition to food crops. In light of this, most of the crop sales (food 
crops) that we see from the graphs are actually part of their crops for consumption, which they normally 
sell just after harvest and then compensate with labor and purchases later in the year.  Therefore, in 
general the poorer a household is, the more it depends on labor and other strategies such as self-
employment. This high dependency on labor by the lower wealth groups implies that the laboring 
individuals from these households need to stay healthy, given that most of their food and income access 
are highly dependent on their capacity to work for others.   

Despite the generally lesser reliance on crop sales by the poorer wealth groups, there were variations 
across zones, with the very poor and poor households from the Northern Region depending more on crop 
sales compared to those in the Southern Region. For instance, very poor households from CHI, MSK and 
NKH (all from the North) were among very poor households with the highest relative income (41–50 
percent) from crop sales, whereas very poor households from TMT, MSH and LSH (all from the South) 
were among households with the lowest relative income (6–16 percent) from crop sales. Even among the 
upper wealth groups (i.e. middle and better-off), the same trend is visible, which points to different 
production levels between regions, as highlighted in earlier sections.  

 

As already pointed out, labor typically provides a significant proportion of income for the very poor and 
poor households. In the reference year, these households obtained 10 to 67 percent of their income from 
labor alone. The wider range again points to similar variations across zones, as highlighted on crop sales. 
Generally, households from the North relied less on labor compared to all other zones. For instance, very 

Figure 14: Relative income in the reference year for very poor and poor households 
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poor households from CHI, MSK and NKH (northern zones) were among the households with the lowest 
contribution of labor income (11–25 percent) whereas very poor households from KAS, MSH, SHI 
(southern zones) were among the top three zones where very poor households depended the most (62–
67 percent) on income from labor. The most labor-demanding activities in the reference year included 
land preparation, ridge making, weeding and harvesting – and these opportunities were available during 
the agricultural season. During the dry season (usually May to October), very poor and poor households 
engaged in self-employment activities which included firewood sales, charcoal sales, bricks production, 
bicycle taxi hiring (kabaza) and beer brewing. The contribution of self-employment varied across zones 
but generally households obtained between 4 percent and 45 percent of their income from self-
employment in the reference year, with the exception of PHA and KAS, where poor and very poor 
households did not have self-employment income. Nonetheless, some of the most significant activities, 
such as firewood and charcoal selling, are damaging to the environment through deforestation. In recent 
years the Government of Malawi has been making efforts to prohibit the cutting down of trees. In 
addition, although brewing is a common activity, this is highly dependent on availability of cereals, and in 
many cases very poor and poor households will quickly run out of these raw materials.  

Other than crop sales, casual labor and self-employment, poor households also obtained income through 
livestock selling. Though the contribution was low (1–17 percent) for these wealth groups, livestock sales 
was an income source in all zones. As the poor and very poor mainly own small livestock, these are easily 
disposable and therefore provide immediate income in times of stress such as the lean season. Lastly, 
petty trade was an important source of income for poorer households. This included the selling of a variety 
of food and non-food items through organized daily and weekly markets as well as inter-household selling. 
Households living close to border posts typically take advantage of these strategic market places and sell 
a variety of items. 

Figure 15: Relative income in the reference year for middle and better-off households 
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Unlike the lower wealth groups, middle and better-off households typically depend more on crops and 
livestock sales. This is because they produce crops in excess of their needs and have surplus to sell. In 
addition, they grow cash crops (in some zones) such as tobacco and cotton from which they obtain more 
income. Crops alone accounted for 25–74 percent of the income of middle and better-off households in 
the reference year. In fact, crop income accounted for at least half of annual income for middle 
households in five zones and better-off households in ten zones. This shows the significance of crop 
income for richer households, unlike for the poor and very poor. However, this varies across zones, with 
TMT, NKA and LSH being among the zones where middle and better-off households depended less on 
crop sales compared to other zones. In terms of livestock, middle and better-off households own bigger 
herds, which increases their capacity to dispose more and earn income. In addition to pigs, these 
households own cattle, which are the highly valued livestock. It is important to note that these baselines 
revealed the importance of livestock in Malawi – which is a possible change from the 2005 baseline. In 
the reference year, livestock sales accounted for 11–43 percent of income across zones, with the 
exception of PHI, which had a contribution of 5 percent for both the middle and better off. In addition, 
better-off households from LSH and NKA actually obtained more income from livestock than from crops, 
and this provides more evidence of the significance of livestock in Malawi. In addition to income from 
livestock, middle and better-off households in 12 zones obtained additional income (1–10 percent of 
annual income) from the sale of milk and meat, which the lower wealth groups did not have.  

Other than crop and livestock sales, the middle and better off also engaged in petty trade/small business, 
fishing and self-employment. In the reference year, petty trade was present in 7 out of 18 livelihood zones 
and accounted for 11–41 percent of annual income for middle and better-off households in these zones. 
Unlike the poor, who sold small items, the middle and better off performed these activities at a much 
larger scale, with some owning kiosks and others involved in cross-border trading.  This is usually due to 
them having extra cash to buy local surpluses and the means to transport these commodities in bulk, 
which is something that the lower wealth groups cannot afford. Fish sales was more important in NLS and 
SLA, which are lakeshore zones where households benefit from fishing along Lake Malawi. In these zones, 
better off households obtained 17 percent of their annual income from fish sales, which shows the 
importance of this income source in these zones. 

4.3 Which zones earn the highest and lowest cash income? 

This section provides a comparative analysis of average annual cash income for better-off households in 
absolute terms. Given that the reference years varied by livelihood zone, it should be noted that an 
inflation adjustment was done to allow comparability of absolute incomes across the 18 livelihood zones. 
In this respect, the annual incomes for other reference years were adjusted to 2014/15 levels (the most 
recent year) using Malawi inflation factors for those years. The results of this analysis are presented in 
Figure 16 below. The general conclusion drawn from this analysis is that better-off households that earned 
the highest cash income in the reference year were found in the Northern and Central regions. 

Better-off households from CHI livelihood zone earned the highest cash income of all livelihood zones in 
Malawi. The main factor distinguishing CHI from the rest of Malawi was income from crop sales, which 
was double the annual income of better off households in almost ten livelihood zones. 

 

Own crop sales Own milk/meat sales Livestock sales Casual labor Self employment Petty trade Other
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Figure 16: Cash income for better-off households  

 
 

Other than having significant income from tobacco, CHI sold a wide range of food crops: maize, cassava 
and sweet potatoes, and high-value crops such as beans, sunflowers and pigeon peas. Crops are produced 
from both rainfed and irrigated season, thus providing a larger aggregate of crop income for the zone 
compared to the rest. Income from milk sales was also relatively higher than in other zones. The wider 
range of crop selling and milk selling in this zone could be an indication of improved market access since 
2005, when the last baseline was done.  Even though income earned through the other sources (livestock, 
petty trade, etc.) was almost similar to other zones, CHI had the highest income from crops, which was 
the most determining factor of its high income. Following CHI, better-off households from WRM, NLS and 
NKH also earned higher cash income than other zones in Malawi. Again what mostly distinguished these 
zones from others was income from crop sales, which was significantly higher than in the other zones. 
However, although households from NLS did not earn as much income from crops as WRM and NKH, there 
was a significant contribution of fish income, which resulted in this zone having fairly high income 
compared to most zones in Malawi.  

On the lower end of the economic spectrum, SHI had the lowest annual total income compared to other 
better-off households across Malawi. The contributing factor was poor crop production in the zone, which 
resulted in the lowest crop income compared to other better-off households. Low livestock ownership in 
the zone, which limited income from livestock sales, was another contributing factor to SHI’s low ranking. 
Low cattle ownership also means that typically they do not earn income from milk sales, which better-off 
households from other zones earn. The root cause of low agricultural and livestock earnings is small land 
sizes and overpopulation. Even though SHI was the lowest, CKA, MSH, TMT, BPH and RVE were also among 
the zones with low income for better-off households. As highlighted for SHI, the major limiting factors for 
these zones were low income from crops, livestock and livestock products. 

4.4 Which crops are providing more income to households in Malawi? 

The discussion on income above clearly revealed crop sales as one of the most important sources of cash 
income in rural Malawi. In this respect, a further analysis was conducted to show the type of crops sold 
by better-off and poor households in the reference year. The income earned from each crop was 
computed and the results are shown in Figure 17. The figure shows annual income in absolute terms 
earned from crops by better off households. 
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Figure 17: Crops sold by better-off households in the reference year 

 
 

As highlighted earlier, it should be noted that these figures were adjusted for inflation to allow for 
comparability across zones. While the graph shows crops sold in terms of value (income obtained from 

each crop), more information about the actual 
number of zones where each crops was sold by 
better off households is provided in Table 2. The 
latter provides a sense of the frequency of each 
type of crop as an income source for better-off 
households across Malawi. What can quickly be 
deduced from this table is that maize and sweet 
potatoes were the most common crops sold by 
better-off households in almost all zones (17 out of 
18) in Malawi. This was followed by ground nuts, 
vegetables and cassava. Rice, beans and tobacco 
were grown by better off households in almost half 
of the zones. Even though maize and sweet 
potatoes were the most grown, they were not 
among the highest in terms of the actual amount 
earned by better off households. In this respect, the 
leading crop across Malawi in terms of value was 
tobacco, with better-off households from WRM 
earning the highest income from tobacco, followed 
by CHI, KAS and KNH. 

It can be seen from Figure 16 that most tobacco 
growing zones had higher crop income for better-
off households compared to non-tobacco-growing 

zones. Nonetheless, it is important to note that while tobacco was the leading crop in terms of value, this 
was grown by better-off households only in 8 out of the 18 zones.  
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Maize

Table 2: Number of zones where crops were 
grown by better-off households 

Type of crop Number of zones 

Maize 17 out of 18 

Sweet potatoes 17 out of 18 

Groundnuts (dry) 12 out of 18 

Vegetables 12 out of 18 

Cassava 11 out of 18 

Rice 9 out of 18 

Beans 8 out of 18 

Tobacco 8 out of 18 

Pigeon peas 7 out of 18 

Soya 7 out of 18 

Cotton 7 out of 18 

Other cash crops 5 out of 18 

Millet 4 out of 18 

Sorghum 3 out of 18 

Irish potatoes 3 out of 18  

Bananas 3 out of 18 

Other food crops 3 out of 18 
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Figure 18: Crops sold by poor households in the reference year 

 

 

This is likely to further decline in the future, given the general decline of tobacco production in Malawi 
due to falling prices which are tied to health campaigns against tobacco. The second highest earner for 
better-off households was cotton. However cotton was grown in only 7 out of the 18 zones and it 
benefited mostly better-off households from MSK, with the rest earning very little from it. Among the 
food crops, beans provided significantly high incomes to better-off households from CHI and NLS, which 
were also among the zones with the highest cash income from crop selling. In addition, we also see the 
significance of rice, maize and cassava as high-income contributors (among food crops) for better-off 
households in most zones. Better-off households from PHA and NLS had the highest income from rice, 
while CHI had the highest income from maize in the reference year. In sum, it can be concluded that for 
the better-off, tobacco and cotton were the main cash crops, while maize, rice, beans and cassava were 
the main food crops providing cash to better-off households. Another important observation is that beans, 
tobacco and cotton sales were highest in the north, which further explains the rationale behind high 
incomes in this region. While the picture for better-off households gives us a snapshot of the crops 
bringing the highest income, which is bedrock of the local economy, it does not give us a sense of what is 
important to the poor groups. In this respect, Figure 18 and Table 3 provide a picture of the important 
crops in terms of value and those that are mostly grown by poor households.  
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Table 3: Number of zones where crops 
were grown by poor households 

Type of crop Number of zones  

Sweet potatoes 16 out of 18 

Maize 13 out of 18 

Cassava 12 out of 18 

Groundnuts 12 out of 18 
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This allows an understanding of what crops are likely to 
affect the incomes of poor households, which is an 
important aspect of vulnerability analysis. Unlike the 
better off, the highest income-earning crop for poor 
households was cotton. From Figure 18, we can see the 
significance of cotton to poor households, as it contributed 
substantially to 7 out of 18 zones. Although tobacco 
provided high income (second to cotton), it is not a 
common crop among poor households, as it was only 
grown in two zones. Overall, what we can conclude from 
this analysis is that most poor households earn much of 
their income from food crops. The importance of beans, 
rice, cassava, bananas, maize and sweet potatoes is clearly 

seen from the graph. However, bananas were only sold by poor households in three zones, while beans 
were sold in 6 out 18 zones. Sweet potatoes were the most-grown crop, followed by maize, cassava, 
ground nuts and vegetables.   

4.5 What are rural households in Malawi spending cash on?  

Figures 19 and 20 shows expenditure patterns for the four wealth groups across all zones in Malawi. The 
graphs provide a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to category of expenditure.  While 
absolute expenditure increases with wealth in line with total cash income (within zones), the expenditure 
breakdown by percent in these graphs shows the relative amount of income spent on different categories. 
The main expenditure categories include food (staple and non-staple), household items, inputs, social 
services and clothes. Although there are similarities in some cases, there are several variations on the way 
poorer households spend their money compared to wealthier households. At the same time there are 
also notable variations across zones. 

The first point to note is that the poorer you are, the more your annual expenditure needs to be devoted 
to food purchases.  Across all zones, very poor households spent 29–65 percent of their annual income 
on food alone, while poor households spent 19–59 percent. Among the zones, very poor households from 
the majority of zones (10 out of 18) spent at least 50 percent of their income on food alone. Furthermore, 
most of the food expenditure by the poorer wealth groups was devoted to staple food (maize, beans, oil 
and dried fish), with nearly 40 percent of very poor households (7 out of 18 zones) spending at least one 
third of their income on staple food alone. This huge expenditure on food reflects that these households 
have to compensate for low production by allocating a large portion of their annual earnings to purchase 
food from the market. Across the zones, very poor households from BPH, LSH, PHA, RVE and TMT (all from 
the Southern and Central) were among the households that spent the most on staple food (35–39 
percent). This is attributed to low crop production for lower wealth groups in these zones resulting in food 
gaps most of which are of chronic nature.  

Unlike the poorer wealth groups, middle and better-off households spend less on staple but higher on 
non-staple food. This is because these wealth groups do not have a food gap to fill, but they need non-
staple foods to diversify their diet as well as access preferred foods such as rice. However, given the low 
production in the South and parts of the Central regions, middle and better-off households from a few 
zones also purchased staples to fill their cereal gap. 

Figure 19: Expenditure patterns for very poor and poor households in the reference year 

Vegetables 10 out of 18 

Rice 8 out of 18 

Pigeon peas 8 out of 18 

Cotton 7 out of 18 

Beans 6 out of 18 

Soya 6 out of 18 

Sesame 4 out of 18 

Other food crops 3–4 out of 18 

Other cash crops 3–4 out of 18 

Bananas 3 out of 18 

Tobacco 2 out of 18 
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For instance, middle and better-off households from TMT, LSH, BPH and PHA (all from the Southern and 
Central) purchased maize in the reference year. At the same, time middle and better-off households from 
most of the Northern zones had the lowest expenditure share on staple food owing to the high crop 
production in this region. 

Figure 20: Expenditure patterns for middle and better-off households in the reference year 
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The second expenditure item is household items – tea, salt, soap, grinding, lighting, etc. In the reference 
year, the poorer wealth groups also spent a higher proportion of their income on household items 
compared to their wealthier neighbors. Although this expenditure category is diverse, a large proportion 
of the very poor and poor’s income was spent on soap and grinding, while the upper wealth groups spent 
significant proportions on soap.  

Inputs are the third expenditure category, which shows an interesting pattern across all wealth groups. 
Figure 20 shows that the wealthier a household is, the more it spend on productive inputs. This is because 
wealthier households have land and livestock that need to be maintained to keep a productive life. In 
order to produce more, these households need to hire additional labor to manage their fields – this 
expenditure accounts for a significant proportion of their budgets in the reference year. In addition, some 
of these households normally have to mobilize huge amounts of money at the start of the season through 
acquiring loans, which they have to re-pay at the end of the season. While lower wealth groups spent 1–
20 percent of their income on inputs in the reference year, the upper wealth groups spent between 19 
percent and 61 percent on inputs. The wider range of middle and better-off households is related to the 
differences in the amount of investment required in different zones. This is usually related to the type of 
crops or livelihood activity being pursued. For instance, we see better-off households from CHI, WRM and 
NLS having the highest proportion of income spent on inputs. This is related to high tobacco production 
in these zones (CHI and WRM), which requires more fertilizers and labor. As for NLS, middle and better-
off households spend significantly on fishing gear purchasing and maintenance on top of other usual input 
items, which increases their spending on inputs.  

In addition to the above expenditures, all households spent on social services, which included education 
and health. In the reference year, the lower wealth groups spent 5–17 percent of their income on social 
services, whereas the upper wealth groups spent 7–16 percent. While the proportions appear to be 
uniform across wealth groups, the absolute expenditures increase by wealth, with the poorer wealth 
groups spending less than upper wealth groups. This is because they cannot afford to access quality health 
care or to send their children to expensive private schools and/or tertiary-level institutions. It is worth 
noting that households also spent on clothes and water. Although there was not much difference in terms 
of proportion of income spent on clothes, it should be noted that the absolute expenditure increased by 
wealth. The expenditure on water occurred in 11 out 18 zones. This expenditure is important as it was 
part of maintenance of water points for sustainable use in the long term. The last category was 
discretionary expenditure (other) that can be drawn down on in a bad year. Given that most reference 
years were average, this “other” category was probably as big as it ever will be. Although HEA does not 
measure behavioral trends, it is expected that households would reduce items in this expenditure 
category in bad years. Wealthier households typically budget more cash for the “other” category than the 
lower wealth groups. This shows a potential income that can cushion them in bad years. 

5.0 TOTAL INCOME, INTERVENTION THRESHOLDS AND HOUSEHOLD LIVELIHOODS PROTECTION SCORE 

5.1 Total Income (food and cash) 

In this section, Total Income was computed and a comparative analysis was done across zones. As stated 
before, Total Income (food and cash) refers to the combined contribution of all food and cash earned by 
a household. In essence, Total Income measures total production for the household, in terms of what was 
accessed as food and what was accessed as cash. Total Income can be expressed in two ways: food 
equivalence – as a percentage of annual minimum food requirements (kilocalories); or monetary terms –  
converting percentage annual food access to its Malawian Kwacha equivalent at the cost of staple food. 
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In this case, one important feature of Total Income is that it also exhibits “purchasing power,” given that 
the conversion is done via the standard cost of staple. In other words, increasing the cost of staple will 
reduce Total Income and reducing the cost of staple will favor Total Income. This is different from the 
previous graphs we have discussed, which look at food and cash separately. The biggest question about 
this analysis is “why is all of this important?”, given that we already know about food and cash income for 
these households. When Total Income is expressed in kwacha terms, it allows us to compare household 
wellbeing to monetary measurements of poverty. When Total Income is expressed in its food equivalent, 
it tells us the percentage of annual food requirements that a household can access at the specified level 
of income given local market conditions. The Total Income amount is a more complete representation of 
“real” income than cash income alone, especially in areas where people produce a significant proportion 
of their own food. For instance, it is possible that some households may have the lowest cash income but 
not necessarily the lowest Total Income because these households maybe be having the highest value of 
own crops consumed which is not accounted in cash income but instead included in Total Income. 
Therefore Total Income catches income that is otherwise hidden. Finally, the Total Income conversion is 
the starting point for the Outcome Analysis, which one cannot do without Total Income. 

5.2 Which livelihood zones have the highest and lowest Total Income (food and cash) for very poor 
households? 

Figure 21 
presents the top 
four and bottom 
four livelihood 
zones in terms of 
Total Income 
(expressed in 
kilocalories or 
food 
equivalence. The 
analysis 
presented is 
based on very 
poor households. 
The four 
livelihood zones 
with the lowest 
Total Income for 
very poor 
households across Malawi were LSH, MSH, PHA and BPH, as shown in the graph. Among these zones, only 
BPH is from the Central Region; the others are from the Southern Region. At a glance, it can be seen that 
very poor households from these zones had the least Total Income compared to similar households from 
the rest of Malawi. On the other hand, very poor households from MSK, MZS, NKH and CHI had the highest 
Total Income compared to similar households across Malawi. These livelihood zones are from the 
Northern Region, except MZS (central), which are among the richest zones in Malawi. Although there are 
several factors contributing to these differences among zones and regions, land and capital expenditure 
on inputs are the chief factors. The biggest constraints for households in the south are access to land and 
poor climatic conditions. The majority of households in the south typically own between 0.4 and 2.5 acres 
while they cultivate between 0.35 and 1.8 acres. Compared to their counterparts in the north, land is not 

Figure 21: Very poor households’ Total Income – kilocalorie equivalent  
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an issue as they typically own 1.7–3.5 acres while they cultivate 1.25–2 acres, leaving a remainder which 
they rent out to the middle and better off. High population pressure has contributed to limited land access 
in the south compared to the northern region. Other than land ownership, land utilization is greatly 
affected by the lack of cash income required to access inputs. It has already been highlighted in the 
expenditure section that very poor households from the Southern Region had the lowest share of 
expenditure on inputs, which exhibits their low investment in agriculture. Lastly, agro-climatic conditions 
are mostly unfavorable in the south compared to the north, with the south being affected by recurrent 
shocks such as floods, droughts and dry spells. 

5.3 What is the importance of food markets?  

As highlighted 
earlier, Total 
Income reflects the 
purchasing power 
of households to 
access food from 
the market. It can 
tell us how much 
food households 
can afford with the 
cash income 
available. Market 
conditions, 
especially the cost 
of staple, therefore 
become a key 
factor in 
determining how 
much food a 
household can 
access using the 
available 
resources. The cost 
of staple is a 
function of many 
things, of which 
market 
accessibility, demand and supply are some of the key factors. Figure 22 presents total income for very 
poor households expressed in cash equivalent, while Figure 23 shows total income for the same 
households expressed in food terms (kilocalorie equivalent). What we see from these two figures is that 
high staple prices reduce the amount of food that households can potentially access. For instance, WRM, 
which was the first (highest total income – in cash equivalence), shifts to being in the tenth position when 
total income is expressed in food terms (kilocalorie equivalence). This means the high cash income earned 
by very poor households from this zone was eroded by the high cost of staple food, resulting in this 
livelihood zone having lower percentage food access compared to zones that had lower total income in 
cash equivalence. For LSH and RVE, low crop production in these zones is the key driver for high food 

Figure 22: Very poor households’ Total Income – cash equivalent  

 
Figure 23: Very poor households’ Total Income – kilocalorie equivalent  
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purchases, which also fuel high staple prices, thus contributing to reduced household purchasing power. 
We can see from the two figures that RVE shifts from fifth position in total income expressed in cash 
equivalence to tenth position when total income is expressed in food terms. Likewise, LSH shifts from the 
12th to the last (18th) position. This reflects reduced purchasing power through high food prices and hence 
the potential amount of food accessed by households through markets. On the other hand, livelihood 
zones such as MSK had slightly lower cash income compared to other northern zones, but because of 
favorable staple prices, households in this zone had increased purchasing power, which allowed them to 
have higher percentage food access than other zones with higher cash income. As shown in the two 
figures, MSK shifts from the sixth to the first position when total income is expressed in food terms. In this 
regard, market conditions, especially those that have a bearing on staple prices, are fundamental factors 
to monitor as they have a huge impact on household food security.  

5.4 How does Total Income compare to Survival and Livelihoods Protection Thresholds for very poor 
households? 

This section provides an understanding of how total incomes for poor households in Malawi compared to 
two important intervention thresholds used in HEA, i.e. the Survival and Livelihoods Protection 
Thresholds. As described above in section 2.1.1, Survival Threshold represents the total food and cash 
income required to cover the food and non-food items necessary for survival in the short term. It includes: 
(i) 100 percent of minimum food energy needs (2,100 kilocalories); (ii) the costs associated with food 
preparation and consumption (survival nonfood basket); and (iii) where applicable, the cost of water for 
human consumption.9 In food security terms, households that fall below this threshold are deemed not 
to have the means to meet their minimum food and non-food requirements and therefore have a survival 
deficit. If this situation persists over time, people will become malnourished. In development terms, 
having a population below the Survival Threshold calls for interventions to save lives. The second 
threshold is the Livelihoods Protection Threshold. This threshold represents the total income required to 
sustain local livelihoods. This means the total income required to cover all survival costs (the previous 
survival threshold), maintain access to basic social services (routine medical and education), maintain 
productive assets in the medium to longer term, and support a locally acceptable standard of living. 
Households falling below this income level have a livelihoods protection deficit. In developmental terms, 
they need interventions to protect their livelihoods.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 The Practitioners Guide to the Household Economy Approach: RHVP, SCUK, FEG Consulting (2007)  
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Figure 24: Total Income compared to Survival and Livelihoods Protection Thresholds for the very poor 

 
 

Figure 24 shows the Total Income of very poor households in the 18 livelihood zones compared to the 
respective thresholds. It is important to note that this analysis was done without considering food aid in 
order to show the actual Total Income generated by household efforts alone. Four main points were 
drawn from this analysis. 

The first is that all very poor households were able to generate enough income through own means to 
cover their survival needs in the reference year. However, while some households, especially from the 
Northern Region (LZs: MSK, NKH, CHI), covered their survival needs by a huge margin, other households 
especially from the Southern Region (LSH, MSH, PHA), covered their survival needs by a smaller margin.  
The second point is that almost all zones (except LSH) were able to generate enough income through own 
means to cover their livelihood protection needs. Although households from LSH could not cover their 
livelihoods protection, the deficit that we see in the graph was addressed by food aid in the reference 
year. The third point drawn from this analysis is that while the survival cost was almost constant across 
zones (with little variations due to varying survival non-food costs), the livelihood protection cost varied 
widely by zone and was highest in MZS and CHI.  This variation is mostly attributed to varying investment 
levels, especially in agriculture, as is the case with MZS and CHI, which are both high productive zones 
demanding more investment in terms of inputs. The last point is that very poor households from only two 
zones (NKH and MSK) were able to generate enough income to cover their survival needs through own 
crops; the others could only meet their survival needs by adding income from labor. 
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5.5 How does the Household Livelihoods Protection Score help us to better understand household 
livelihood security? 

Section 5.1 provided an overview of 
Total Income while in section 5.4 
we saw how Total Income 
compares to the important 
intervention thresholds used in 
HEA, most importantly the 
Livelihoods Protection Threshold. 
At this point, it is important to note 
that as much as Total Income can 
tell us about how much people are 
able to generate, using it alone 
does not tell us much about 
livelihood security. In order to 
understand what livelihood 
security means, we need to know 
the cost of maintaining livelihoods, 
which is shown by the Livelihoods 

Protections Threshold.  

By comparing the Livelihoods Protection Threshold with Total Income, one should bear in mind that we 
have a sense of how close to the edge households are. If households have almost no gap between their 
Total Income and their Livelihoods Protection costs, any small disruption in cash or food income can result 
in a deficit. On the other hand, a bigger gap between Total Income and the Livelihoods Protection 
Threshold means households will tend to be far more resilient in the face of one or more shocks. In this 
case, levels of reference year livelihoods 
security for all wealth groups in these 
zones can be compared by using a 
standard “livelihoods protection score”. 
This is another way of expressing – with 
one number – the information 
contained in Figure 25, essentially 
showing the size of the gap. It is 
calculated by dividing a household’s 
Total Income in the reference year by 
the Livelihoods Protection Threshold for 
that household in the same year. In this 
respect, the Household Livelihoods 
Protection Score, shown in Figure 26, is 
essentially a ratio of what households 
generate in cash and food income in the 
reference year to what they need in 

Figure 25: The Household Livelihoods Protection Score 

 

Figure 26: Total Income vs the Livelihoods Protection Threshold 
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order to cover all their survival and livelihood requirements. A score of 1 means households have just 
enough to cover their livelihood protection needs without any buffer, while a score above 1 means 
households are able to cover their livelihood protection needs with a buffer.  Thus the closer to 1, the less 
of a buffer the household has, and vice versa. 

5.6 Which zones have the highest and lowest Household Livelihoods Protection Score? 

The Household Livelihoods Protection Scores for all zones in Malawi were calculated and the results are 
presented in Figure 27. A weighted average was used to show a score representing all wealth groups. 
From this chart, it can be seen that CHI, PHI, SLA and NKH (in that order) had the highest scores of 1.55–
1.60. SHI, RVE, TMT and MSH had the lowest scores of 1.29–1.35. With a score of 1.55–1.6, households 
from the top four zones had a relatively larger buffer of food and income in the reference year after 
covering their livelihood protection needs, thus making them more livelihood-secure than households 
from all other zones. In contrast, households from the bottom four zones were relatively closer to the 
edge. They had less of a buffer of food and income, and in bad years could be more vulnerable to deficits 
in the event of any slight changes in their food or income access.  

Figure 27: Weighted Household Livelihoods Protection Score 

 

5.7 Are households with the highest Total Income necessarily the same households with the highest 
Household Livelihoods Protection Score? 

As discussed earlier, high Total Income shows households that are able to generate more income and 
food, and it is more likely that these households are richer than others. On the other hand, we learned 
that the higher the Household Livelihoods Protection Score is, the more livelihood-secure a household is. 
But the biggest question is: does having the highest Total Income automatically translate to high livelihood 
security? It is certainly not always the case. A real-life case of better-off households in Malawi was used 
in this section to demonstrate that the level of Total Income does not always translate into high livelihood 
security. The first chart in Figure 28 shows better-off households with the highest and lowest Total Income 
in Malawi, expressed in kilocalorie equivalence. From this graph, we can see that in the reference year, 
better-off households from CHI were by far the highest compared to the rest of the zones. By just looking 
at this high Total Income, one would assume that these households are likely to have the highest 
Household Livelihoods Protection Score. Nonetheless, the results shown in Figure 29 actually prove 
otherwise. We can see from this chart that better-off households from CHI have the lowest Household 
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Livelihoods Protection Score, shifting from being the highest in Total Income terms. We can see again LSH 
shifting from the 11th position in Total Income terms to the 1st position in Household Livelihoods 
Protection Score terms. In addition, we can also see MSH, which was the 17th position in Total Income 
terms, shifting to the 3rd position using the Household Livelihoods Protection Score.  Using the CHI 
example, we can see that better-off households have the lowest Household Livelihoods Protection Score 
despite having the highest Total Income. This is attributed to the high cost of investment these households 
have to make in order to meet their livelihood protection needs, in particular high expenditure in 
agriculture inputs such as labor, loan repayment, fertilizers, herbicides, seeds and tools. Despite earning 
a lot of money, they still need to spend a lot of it in order to keep on generating this high level of income. 
In other words, we cannot just look at their high income and conclude that they are the “richest”. Given 
the magnitude of agriculture activities in this zone (high land cultivated, growing of high-input crops such 
as tobacco), input costs are relatively higher than many zones. In addition, this could be a result of its 
remoteness from the main markets in Malawi compared to other central and southern zones.   

Figure 28: Comparison of ordered Total Income and Household Livelihoods Protection Score for better- 
off households in Malawi  

Total Income – better-off households  

 
 

Figure 29: Household Livelihoods Protection Score – better-off households  
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a relatively lower consumption of inputs compared to CHI; the same explanation also holds for better-off 
households from MSH.  

6.0 SCENARIO MODELLING – USING HEA BASELINE DATA TO MONITOR FOOD AND LIVELIHOOD 
SECURITY IN MALAWI 
 

The scenario analysis in this section provides insight into which hazards are most likely to be damaging to 
household food and livelihood security. The analysis was done using two selected shocks for illustrative 
purposes. The scenario was carried using a process called Outcome Analysis, which is described in the 
methodology section of this report (section 2.1). As previously described, the Outcome Analysis allows us 
to analyze the impacts of shocks on household food and income access.  

The scenario analysis is based on very poor households from six livelihood zones randomly drawn from 
the three regions. Two types of shocks were selected: i) 100 percent crop loss; and ii) 100 percent loss of 
agriculture labor, self-employment and trading activities. The levels at which the hazard was set and the 
type of shocks selected are purely for illustrative purposes. It is also worth noting that each of the 
scenarios is considered without the contribution of food aid. Excluding the contribution of food aid from 
the analysis provides insight on how much total food and cash income households are capable of accessing 
after a shock without external assistance. This gives an estimate of total assistance requirements in the 
event of a deficit. In addition, the scenario considers the coping capacity of affected households. Hence, 
the deficits obtained here results are after factoring the impact of the shock as well as household coping. 
The following coping strategies (coping level 3)10 were used for the scenario: expanding livestock sales, 
crop sales, gifts, remittances, labor, labor migration and self-employment. However some of the coping 
options considered were not effective as they were also affected by the shock.  

Figure 30 shows the first scenario 
of “100 percent crop loss” for six 
selected zones, two from each 
region. What we see from this 
scenario is that the impact of 100 
percent crop loss is enormous on 
very poor households, as it results 
in huge survival and livelihood 
protection deficits. However, poor 
households from PHA, SHI, KAS and 
CKA were more vulnerable to this 
shock compared to households 
from SLA and MSK. After exposing 
these households to the same 
shock, PHA, SHI, KAS and CKA had 
huge survival deficits of 53 percent, 

                                                           
10 The Outcome Analysis tool, known as the Livelihood Impact Analysis Spreadsheet (LIAS), has four coping strategy settings or 
levels. Setting coping levels allows the analysis to add or reduce the number of coping strategies used in the analysis.  

Figure 30: The impact of 100 percent crop loss on very poor 
households 
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29 percent, 49 percent and 23 percent, respectively, while SLA and MSK had 13 percent and 11 percent 
survival deficits, respectively. 

Nonetheless, households from MSK suffer huge livelihood protection losses as a result of the shock. Two 
important points are drawn from this simple scenario: (i)  crop loss has huge effects on food and income 
access for very poor households, as evidenced by the huge deficits; and (ii) households of the same wealth 
category can be exposed to the same shock but the impact will vary from one zone to the other. This 
depends on households’ capacity to resist or respond to the shock. 

The second scenario shown in figure 
31 was to analyze the impact of 100 
percent loss of agriculture labor, self-
employment and petty trade for very 
poor households. Typically, 
agriculture labor, self-employment 
and petty trade are the main sources 
of food and cash income for very 
poor households in rural Malawi. The 
results of this scenario are meant to 
demonstrate how crucial these 
options are by assuming a 100 
percent loss of the crops. It is clear 
from Figure 31 that very poor 
households from PHA, SHI, KAS and CKA were the most affected by this shock, resulting in survival deficits 
of 23 percent, 33 percent, 38 percent and 15 percent, respectively. Compared to other zones, SLA had a 
relatively smaller survival deficit, while very poor households from MSK did not have a survival deficit 
after this shock. Two main points are again drawn from this scenario: (i) 100 percent loss of agriculture 
labor, self-employment and petty trade has huge impacts on food and income access for very poor 
households, especially for those zones which rely heavily on these options; and (ii) even though very poor 
households were exposed to the same shock, the magnitude of the impact varied by zone, with some 
being heavily affected and some not affected at all. This again points to differences in capacity to resist or 
respond to shocks by very poor households in different zones.  

7.0 PROGRAMMING IMPLICATIONS 

Based on the information obtained from the baselines included in this report, a number of programming 
options have been identified for rural households in Malawi. One of the broader issues surfacing from the 
baselines is vulnerability to food insecurity for very poor and poor households due to poor production and 
marketing systems. In this regard, there is need for interventions that improve the capacity of households 
to be more productive through existing livelihood strategies, by diversifying to more viable options to 
increase resilience, and by utilizing markets for growth and sustainability. Some of the areas that can 
improve livelihoods and food security in rural Malawi are described in the paragraphs that follow. 

Improve livestock production: Relative to other southern Africa countries, livestock herds (especially 
cattle) in Malawi are fairly low. However, these baselines reveal the importance of livestock income in 

Figure 31: The impact of 100 percent loss of agriculture labor, 
self-employment and petty trade on very poor households 
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Malawi, a notable change from the last baseline carried in 2005. Even though herd sizes are not so big, 
the market for livestock has improved, resulting in favorable prices across the country. This is perhaps due 
to increasing demand for meat, which may be attributed to a growing urban population. Although cattle 
are the highest cash earner, these baselines revealed significant income earned even from small livestock, 
to the extent that income earned from chickens was relevant in every zone. One of the notable trends in 
Malawi is the decline in tobacco production while the baselines show an increase in livestock income, with 
cattle providing significantly higher incomes. This prompts us to conclude that cattle income in particular 
seems to be compensating for the decline in tobacco income. In light of this, investing in livestock 
production can be an important intervention to improve the livelihoods of rural households in Malawi. 
Other than improving income, ownership of oxen provide a source of draught power, which again 
increases the capacity of a household to utilize land. Furthermore, promoting livestock production in the 
Southern areas, where shocks affecting crops are more recurring, can be an effective way to provide easy 
disposable assets that can ensure food security even when crop production is poor.    

Support large-scale Irrigation schemes: The most devastating shocks in Malawi are those related to 
droughts or long dry spells. Given the country’s overreliance on rainfed agriculture, Malawi remains 
vulnerable to food insecurity, especially considering the evolving climate change. In this baseline, it has 
been observed that irrigated crops along the wetlands, especially flood plains of major rivers like the Shire, 
have great potential, although it’s currently being practiced at a low scale. In the Southern Region, 
although the main rains remain critical, households also rely mostly on the second irrigated crop from 
flood plains. In this regard, investment in large-scale irrigation can be an option in mitigating the impact 
of droughts and dry spells to help achieve food security. One of the enabling factors to this 
recommendation is the fact that Malawi has perennial water bodies like the Shire River, which can support 
large-scale irrigation in the most affected Southern Region. In addition, Lake Malawi, among other water 
bodies, is a potential source of water that can support large-scale irrigations along the lake, which can 
then supply other markets in Malawi. However, it is worth noting that this option can only be pursued 
after proper environmental impact analysis or feasibility studies have been conducted.  

Promote crop diversification: Over the years, crop diversification in Malawai has been poor. Both the 
recent and the 2005 baselines show maize as the dominant crop. However, due to susceptibility of maize 
to droughts and dry spells, the overreliance on maize exposes households to food insecurity – and the 
impact will likely continue to be felt, especially considering climate change. Against this understanding, 
the Government needs to take a bigger step towards diversification of the main staple food. Promoting 
cassava and small-grains production as main staples can be effective in providing a balance of crops that 
can ensure food security over time. Since cassava and small grains are drought-tolerant, people can 
increase the consumption of these crops in years where maize is affected, provided that production is 
constantly maintained high. A crucial lesson is drawn from food-surplus areas such as Nkhata Bay Cassava 
livelihood zone, which has a good balance between maize and cassava – one of the reasons why the area 
is mostly food-secure.  

Promote livelihoods diversification: Livelihoods diversification is important for the poor, particularly in 
the drought-prone regions. The information derived from this baseline demonstrates that the most 
resilient households are those that combine crop and livestock production with non-agricultural livelihood 
options. Livelihoods diversification will also reduce the need to resort to environmentally harmful 
practices such as the harvest of natural products (charcoal and firewood). To achieve this goal, access to 
credit, capital and skills is important for entry into high-value income-generating activities. Most 
importantly, there is need to support access to affordable secondary education for very poor and poor 
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households as a way of building the foundation for a skills base for children, in order to improve the 
livelihoods of very poor and poor households.  

Improve fish harvesting from the lake: Malawi is blessed with a natural lake which provides opportunities 
for fishing. These baselines revealed that better-off households from NLS and SLS earned significant 
amounts of cash income from fishing. Although it is acknowledged that fishing is one of the key activities 
in Malawi, investing more in modern fishing technologies and expanding the fishing industry can be a 
viable strategy to improved income and food from fish, as well as create more employment along the 
coastal areas of Lake Malawi. Furthermore, this should be accompanied by investing in breeding 
technologies to support sustainable fishing practices in the long term. However, market and 
environmental feasibility studies are required before this recommendation can be implemented.  

8.0 CHANGES OVER THE PAST TEN YEARS 
 

The Malawi baseline update provides a unique opportunity to compare changes from 2005 with the data 
collected in 2015. What the comparison revealed is not how much has changed of the past ten years, but 
how much has not changed. Below is a statement from the 2005 national overview: 

From the 2005 overview: 

“In Malawi, as in other Rift Valley countries, higher altitude tends to mean higher rainfall and better 
cropping potential. However, two big factors may negatively affect food security: one is the quality of the 
soils, and the other is the density of the population. In a very general way, the highland areas of the 
Northern Region tend to be more sparsely populated than those of the Southern Region, and where soil 
conditions are favorable a greater proportion of the population is more or less food self-sufficient (and 
owns notably more livestock than elsewhere in the country). On the other hand, the Southern Region holds 
the country’s biggest urban population as well as its largest commercial sector; this positively affects the 
livelihoods of rural people, both in the prices they can obtain for their surplus food crops, and in the 
opportunities for casual employment as well as the sale of products such as firewood and charcoal. By 
contrast, very generally, the Northern Region is little urbanized and is commercially isolated. The Central 
Region’s great Kasungu-Lilongwe Plain ought to possess a happy medium in terms of ecology, population 
density, a major urban center in Lilongwe, and major maize and tobacco production. However, insofar as 
it does, it also exhibits factors that bode ill for future food security and economic advance. Firstly, the area 
has been prone to drought and other rainfall irregularities. Secondly, increasing population pressure on 
the land combined with low pay rates or crop earnings and rising prices of inputs for maize and tobacco 
production mean that one in four households normally produce only half of their grain requirement 
annually and must spend their tobacco profits, such as they are after repaying debts on inputs, on basic 
food. Relative wealth is a key factor influencing both food and livelihood security. Almost everywhere, the 
bulk of production is concentrated in the hands of a minority of ‘better-off’ households; these households 
cultivate the largest land areas and own the largest numbers of livestock. Nevertheless, this group can 
afford or can obtain credit for agricultural inputs, and can employ the additional labor required for timely 
and proper completion of the various agricultural activities. It is this – the timely use of inputs and labor – 
that is typically the key to securing better yields in Malawi. In contrast, very roughly one third of the 
population in almost all zones is perpetually in food production deficit and has to rely on local agricultural 
labor or ganyu for between 2 and 6 months each year. It is the labor of this group that secures the higher 
yields obtained by the ‘better-off’.” 
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8.1 How has land cultivated changed since 2005?  

The 2015 baselines show that agriculture remains an important livelihood pillar in Malawi. Similar to 2005, 
land cultivated remains the major determinant of wealth for all zones. While the amount of land cultivated 
has decreased in some zones, the majority of zones have shown an increase in land area cultivated. From 
the comparative analysis, 11 out of 18 livelihood zones showed an increase in the amount of land 
cultivated from 2005. The majority of zones which showed an increase were from the Northern and 
Central regions. In fact, all zones in the Northern Region (CHI, CKA, MSK, NKA, NKH and WRM) showed an 
increase in land cultivated compared to 2005. Although it is difficult to attribute this change, it should be 
noted that this is also supported by the large land sizes in this region, which allows households to expand 
land area cultivated. From the Central Region, NLS, MZS and KAS generally showed an increase in amount 
of land cultivated. As for the Southern Region, an increase was observed in SHI and LSH, although the 
better-off households in LSH showed a decrease. On the other hand, 4 out of 18 livelihood zones showed 
a decrease in the amount of land cultivated compared to 2005. Two of these zones are from the Southern 
Region (MSH and PHA) while the other two are from the Central Region (BPH and RVE). Again it is difficult 
to explain the factors contributing to this decrease, but it can be partially attributed to the increase in 
population density, which increases land pressure. Overall, it is clear from this analysis that there has been 
a general increase in land cultivated in the majority of zones, especially the Northern Region.  

8.2 How has access to food and income changed since 2005? 

8.2.1 Changes in food sources for poor households 
The two graphs in Figure 32 compare the sources of food for poor households in 11 livelihood zones, from 
the 2005 and 2015 baselines. This comparison is relevant in understanding the evolution of food security 
in Malawi. There are apparent differences in reaching the minimum energy requirement of 2,100 
kilocalories between the 2005 and 2015 baselines. In 2005, poor households in 7 out of the 11 livelihood 
zones fell short of reaching their minimum energy requirement, while in 2015 there were only 2 out of 
11: SHI and TMT, both located in the Southern Region. 

 

Similar to the results in 2005, food from own crop production represented the main source of food for 
poor households in the 11 featured livelihoods zones. Although food from crop production is the most 
significant source of food for poor households, its relative contribution to 5 out of 11 households 
decreased slightly over the past ten years. In the zones where own crop production decreased, there is 
an increase in food purchases. In most of the zones where production increase (6 out of the 11), purchases 
decreased. The degree to which poor households relied on ganyu as a source of food did not change 
significantly for those in the Central Region. Livelihood zones LSH, MSH, NKH, and WRM all experienced 
an increase in food from ganyu. Most of the poor households that increased reliance on ganyu got less 
from their own production. The only zone that did not follow this trend was WRM, but increased ganyu 
may be due to a decreased reliance on purchases. 
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Figure 32: Changes in food sources for poor households  

 

 

The most striking difference when comparing the two baselines is the introduction of food aid. As 
mentioned before, food aid may include food distribution, but also may include school feeding. Poor 
households from 8 out of 11 livelihood zones received food assistance of some sort in 2015, with more 
notable reliance of food aid coming from CKA, LSH and MSH. Without food aid in the zones where it was 
provided, poor households would not be able to meet their annual food needs.  Again, in 2005 7 out of 
the 11 livelihood zones fell short of meeting their minimum energy requirement, indicating that over the 
past ten years, the ability of poorer households to obtain food without assistance has changed very little. 

8.2.2 Changes in income sources for poor households 
The two graphs shown in Figure 33 compare the income sources for poor households in the same 11 
livelihood zones presented in the previous section. The data compared here use relative income sources, 
not absolute. 

The proportion of cash earned by poor households from crop sales in most livelihood zones seems to have 
fallen since the 2005 baselines. The exceptions are CKA, NKH, SLA and SHI livelihood zones. The proportion 
of livestock sales (for annual cash income) increased across nearly all livelihood zones, except for SHI and 
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PHA. Changes in ganyu income, which accounted for a significant portion of poor households’ annual 
income in both baselines, corresponded to whether cash earned from crop production increased or 
decreased. For the majority of the 11 featured zones, if cash earned from crop production increased from 
the 2005 baselines, the reliance on ganyu decreased, and vice versa. Self-employment and petty trade 
were combined in 2015 to match the baselines of 2005. Changes in this category varied across the 11 
livelihood zones.  

Figure 33: Changes in income sources for poor households  

 

 

Like ganyu, increases in self-employment or petty trade occurred when there were significant decreases 
in other income sources since 2005. For example, where cash earned from crop production fell between 
40 percent and 50 percent, households would increase ganyu, but also increase self-employment and 
trading activities.  
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ANNEX: POPULATION BY LIVELIHOOD ZONE 
 

Livelihood Zone Population11 

Central Karonga (CKA) 56,006 

Western Rumphi/Mzimba (WRM) 261,705 

Mzimba Self-Sufficient (MZS) 611,172 

Nkhata Bay Cassava Zone (NKH) 385,137 

Kasungu Lilongwe Plain (KAS) 4,318,696 

Southern Lakeshore (SLA) 435,117 

Shire Highlands (SHI) 1,371,223 

Middle Shire Valley (MSH) 740,941 

Phalombe Plain/Lake Chilwa (PHA) 1,215,534 

Thyolo Mulanje Tea Estates (TMT) 792,594 

Lower Shire Valley (LSH) 1,725,473 

Northern Karonga (NKA) 129,493 

Misuku Hills (MSK) 27,774 

Chitipa Millet and Maize (CHI) 153,589 

Northern Lakeshore (NLS) 356,608 

Phirilongwe Hills (PHI) 76,200 

Rift Valley Escarpment (RVE) 942,281 

Border Productive Horticulture (BOR) 601,544 

 

                                                           
11 2008 estimates, National Statistics Office 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Central Karonga Livelihood Zone (CKA) December, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Central Karonga Livelihood Zone is located in 
the north of Malawi, covering the greater part of 
Karonga District, and including three EPAs: 
Mpata, Lupembe, and Nyungwe. The zone 
borders Lake Malawi along part of its eastern side 
and is sandwiched in between Northern Karonga 
Livelihood Zone to the north and Nkhata Bay 
Cassava Livelihood Zone to the south. Misuku Hills 
Livelihood Zone lies to the northwest and Chitipa 
Maize and Millet Livelihood Zone is to the west. 
The zone also shares part of its southern 
boundary with Nyika National Park. Karonga town 
is the major urban center within the zone, and it 
is serviced by the M1 highway which connects 
southern and northern Malawi and extends to the 
Tanzanian border.  
 
Central Karonga is a moderately productive agricultural zone with crop and livestock production forming the main 
economic activities. One unique aspect of this zone is the wider range of crops grown which include maize, rice, 
pigeon peas, cassava, sweet potatoes, ground nuts and vegetables. In normal years, only the two upper wealth 
groups produce enough surplus food to both cover their annual food needs and to sell, while the bottom two wealth 
groups have to supplement their production with significant amounts of purchased food, payment in kind, and food 
aid.  
 
Because of its proximity to Lake Malawi, much of the zone is lowland with a few areas in the upland. This provides 
an opportunity for fishing for households closer to the lake. The topography is mainly lowland plains along the 
lakeshore and a few hills found especially in areas bordering Chitipa District. The main geographical features include 
the North Rukuru River, Lake Malawi, the M1 highway, as well as Nyika National Park in the southwestern parts of 
the zone. Other natural resources are uranium, mined in Mpata EPA, and fish from Lake Malawi. The zone has a 
fairly high population density of 80 persons per km2, similar to Northern Karonga, but higher than neighboring 
Chitipa and Misuku Hills.  
 
The late start of rainfall in the Central Karonga Livelihood Zone is one of the main constraints on production. Rainfall 
starts in December and tails off in April, providing a relatively short agricultural season compared to other zones. 
Annual rainfall ranges from 800 millimeters (mm) to 1400 mm which, if consistently distributed, provides a good 
basis for agriculture. However, the short season is often unreliable, posing large risks to this mostly rainfed zone. 
Temperatures fluctuate between 27 and 300 C in summer and drop to a low of 190 C   in winter. Soils across the zone 
are relatively fertile with patches of sand.  
 

 

                                                           

 
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in August 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2012 and ended in March 2013. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2018). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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The amount of land owned per household is lower than in neighboring Chitipa and Misuku Hills, but higher than in 
the Northern Karonga and Nkhata Bay Cassava livelihood zones. All households own land but the bottom wealth 
groups do not use all of their land; they rent out some of it to the upper wealth groups who have more capacity to 
cultivate larger tracts. Unlike in neighboring Chitipa, Misuku Hills and Nkhata Bay Cassava livelihood zones, ox-
plowing is common because of high cattle ownership and also the existence of a flat terrain. However, most 
households, especially those on the lower end of the wealth spectrum, use digging by hand as the main method of 
tillage. While all wealth groups use inputs, the quality of the inputs and the amounts used vary. The most common 
inputs are hybrid seeds and fertilizers which are accessed from local markets as well as the Ministry of Agriculture. 
The use of organic manure is also common, especially by the upper wealth groups who have access to dung from 
their own khola (cattle kraal).  
 
Crop production is the main source of food and income in the zone. However, dry spells and poor agronomic 
practices are the main factors limiting yields in the zone. Maize, rice, and cassava are the major crops grown for 
consumption while cotton and tobacco are the main cash crops. However, food crops are also sold and bring 
considerable income to households in the zone. Tobacco is grown only by the middle and better-off households 
because of its high input and labor demands, which are beyond the reach of the two lower wealth groups. Cotton 
is cheaper to grow, and thus all households grow cotton as a cash crop. It is important to note that cotton is a new 
cash crop to this zone, not present in the 2005 baseline. Other crops such as pigeon peas, sweet potatoes, ground 
nuts, sesame, vegetables, and tomatoes are also grown here. Army worm and bollworm affect maize and rice while 
mealy bug commonly affects cotton. As a preventative or curative mechanism, households use pesticides purchased 
from the market and also access them from the Ministry of Agriculture.  
 
Livestock production is also important, with cattle being the most valuable livestock. Cattle, which provide milk and 
cash income, are owned only by the upper wealth groups. Goats, pigs, and chickens are owned by all wealth groups, 
and are an important source of cash income for the lower wealth groups. During the wet season, water for livestock 
is available from Lake Malawi, rivers, and some reservoirs. The same sources are also used during the dry season 
when available, but boreholes are also used as sources of water for livestock.  
 
Basket making, mat weaving, fishing, bicycle taxis (kabaza), and petty trade are other economic activities pursued 
by households in the zone. Agricultural labor is an important source of cash income and food (in-kind payment) for 
very poor and poor households. The most labor-demanding activities are land preparation and weeding; middle and 
better-off households pay the lower two wealth groups (in cash or food) to help them with these activities. Basic 
social services are generally good in the zone, however health facilities are far away in villages that border with 
Chitipa.  
 

Markets 

 
Karonga town provides the main internal urban market for the zone. Although the zone is isolated from the main 
markets in Malawi, it is mainly serviced by the M1 highway which provides a connection to Karonga town and Mzuzu 
city to the south, as well as the Kasumulu/Songwe border with Tanzania to the north. This major highway provides 
the main market access between the zone and the rest of Malawi to the south. Other urban markets that connect 
to the zone are Chitipa to the northwest and Rumphi to the south. The connection road to Chitipa (M26) also gives 
access to the border with Tanzania via Chitipa. Overall, the main trade route for most agriculture commodities is 
from Karonga to Mzuzu City (via the M1 highway) which is the biggest external urban market for the zone. Mzuzu is 
the only city found to the south of the zone which provides the biggest urban market for the northern region as a 
whole. Importantly, the city connects further down to Lilongwe (via the M1 highway) which is the final destination 
of most commodities from Karonga. Significant trade across the border to Tanzania is also common throughout the 
year. Locally, the main daily markets include Nyungwe, Ngala, Mlare, Lupembe, Wovwe and Karonga Boma. These 
markets provide an opportunity to exchange food and other basic non-food commodities which are required by 
households. The weekly markets include Lupaso, Mpata, Mwenilondo, Lupembe, Matinkhula, Nyungwe and Wovwe 
Scheme. One special feature about the zone is the existence of monthly cattle markets which are found at Kasoba 
and Ngala where farmers bring their cattle for sale to traders or middlemen who transport livestock to Mzuzu or 
even further down to Lilongwe for sale in butcheries and abattoirs.  
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Markets function for households to sell their produce and livestock and also to purchase a range of essential goods. 
Staple grains are the most important commodity purchased by all wealth groups except the better-off. Maize is 
sourced from local suppliers and is also imported from Chitipa. In addition to maize, the very poor and poor also 
purchase cassava – a cheaper staple – locally from better-off households. Other commodities purchased include 
rice, beans, dried fish, cooking oil, sugar, meat, sweet potatoes, and vegetables. In addition, households purchase 
various non-food items, including agricultural inputs, which are delivered into the zone from Mzuzu City.  
 
Maize and rice are traded all year round through local markets to Boma and Mzuzu with some exports to Tanzania. 
Cotton is sold through the Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC) and the Great Lakes 
Company between May and July. Tobacco is sold directly to the auction floors in Mzuzu, although some farmers sell 
through middlemen – especially those who harvest too little to justify paying their own transport to the market. 
Other crops grown in the zone are traded mainly through local markets.  
 
Cattle, goats, and pigs are the main livestock sold all year round. The common trade route for livestock is from local 
markets to Boma, Mzuzu and other towns and cities in Malawi. Traders flock into the zone, especially during cattle-
trading days to buy and transport cattle to other towns and cities.  
 
Unlike other northern zones, market access is generally good because there are passable roads and bridges. The 
zone is serviced by dirt and good tarmac roads which facilitate market access. Though some of the dirt roads are 
poor, most roads are passable in wet and dry seasons, and bridges in good condition are available in most parts of 
the zone. Most markets are located near tarmac roads and thus provide all-year access. As highlighted in the zone 
description above, the existence of the M1 highway, which passes through the zone, is a major advantage as a series 
of markets are also located close to or along this main highway.  
 
The labor market is mainly local and almost entirely agricultural, with an estimated 90 percent of labor opportunities 
provided by rural middle and better-off households. Local arrangements ensure a constant demand of labor by the 
middle and better-off households and a constant supply of labor by the very poor and poor households. The main 
activities providing opportunities for labor are land preparation, weeding, and harvesting which are paid either in 
cash or in kind (labor for food). Weeding is the most demanding activity with a wage rate of MWK 8,000 – MWK 
12,000 per acre in the reference year. This is followed by land preparation which is paid MWK 6,000 – MWK 10,000 
per acre. The wage rates for payment in kind usually approximate the cash rate equivalence, but this varies by 
season with poor terms of trade in the lean season compared with the post-harvest.  
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a specific time period called the reference year. In the Central Karonga Livelihood 
Zone, the reference year covered the period from April 2012 to March 2013. All information on food, income and 
expenditure profiled for this baseline refers to this period.  
 
During community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance, with a ‘1’ indicating a poor season and a ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below shows a summary 
of results of the ranking exercise. The reference year was rated as an excellent season for food security.  
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 3 
Prolonged dry spells. Coping responses: Basket making and selling, casual labor, 
firewood sales 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 2 
Prolonged dry spells. Coping responses: Basket making and selling, casual labor, 
firewood sales 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 5 Good rains and adequate access to inputs leading to good crop yields 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 2 
Prolonged dry spells. Coping responses: Basket making and selling, casual labor, 
firewood sales 



Central Karonga Livelihood Zone Profile   
 

4 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 3 
Erratic rains. Coping responses: Basket making and selling, casual labor, firewood 
sales 

5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above-average season for household food security 
3 = an average season for household food security 
2 = a below-average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
Unlike other zones in Malawi, where rainfall normally starts around November, rainfall here starts in December. 
January and February comprise the peak of the rainy season, and the rains tail off in April. This provides a relatively 
short window for agricultural production, and in the event of a few dry spells, crop production is easily affected. The 
start of the rains in December also marks the start of the agriculture season for the zone. Prior to the rains, 
households are busy with land preparation, usually in November for most crops. Land preparation occupies a shorter 
period (mostly a month) compared to other northern zones.  
 
Households usually stagger their crops. Maize is the main staple crop, and it is planted beginning with the onset of 
the rains and extending to mid-January. Weeding of maize, which is one of the labor-demanding activities, takes 
place between mid-February and mid-March. During March, households begin to enjoy green maize, harvested from 
the first round of planting. The full harvest of maize is in April, a month earlier than rice. Because of its high demands 
for soil moisture, rice is planted a month later (January) than maize. Weeding of rice occurs from February to March, 
and harvesting runs from May to June – a longer period than for maize.  
 
Cotton and tobacco are the main cash crops grown in the zone. Tobacco is planted between November and 
December, with land preparation happening between September and October. The timing of tobacco is different 
than other crops. Land preparation takes place earlier and for a longer duration followed by planting, which is done 
before the main rains, suggesting irrigated planting. Harvesting of this cash crop starts earlier (from February) than 
any other crop given its short maturity period. Cotton is planted after the start of the season in December and 
extends to January. Unlike other crops, cotton requires spraying, an important activity meant to control pests, 
diseases, and weeds. This takes place in February and March, two to three months before cotton harvesting which 
occurs between May and June. 
 
Between April and July, middle-income and better-off households enjoy the peak of milk production from their 
cows. This is the period when they also earn significant cash income from milk sales – something the lower two 
wealth groups do not benefit from. In general, the peak of livestock sales in the zone follows a bimodal pattern. 
Livestock sales first peak between June and July, partly due to the festival season, which is a high expenditure period. 
The second peak is between December and February, when the very poor and poor households sell their livestock 
in order to cope with the lean season; at this same time, the middle and better-off households mainly sell for income 
to purchase inputs and to pay for hiring labor.  
 
The start of the agriculture season in November triggers the demand for labor as middle and better-off households 
start to look for additional labor to work in their fields. Very poor and poor households take advantage of this 
demand to earn cash income and food during the lean season. These activities stretch across February and end in 
March before the next harvest. As highlighted earlier, the lean season is the period when most households have 
exhausted their own crops and are looking for ways to meet their staple food needs. The demand for staples is 
usually high (from the very poor, poor and, to a lesser extent, the middle households) during this season, and grain 
availability is usually limited compared to the post-harvest period. The better-off are the only households supplying 
local markets at this point, supplemented by imports from Chitipa. These factors normally trigger staple grain prices 
to increase between January and March, which is the lean season. This is also a period when human diseases are 
high, which adds to households’ burden – a burden which is especially heavy for the lower two wealth groups.  
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Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
 
The distribution of household population by wealth group for the zone remains comparable to 2005 baselines, with 
the very poor and poor comprising 66 percent of households in the zone and the middle and  
better-off households comprising the remainder. An average household size of six people is the same for all wealth 
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Other
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Fishing peak 7 7 7 7 7 7

Off farm activities 

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

High staple prices

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Festival season 6 6 6 6 6 6

Human diseases

Livestock diseases 3 3 3 3 3 3

Legend Cotton spraying sp High staple prices ls Lean season 

Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.

sale

3

6

2

7

4

sp

2 2

lp

m

sale

sale

w

w

p

h

p

r

lp w

4

p w

MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov Dec Jan Feb

 
HH size

Land owned 

(acres) 

Land cultivated 

(acres)
Poultry

Very 

poor
5 - 10 1 - 3 1 - 2.5

2 - 10                

chickens

Poor 5 - 10 1 - 4 1 - 3.5
3 - 20                            

chickens

Middle 5 - 8 2 - 5 2 - 3.5
7 - 15 

chickens

Better 

off
4 - 9 3 - 6 3 - 8

10-25 

chickens

2-8 goats, 2-8 pigs, 2-4 

oxen, 2-5 cattle 

4-15 goats, 2-10 pigs, 2-

4 oxen, 6-18 cattle

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Other

1 bicycle, 1 cellphone

1 bicycle, 1 cellphone, 0.5 ox 

cart, 0.5 plows

1 cell phone, 1 bicycle, 1 ox 

cart, 1 plow, 0-1 small shop, 0-

1 fishing gear

Livestock

0-2 goats, 0-1 pigs

1-4 goats, 0-5 pigs

0% 20% 40%
% of households
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groups, with the exception of the very poor who have the largest average household size (7). However, all wealth 
groups have three able-bodied members who are capable of working. It is important to note that because of certain 
cultural factors in some parts of North Malawi, polygamy is typical, with all wealth groups except the very poor 
having two wives. 
 
The table above provides information about assets owned by households in the zone. Although households have 
similar means of obtaining food and cash income, ownership of assets determines the capacity of a household to 
explore the local natural resources and be productive. In this zone, the major determinants of wealth are livestock 
(particularly cattle and oxen), land area cultivated, and ownership of productive assets (i.e. plows and oxcarts). 
Cattle are the most important livestock in the zone, and only those who own cattle are categorized as among 
wealthier households. This is because cattle provide a source of food income (i.e. milk consumption) and cash 
income through milk and live animal sales. These sources provide significant income for wealthier households, 
enabling them to buy more inputs and hire additional labor which are the drivers for cultivating more land. 
Moreover, households with oxen and plows have efficient means of tilling land and hence have the capacity to 
cultivate on more land. Those without cattle and oxen have to rely on digging by hand or hiring plows which requires 
cash which they might not have. 
 
Although all households own land, poor households do not use all their land because they lack productive assets 
and access to cash income to purchase inputs. As a result, they rent out some of their land to the middle and better-
off households which have the capacity to cultivate more. In light of this, land area cultivated increases by wealth 
and determines the different levels of production by wealth group. With less land cultivated and fewer inputs, very 
poor and poor households produce enough to cover their consumption needs for only three or four months, and so 
they have to work for the wealthier households to obtain more food and income to close their sizeable food gap.  
 
Other livestock owned include goats, pigs, and chickens. These small livestock provide an important source of 
income, especially for the lower wealth groups. Small livestock are sold mainly to obtain income to purchase staple 
food in the lean season as well as to meet other requirements during high-expenditure periods. All households own 
cell phones, and all wealth groups except the very poor own bicycles which provide an important means of 
transport. More importantly, some households use their bicycles as taxis (kabaza) and earn cash income from this 
activity.  
 
Compared with the 2005 baselines, there is a slight positive shift in livestock ownership by households in the zone. 
Cattle herd sizes have increased from 5-10 to 6-18 for the better-off households and from 0-4 to 2-5 for the middle 
households. Also, all wealth groups have increased the area of land cultivated from 2005 levels. The poor used to 
cultivate 0.5-1 acre but now cultivate 1.5-2 acres. Middle households cultivated 1.5-2 acres in 2005 and now 
cultivate 2-3.5 acres. Likewise, in 2005, better-off households cultivated 2.5-4 acres and now cultivate 3-8 acres.  
                            

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the 
sources of food for households in 
different wealth groups in the livelihood 
zone for the period April 2012 to March 
2013, a relatively good year. April 
represents the start of the consumption 
year because it is when the harvest of the 
main food crops occurs, marking an end 
to the hunger season. Food sources are 
presented as a percentage of 2,100 kcal 
per person per day for the 12-month 
period.  
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Generally, all wealth groups met their 
annual food needs in the reference year 
except for the very poor who had a 
marginal food deficit of 1 percent. 
 

In the graph, food sources are expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2,100 kcals per 
person per day.                                     
 

There are typically five main sources of food in the zone: own crop production, payment in kind, the market, own 
milk/meat, and food aid. Own crops and market purchases were common food sources for all wealth groups while 
payment in kind was a food source only for the very poor and poor in the reference year. Own milk is typically a 
source of food only for the middle and better off households which own cattle. Unlike other northern zones, food 
aid was typical in Central Karonga because of poor production in consecutive years including the reference year. 
Food aid is provided by various humanitarian partners (including the World Food Programme) through school 
feeding and food relief programs. School feeding is typical across all wealth groups while relief food is targeted to 
the very poor and poor households only.  
 
As reflected in the graph, own crop production was the most important source of food for all wealth groups in the 
zone. Crops contributed 43-62 percent of minimum annual calorie needs for the lower two wealth groups and  
86-89 percent of minimum requirements for the upper two wealth groups. Maize, which is the main staple crop, 
provided most of the calories (24-71 percent) from own crops for all wealth groups. After maize was rice, which 
contributed 5-7 percent of household annual food requirements, and cassava which contributed 2-7 percent. 
 
In normal years, the very poor and poor households do not harvest enough to cover the whole consumption year, 
and they therefore have to compensate the low harvests with purchases. Thus, staple purchase (e.g. maize grain 
and dried cassava) was the second most important source of food for these two lower wealth groups, contributing 
31 percent and 24 percent of annual food needs for the very poor and poor respectively. The middle-income 
households typically harvest enough to cover the whole consumption year, but they sell some of the produce to 
generate cash during the post-harvest period, thereby creating the illusion of a deficit which they have to fill through 
purchases later in the lean season. Given their existing food gap, the lower two wealth groups typically prioritize 
staple over non- staple purchases, while the middle-income and better-off households purchase more non-staples. 
The purchased non-staple foods include beans, sugar, meat, oil, dried fish, vegetables, and sweet potatoes. The two 
lower wealth groups also purchased these non-staple foods, however in smaller quantities. The middle-income and 
better-off households also obtained 1-4 percent of their annual food needs from own milk/meat. Thus, other than 
just meeting their minimum energy needs for survival, the upper wealth groups also obtained a more balanced diet 
than the lower wealth groups.  
Even though households made significant staple purchases in the reference year, this was not enough to meet 
especially the very poor households’ annual food requirements; consequently, they exchanged their labor for food 
particularly during the lean season. Payment in kind through land preparation and weeding contributed 10 percent 
and 3 percent of annual food needs for the very poor and poor respectively. The very poor engaged in this activity 
more than the poor because of the depth of their food gap. All of the above sources were not enough to cover the 
food needs for the lower two wealth groups who also depended on food aid to contribute 
8-10 percent of their annual food needs in the reference year.  
 
The current baseline information for the reference year was also compared to the baseline conducted in this zone 
in 2005. Overall, sources of food are much the same, although food aid was not typical in the 2005 baseline. There 
is, however, a notable decrease in the contribution of own crops to annual food needs. While own crops used to 
contribute 75-110 percent of annual food needs for households in 2005, this has decreased to 
43-89 percent in the current baseline, contributing to the need for food aid. In response to this shift, food purchases 
have increased significantly (from 9-22 percent to 26-37 percent) compared with 2005. One factor that may be 
contributing to this negative shift is the decline in the production of cassava which used to be one of the chief staple 
crops in the zone. Cassava used to account for 28-45 percent of annual food for the zone but has sharply decreased 
to account for only 2-7 percent. Food generated from maize production has slightly increased (from 22-61 percent 
to 24-71 percent) but to an extent not adequate enough to compensate for the lost contribution of cassava. As 
cassava is a drought-resistant crop which households can depend on in bad years, the decline in cassava production 
could be contributing to food insecurity in this zone.  
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Sources of cash income 

 

 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income 
showing the relative importance of each option by wealth 
group.  

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in 
Malawian Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to 
cash income. 

A typical better-off household in this zone earns 
around MWK944,575 annually, which is almost three 
times what a typical poor household earns. Middle-
income households earn around MWK639,800 
annually, which is more than twice the annual income 
for the poor. The table to the right provides in detail 
the average annual cash income by wealth group, 
highlighting the differences among them. The major 
differences between the upper and lower wealth 
groups are the result of disparities in income from 
crops sales, livestock sales, and petty trade. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very 
poor 

Poor Middle Better 
off 

Annual 
income per 
household2 

199,600 299,325 639,800 944,575 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the 
nearest ten 

 

                                                           

 
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2012-March 2013 was US$1 = MWK300 
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While tobacco was the chief cash crop for the middle-income and better-off households, rice and cotton are typically 
important high income-earning crops for all wealth groups in the zone. Rice is significant, especially for very poor 
households who do not earn much from tobacco and cotton. In fact, rice was the most important cash earning crop 
for the very poor and poor households in the zone. For the upper two wealth groups, rice was the second-most 
important cash-earning crop following tobacco. Other crops (e.g. cassava, maize, tomatoes, and sesame) also 
contribute significantly to income from crops. In the reference year, the very poor and poor households earned an 
average annual income of MWK60,100 and MWK102,125 from crop sales respectively, which represented 30-34 
percent of their annual income. The very poor earned a slightly higher share of their income (32 percent) from casual 
labor (ganyu), making it their most important source.  
 
Casual labor was the second-most important income source for the poor, accounting for 21 percent (or MWK62,500) 
of their annual income. Unlike in most zones in Northern Malawi, the middle-income households in Central Karonga 
engaged in off-farm casual labor through activities such as brick production and fetching water for brick production. 
This generatedMWK29,500, or 5 percent of their annual income. The second-most important income source for the 
upper two wealth groups was combined livestock and own milk/meat sales. This generated MWK152,500 and 
MWK194,500 representing 24 percent and 21 percent of their annual income respectively. Cattle are the most 
important livestock sold, and they also provide a source for sales of milk. The two lower wealth groups do not own 
cattle and therefore only earn income from the sale of small livestock which accounts for 4-7 percent of their annual 
income.  
 
The third important income source for the two lower wealth groups was self-employment from which they earned 
MWK47,700 and MWK33,900, accounting for 24 percent and 11 percent of their annual income respectively. Self-
employment activities in the zone mainly included basket making, mat weaving, and firewood sales. The middle-
income and better-off households also engaged in self-employment but for different activities such as oxcart hiring 
and kabaza (bicycle taxiing) as well as ploughing, although this did not bring significant income. The two upper 
wealth groups also engaged in petty trade from which they generated MWK111,900 and MWK145,500, accounting 
for 17 percent and 15 percent of their annual income and making it their third important income source. The poor 
also engaged in petty trade which contributed 9 percent of their annual income.  
 
Remittances were also an income source in this zone, which is unique compared with most other northern zones. 
With the exception of the very poor, all other wealth groups received remittances amounting to MWK30,000, 
MWK46,400 and MWK70,000 for the poor, middle-income and better-off households, representing 9 percent, 17 
percent and 15 percent of their annual income respectively.  
 
Lastly, fishing was also a common source of income for all wealth groups (contributing between 3-6 percent of 
annual income) because of the presence of Lake Malawi to the east of the zone. However, it should be noted that 
fishing was not as significant as in the southern parts of the lake.  
 
Information on sources of income as well as amounts earned was compared to the baselines carried out in this 
zone in 2005. The comparative analysis shows that there has been a decline in income from sweet potatoes which 
used to be the most important income source among other crops in 2005. The lower wealth groups earned more 
than 75 percent of their income from casual labour (ganyu) and self-employment in 2005. The decline in this 
figure during the current baseline can be attributed to the emergence of new income sources such as fishing, 
petty trade, and remittances as well as an increase in crop sales. 
 
 

 

Expenditure patterns 
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The graph on the right presents 
expenditure patterns for the reference 
year April 2012 to March 2013. While 
absolute expenditures increase with 
wealth and total cash income, the 
graph shows the percentage of income 
spent on different categories by the 
different wealth groups.  
 
Households in the zone typically spent 
cash on a variety of items which 
included staple food, non-staple food, 
household items (e.g. tea, soap, salt, 
utensils, grinding), water, inputs (e.g. 
seeds, fertilizer, labor, land rental, 
ploughing, and animal drugs), social 
services (e.g. health and education), 
clothes and others. Although most 
households spend money for most of   

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure. 

these items, the absolute amount spent differs by wealth group. At the same time, the relative expenditure (which 
indicates the limits on total cash income and the requirement to spend large parts of that limited cash on a few 
essential items) also differs by wealth group. 
 
Expenditure patterns as reflected in the graph show that the lower two wealth groups need to spend much of their 
available cash income on food purchases. Food (both staples and non-staples) accounts for 51 percent of the 
expenditures for the very poor households and 37 percent for the poor households. Of this, 24 percent and 11 
percent is for staple food for the very poor and poor respectively. Maize, the main purchased staple, provides the 
cheapest, most preferred calories for the lower wealth groups. The very poor purchased 360kg of maize while the 
poor purchased 240kg, contributing to 24 percent and 19 percent of their annual needs respectively. The lower 
wealth groups purchased more staple food than the upper wealth groups because of differences in crop production 
which forced the lower wealth groups to cover their production gap by prioritizing staple purchases. The two lower 
wealth groups typically spend less money than the upper wealth groups, but they purchase staple calories for their 
survival, while the upper wealth groups spend more money buying non-staple calories as a luxury and for a quality 
diet. The lower two wealth groups spent less (MWK34,150-MWK48,065) to purchase 19-24 percent of their calories, 
while the upper two wealth groups spent more money (MWK135,130 -MWK192,550) to purchase about 21 percent 
of their calories.  
 
All wealth groups also spend on household items such as soap, salt, and grinding. These expenditures increased in 
absolute terms and decreased in relative terms with increasing wealth; the lower wealth groups spent 16-19 percent 
of their income towards this basket compared with 10-11 percent by the upper two wealth groups. This indicates 
that these essential household items take up a large part of available and limited cash income for these groups.  
 
All households spent on agricultural inputs, although the middle-income and better-off households spent 
significantly more than the two lower wealth groups. It is evident from the graph that relative expenditures on 
inputs increase with wealth, indicating the difference in priority given to inputs by different wealth groups. In 
absolute terms, the middle-income and better-off households spent MWK146,200 and MWK247,850 on inputs 
respectively, accounting for 23 percent and 26 percent of their expenditures. On the other hand, the very poor and 
poor only spent MWK11,700 and MWK33,500 which is 6 percent and 11 percent of their annual expenditures 
respectively. This huge difference in agriculture investment explains the difference in production for the wealth 
groups. The most common expenditure items under inputs were seeds, tools, fertilizer, pesticides, labor, land rental, 
ploughing, and animal drugs. However, ploughing expenditure was only incurred by the poor because the very poor 
could not afford that. These services were provided by the better-off households which typically have more oxen 
and ploughs; the middle-income households could only afford to plough for themselves. In addition, only the 
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middle-income and better-off households spent on land rental and labor given their capacity to hire more labor and 
land. Animal drugs were also an important expenditure for all households except for the very poor who typically 
own limited numbers of animals.  
 
Spending on education and health is another important category of expenditure in the zone. Education expenditure 
includes school fees, uniforms, stationery, and any related costs for education. In absolute terms, the very poor and 
poor spent MWK8,500 and MWK21,500 on education respectively, while the middle-income and better-off 
households spent MWK50,000 and MWK95,000 respectively. The differences in amount spent on education reflects 
the quality of education given to the children belonging to different groups. Expenditures by households in the zone 
on health are significantly lower than on other baskets. In the reference year, the upper wealth groups spent 
MWK8,750-MWK11,600 on health, while the two lower wealth groups spent between MWK2,500 and MWK5,000. 
Overall, spending on health accounts for only 1-2 percent of annual expenditures for households in the zone.  
 
Lastly, households spent on clothes and other miscellaneous items such as phone credit, loan repayment, transport, 
gifts/other obligations, beer, and cigarettes. Absolute expenditure on ‘other’ items increased with wealth, reflecting 
that the two upper wealth groups typically have more discretionary income which can be used in bad years. This 
also reflects that the upper wealth groups have more capacity to cope with shocks compared with the lower wealth 
groups. 
 
 

Hazards 

 
The Central Karonga Livelihood Zone is affected by dry spells which is a chronic hazard. Dry spells usually occur 
during the maize tasseling stage and significantly affect yields. In addition, droughts occur periodically which also 
affect crop and livestock production. Since households in the zone rely mainly on maize which is affected by dry 
spells and inadequate rainfall, they must resort to purchasing as a source of food. Further, this source is affected by 
price increases – especially when demand is high – which results in reduced purchasing power for the market-
dependent households. In this respect, price shocks are another important hazard in the zone. 
 
 

Response Strategies 

In response to hazards and bad production years, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and cash 
requirements through a number of strategies, including the following: 

 Very poor and poor households engage more in local labor, with some migrating to other zones and towns 
in search of work. 

  Livestock sales and petty trade increase as households seek to increase incomes.  

 Though households typically spend on a variety of essential and non-essential items, households cut 
expenditures on non-essentials in bad years and save for staple purchases.  

 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 
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The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Central Karonga Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate potential 
losses or gains to local household economies, either through ongoing monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize – quantity produced 

 Rice – quantity produced 

 Cassava– quantity produced  

 Sweet potatoes – quantity 
produced  

 Groundnuts – quantity produced  

 Pigeon peas – quantity produced  

 Cotton – amount produced 

 Tobacco – amount produced 

 Sesame – amount produced  

 Vegetables – quantity produced  

 Tomatoes – amount produced 
 

 Maize – producer price  

 Rice – producer price 

 Cassava – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Groundnuts – producer price 

 Pigeon peas – producer price 

 Cotton – producer price 

 Tobacco – producer price 

 Sesame – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 

 Tomatoes – producer price  

Livestock  Cow milk – yields 

 Pigs – number owned  

 Cattle – number owned  

 Goats – number owned  
 

 Cow milk – prices 

 Pigs –  prices 

 Cattle –  prices  

 Goats –  prices 
 

Other food and cash income  Fishing – yields 

 Chickens  –  numbers  

 Agriculture labor – availability of 
labor opportunities  

 Construction labor – availability of 
labor opportunities 

 Remittances – number of times 
per year/frequency  

 Firewood – number of times / 
frequency  

 Basket making/mat weaving – 
amount produced  

 Petty trade – number of times 
/frequency  

 Village Saving and Loans (VSL) and 
loans – number of times / 
frequency  

 Fishing – prices 

 Chickens – prices  

 Agriculture labor – wage rates  

 Construction labor – wage rates  

 Remittances –  amount remitted   

 Firewood – prices   

 Basket making/mat weaving – prices  

 Petty trade – prices   

 VSL and loans – amount   
 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 

 

Development Priorities 
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The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field. All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies: 

 Improved health facilities, especially public hospitals  

 Improved access to education through provision of more secondary schools  

 Improved water through increasing boreholes 

 Rural electrification  

 Improved condition of roads and bridges  

 Establishment of Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC) depots  

 Establishment of dams and irrigation schemes  

 Improved access to inputs  

 Establishment of market stalls 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Chitipa Maize and Millet Livelihood Zone (CHI) December, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Chitipa Maize and Millet Livelihood Zone is located 
in the far northwest of Malawi, bordering Zambia to the 
west and Tanzania to the North. The Misuku Hills and 
Central Karonga livelihood zones lie to the east of this 
zone, with Nyika National Park to the south. The 
population density of the zone is 35-40 people per 
square kilometer (km2). The zone stretches 150 km 
from north to south, covering five EPAs in Chitipa 
District: Kameme, Mwamkumbwa, Lufita, Chisenga and 
Kavukuku. The zone surrounds Chitipa town (boma), 
which is the only major urban center serving the zone 
directly. It is connected to Karonga and Rumbi via the 
M26 and M9 roads respectively, which service the zone 
from the southern and eastern parts. On the northern 
part, the zone is connected to Tunduma in Tanzania by 
the M9 highway. The zone is also connected to Zambia 
through informal border crossings used by people living 
around the border of Zambia and Malawi. These border 
crossings provide strategic market access and 
opportunities within and outside the country. 
 
The zone is characterized by a combination of hilly, plain, and low-lying areas. Woodland vegetation and evergreen 
forests are found in the hilly areas, and montane grasslands are also common in the zone. Other natural resources 
include game, timber and minerals; coal mining takes place in Nthalire and Kaolinite mining in Kaseye. The main 
geographical and hydrological features in the zone are: Nyika plateau, and Mafinga, Musisi, Jembya, Illengo and 
Chiwanga mountains/hills; North Rukuru, Songwe, Kalenge, Kaseye Sekwa, Hanga, Chambo and Lufira rivers; and 
Chisenga, Chendo and Ibanda dams. The zone is characterized by generally fertile soils. It is dominated by sandy clay 
and sandy clay loam soils; the northern part of the zone also has loam soils. 
 
There is one rainy season, which starts in November and ends in April. The zone receives normal to above-normal 
rains on regular basis (750-1400 millimeters (mm) per annum), which provides a good opportunity for rainfed 
agriculture. The period between May and October is usually dry, with average monthly precipitation at less than 10 
mm. Temperatures range between 13𝑜C and 31𝑜C, which is quite favorable for agriculture. The coolest 
temperatures are recorded between May and August while the highest temperatures are recorded between 
September and October. During the rainy season, the zone experiences moderate to high temperatures, usually 
above 25𝑜C.  
 
The zone has a high agriculture production potential, with crop and livestock production being the main economic 
activities. In normal years, the zone usually has a cereal surplus, which makes it a food-surplus zone supplying Chitipa 

 

                                                           

 
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in August 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until at least 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference 
year. 
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town, Karonga and some areas within neighboring Tanzania. Rainfed agriculture (summer – November to April) 
dominates the zone. Irrigated agriculture (winter – May to August) is also practiced, although at a smaller scale. All 
households own land, but the size of holdings varies according to wealth. Due to rocky terrain, land tillage is 
performed primarily by hand-hoe digging, with only an estimated 10 percent or less using plow oxen. As a result, 
land preparation and tillage is a labor-intensive activity for which the middle-income and better-off households hire 
additional labor. Due to limited capacity (manpower and inputs such as fertilizer, seeds and pesticides), the very 
poor and poor households cultivate on about two thirds of their land. The remaining land is rented out to the middle 
and better-off households. The use of inputs (fertilizers, seeds and pesticides) is typical, although the very poor and 
poor use fewer due to limited economic means. Households usually access inputs from commercial agro-dealers in 
the market, the Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Inputs come at a 
commercial price, subsidized prices (MOA) and free (NGOs).    
 
The main crops grown for food are maize, millet, sweet potatoes, cassava, pulses (beans, soya and pigeon peas), 
sunflower, and groundnuts. Other crops include bananas and sugarcane. Millet production2 is threatened by the 
Forestry Commission’s ban on shifting agriculture, as part of the government’s efforts to protect the environment. 
Tobacco is the most important cash crop for middle and better-off households, followed closely by beans and 
cassava. Beans and cassava are the most important cash crops for poorer households. During the dry season, 
households engage in growing vegetables for their own consumption and for sale. Production is fairly high compared 
with other zones. In normal years, the middle and better-off households produce enough to take them to the next 
harvest, while the very poor and poor have to supplement their production through purchases. However, it is worth 
noting that even the very poor and poor harvest just enough to take them to the next harvest, but because they sell 
some of their crops, an artificial deficit results which they have to fill with purchases later in the year. Although 
production factors are mostly conducive for agriculture, pests and diseases such as maize stalk borer, army worms, 
and cassava mosaic virus negatively affect crops. These are usually treated by pesticides and herbicides, which are 
accessed mainly from agro-dealers, ADMARC and the MOA. 
 
Livestock production also forms an integral part of livelihoods in the zone. All households own goats, pigs and 
chickens except for the very poor, who own only chickens. Cattle are owned by only the middle and better-off 
households. During the dry season, animals are left to free graze; during the cropping (rainy) season, stalk feeds are 
used to prevent animals from destroying the crops. Water for livestock is accessed from seasonal pools, shallow 
wells, major rivers, and man-made dams. Humans also use these water sources for all but drinking water, which is 
available from boreholes. In order to maintain the boreholes, annual contributions are made by households in the 
community.  
 
Besides agriculture, households engage in cross-border trade with Tanzania and Zambia. This activity is conducted 
throughout the year, although it is notably lower in the rainy season due to bad road conditions. During the dry 
season, sand mining and quarrying also take place in the river beds and hills, respectively. Generally, access to water, 
sanitation and health services is limited in the zone, while access to schools and education is relatively good.   
 

Markets 

 
Generally, market access is rated as average in the zone. The zone is connected to Karonga and Rumphi urban 
markets via the M26 and M9 roads which service it. It is also connected to the neighboring Tanzania markets through 
the Tunduma border post and to Zambia via informal borders. This market geography facilitates trade between the 
zone and markets outside the zone. The main permanent market within the zone is Chitipa town which facilitates 
trading activities for many households. Daily markets are found in Nthalire and Wenya, while weekly markets are 
found in Ibugulira (Monday), Kapilinkhonde (Tuesday), Lufita (Wednesday), Maliya (Wednesday), Ifumbo 
(Thursday), Sopelera (Friday), and Ichinga (Saturday).  
 

                                                           

 
2 Traditionally, households in the zone have practiced shifting cultivation where they grow millet on productive virgin lands. This farming method, 
however, has negative impacts on the environment (deforestation), and the Malawian Government, through the forestry commission, has 
instituted measures to protect the cutting down of tress. This is resulting in the gradual decline of millet production in the zone.  
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During the dry season, market access is facilitated by roads and bridges that vary in condition from good to bad. 
There is only one tarmac road (Chitipa – Karonga), and the rest are gravel roads, many of which are impassable 
during the rainy season. The only markets that are easily accessible all year round are Chitipa (Boma) and Lufita 
while the rest are only easily accessible during the dry season. Road conditions make transport scarce during the 
rainy season, and as a result, residents must walk long distances to access markets. The situation is exacerbated by 
the fact that the zone is relatively isolated from the main transport network of Malawi, and so in EPAs close to the 
international boundaries of Zambia and Tanzania, most trade takes place informally across the borders.  
 
Because of its high capacity for cereal production, the zone supplies enough for local markets and surpluses to 
Karonga and Tanzania, especially between May and September. The main trade routes for cereals are from Chitipa 
to Karonga and then to Tanzania via the Kasumulu/Songwe border post and from Chitipa to Tanzania via the 
Tunduma border. There is strong demand for cereals in Tanzania because most of the households in this neighboring 
country mainly engage in trading activities rather than agriculture. However, the Zambian market is no longer 
lucrative (compared with a 2005 baseline when Chitipa used to supply maize grain to Zambia) because they have 
sufficient production of their own.  
 
Only the middle-income and better-off households have the production and financial capacity to take their produce 
for sale outside the borders. Groundnuts and sweet potatoes are traded locally and outside the zone to Karonga, 
Rumphi, Mzuzu and also across the border. Pulses (mostly beans) are sold locally, outside the zone to Karonga and 
also as far as Mzuzu city and even across the border. Cassava is only traded locally and is mainly purchased by very 
poor and poor households to supplement their lower production. Livestock trade takes place within local markets 
for goats, pigs and poultry, while cattle are sold both locally and outside the zone. The trade routes for cattle are 
typically from Chitipa to Rumphi or to Mzuzu. Livestock is sold throughout the year, although sales of goats and pigs 
tend to increase between January and March as households cope with the lean season.  
 
The main commodities purchased are cereals (maize and rice) and other food and non-food items. Maize is bought 
locally by very poor and poor households during the lean season and to replenish their stocks as they run dry later 
in the year. Better-off and middle-income households harvest in excess of their needs and are the main source of 
maize purchased in the zone. All households also buy rice – a ‘luxury’ grain – throughout the year. Since the zone 
does not produce rice, supplies come from rice-producing zones in Central and North Karonga. There is an important 
trade relationship between Chitipa and Central Karonga: high maize production in Chitipa facilitates supply of maize 
grain to Central Karonga while higher rice production in Central Karonga facilitates supply of rice to Chitipa. Other 
food (e.g. cooking oil, sugar) and non-food commodities (e.g. soap, matches, inputs) are bought locally with supplies 
from Mzuzu city.  
 
Most labor opportunities are found within the zone, with rural areas providing approximately 70 percent and Chitipa 
town providing approximately 10 percent of the labor. Within the zone, better-off households with high production 
capacity hire the poor and very poor to work in their fields. During the main agriculture season (August – April), 
there is a strong need for labor to prepare the land, plant, weed, and harvest. The labor supply at that time is also 
high because the very poor and poor households require cereals or cash income to supplement their harvests after 
the lean season. Labor rates vary by activity with land preparation being the best paid (MWK10,000/acre) due to its 
intensiveness. Weeding is typically paid at a rate of MWK8,000 per acre while harvesting is paid MWK2,000 per 
maize stalk. In good years, the zone also accommodates households from other zones who migrate to seek 
employment. In bad years, people migrate to Zambia, Tanzania and Karonga in search of work. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a specific time period called the reference year. In the Chitipa Maize and Millet 
Livelihood Zone, the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. All information on food, 
income and expenditure profiled for this baseline therefore refers to that period.  
 
During community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance, with a ‘1’ indicating a poor season and a ‘5’ indicating an excellent season. The table below shows a 
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summary of results of the ranking exercise. Overall, the reference year was rated as an average to good season for 
food security.  
 

Consumption year 
Ran

k 
Critical events 

April 2014 - March 2015 5 A good production year with good well-distributed rains  

April 2013 – March 
2014 

3 – 4 
Minor dry spells, hailstorms but with minimal damage. Coping responses: 
Livestock sales, casual labor  

April 2012 – March 
2013 

4 – 5 Good well-distributed rains, minimal dry spells with minimal damage 

April 2011 – March 
2012 

5 Enough and well-distributed rainfall  

April 2010 – March 
2011 

4 – 5 

Good rainfall distribution. However, flooding affected some areas of the 
zone. Some minimal dry spells were also experienced in some parts of the 
zone.  

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields) 
4 = a good season or above-average season for household food security 
3 = an average season for household food security 
2 = a below-average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The main rains start in November and extend to April. This unimodal rainfall pattern means that this is the period 
for most of the agriculture activities in the zone. Nonetheless, there are two cropping seasons in the zone, one 
which is dependent on the main rains and the other which is dependent on irrigation.  
 
Before the onset of the rain, farmers begin to prepare the land between August and October. Middle and better-off 
households hire additional labor from the very poor and poor households to assist in this labor-intensive work. This 
is followed by planting of maize, millet, beans, sweet potatoes, and sunflowers soon after the onset of the rains. 
During this period, maize, beans, pigeon peas, and groundnuts are intercropped while crops such as tobacco, soya 
beans, millet, and sunflower are planted in single stands. The planting of tobacco starts a month earlier, requiring 
irrigated water in some cases. During this time, tobacco seedbeds are prepared in nurseries which are then later 
transplanted into the main fields.  
 
Weeding takes place between December and February for most crops, although it starts a month earlier for tobacco. 
During this period, agriculture labor is at its peak as the demand for weeding is high in the zone. Towards the end 
of February into March, households begin to consume green crops, which slowly marks the end of the lean season. 
The main harvest starts in April for most crops and extends to June. As the harvest come to an end, crops are sold 
locally and across the zone through September. Just like many other zones in Malawi, the consumption year for the 
zone runs from April to March.  
 
The second irrigated cropping season begins almost at the end of the rainfed cropping season. Households grow 
maize and beans in wetlands locally known as ‘dimbas’ where they take advantage of residual moisture as well as 
watering. Although this comes outside of the main rainfall season, this activity is also tied to the main rains because 
the ‘dimbas’ require adequate water recharge from the main rain season. Land preparation for this cropping season 
happens around May and June. This is followed by planting of maize and beans in July and August with weeding for 
both crops in September. Between October and November, households enjoy their second harvest of maize and 
beans from the second irrigated cropping season. The irrigated harvest, which comes just a few months before the 
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lean season, helps households extend their reliance on their own crops – as does cassava, which can be harvested 
throughout the year. 

 
 
The period between July and October is the dry season, which also partly encompasses winter which stretches from 
May through July. During this period, most households engage in non-agriculture-related activities such as petty 
trade, cross-border trading, digging latrines, producing bricks, and brewing. The very poor and poor are involved in 
all of these activities, while the middle-income and better-off workers focus especially on petty trade.  
 
In a typical year, very poor and poor households in the zone harvest enough to take them up to December after 
selling a small portion of their crops. The lean season begins in January when most of these households have 
exhausted their own crops, and extends to March just before the next harvest. The lean season in this zone is 
relatively less severe because of its generally good production, its harvesting of cassava throughout the year, and, 
most importantly, its irrigated harvest between October and November. Nevertheless, staple food prices peak 
starting in December because of high demand and low supply. Also during the lean season, households are 
burdened by other demanding expenditures, such as school fees and health costs, because this is also the peak 
period for diseases such as malaria and diarrhea. Very poor and poor households therefore engage intensely in 
casual labor for cash as well as payment in kind. Livestock sales also peak from December to March because the 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed gh gh

Maize - irrigated lp lp lp lp p p p p w w

Millet h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p p w w w w

Ground nuts h h lp lp h

Beans - rainfed h h h h lp lp lp p h

Beans - irrigated w w

Cassava

Sweet potatoes h h h h p p p p w w w w

Banana

Vegetables 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Sunflower h h h h p p p p

Sugarcane 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Tobacco

Livestock

Cattle milk peak m m m m

Cattle sales peak salesalesalesalesalesale

Goat sales peak salesalesalesalesale

Pig sales salesalesalesalesalesale

Chicken sales

Other

Agricultural labor peak 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Brick making

Wild food collection 5 5 5 5 5 5

Petty trade 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Self employment 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases 3 3

High staple prices

Human diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Festival season 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend sp High staple prices ls Lean season 

Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.
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poorer households try to cope with the lean season and the wealthier groups have to meet demanding agriculture-
related expenses such as labor and inputs. 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
 
The very poor and poor households constitute 70 percent of the zone population while the middle and better-off 
households make up the remaining 30 percent. The main determinant of wealth in the zone is the amount of land 
cultivated. This is determined both by the amount of land a household owns or can rent and by the capacity of 
households to work on the land themselves or to hire extra labor to help. The middle and better-off households are 
able to hire additional labor and purchase more inputs, and therefore they can cultivate more land than the poor 
and the very poor. Land tillage, usually by hand-hoe digging, is the most labor-intensive activity in the zone’s difficult 
terrain. Typically only the middle-income and better-off households can afford the amount of labor needed to 
cultivate larger pieces of land. However, the labor opportunities they offer provide a source of food and cash for 
the very poor and poor households and sustain the local economy. 
 
Middle and better-off households also own cattle, which is another determinant of wealth in the zone. Cattle and 
milk sales provide significant income which these households use to hire labor and meet other input demands. 
These wealth groups also own productive assets such as ploughs and oxcarts, which they use for agriculture 
activities, and oxen which they use as draught where possible to do so. Because of bad terrain in some parts of the 
zone, ploughs are not commonly used, however, hoes are an important productive assert owned by all households. 
The middle and better-off households own more hoes than their household labor to enable them to provide hoes 
to the additional labor they hire. Goats and pigs are owned by all wealth groups except for the very poor, who own 
only chickens. These livestock provide a source of meat and income, especially for the poor who sell goats and pigs 
to cope with the lean season. Almost all households own assets such as bicycles and cell phones, which facilitate 
transportation and communication. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sources of Food 

 
 

 

 

HH size
Land owned 

(acres) 

Land cultivated 

(acres)
Poultry

Very 

poor
7 - 9 3 - 4 1 - 2.5

7 - 9                

chickens

Poor 6 - 8 3 - 4 2 - 3
9 - 13                           

chickens

Middle 6 - 8 4 - 6 6 -7
20 - 25 

chickens

Better 

off
5 -7 5 - 7 7 - 9

25 - 30 

chickens

1 plow, 1 ox cart, 3 bicycles, 3 

cellphones, 7 hoes, 1 grocery 

shop, 1.5 radios

Livestock

1-4 goats, 1-3 pigs

5-13 goats, 6-8 pigs, 

3-9 cattle 

14-20 goats, 8-12 

pigs, 10-19 cattle

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Other

0.5 bicycle, 1 cellphone, 1.5 

hoes, 0.5 radio

1 bicycle, 1 cellphone, 2.5 hoes, 

1 radio

1 plow, 1 ox cart, 2 bicycles, 2 

cellphones, 6 hoes, 0.5 grocery 

shop, 1 radio

0% 20% 40% 60%

% of households
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The area is considered a food surplus 
livelihood zone since all wealth groups are 
able to meet their minimum annual food 
needs in normal years, while some have a 
surplus to sell. Households typically met 
their food needs in the reference year by 
drawing on their own crop production, 
market purchases, payment in kind (i.e. 
food in exchange for labor), gifts, their 
own milk and meat, and wild foods.  
 

 
 

This graph shows sources of food for households in the livelihood zone 
from April 2013 to March 2014. Food access is expressed as a 
percentage of minimum food requirements, taken as an average food 
energy intake of 2,100 kcals per person per day.     
                                  

Among these sources, own crop production, payment in kind, purchases and own milk/meat were the most 
significant sources of food in the zone during the reference year. However, payment in kind is a source of food only 
for the very poor and poor, while own milk/meat is a source of food only for middle and better-off households who 
own more livestock. Own crop production is the main source of food, accounting for 65-90 percent of household 
annual food needs in the zone, with maize and cassava being the main food contributors. The very poor and poor 
households produce enough food to last for three-quarters of the year after selling, while the middle and better-off 
households have surplus. During the reference year, very poor and poor households relied on the green harvest, 
especially from the irrigated season, to meet a sizeable portion of their food needs. As highlighted in the previous 
section, the timing of this is especially important since it lowers the severity of the lean season, but it also means 
they have less maize to harvest later in the year.  
 
During the agriculture season, the very poor and poor households meet 3-7 percent of their annual food needs 
through payment in kind. They also supplement their production through staple purchases which contribute 13-20 
percent of their annual food needs, making purchases an important means of securing food. While the very poor 
and poor harvest enough to consume for the whole year, they sell some of their food crops to meet cash needs 
during the post-harvest period. This creates a small food deficit which they fill through purchases later in the year. 
The very poor and poor households in the zone also receive food gifts from neighbors or relatives – an indication of 
the relative surplus generated by the upper wealth groups – although these make up only 2 percent of their annual 
food needs.  
 
The middle and better-off households access 6-8 percent of their food through market purchases of staples, but this 
is mainly rice because they have enough maize. The upper wealth groups do not buy food to address any gap but 
rather to diversify their diet. While the contribution of staple purchases to annual food needs decreases by wealth, 
the contribution of non-staple purchases increases by wealth. Since the middle and better-off households are the 
only ones who own cattle, own milk/meat is an important source of food for them, contributing 4-9 percent of their 
annual food needs. Most of these calories come from meat, which is unusual as milk typically provides more calories 
than meat.  
 
The types of food sources have not changed from the 2005 baseline when crops, purchases, payment in kind and 
purchases were the most important sources of food. As with this reference year, payment in kind was a source of 
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food for the poor, while own milk/meat was a source of food for the middle and better-off households which owned 
cattle. Moreover, the contribution of crops to annual food needs has not changed much, although it has slightly 
increased for the poor (55-67 percent) and the middle households (70-80 percent). In this zone, cassava remains 
the most reliable crop during drought years due to its drought-resilient nature. Cassava and maize continue to 
balance each other from year to year depending on rainfall amounts, with maize grown in larger quantities in good 
years and cassava grown in higher quantities in bad years. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 

 

 

 
This graph provides a breakdown of annual cash 
income showing the relative importance of each option 
by wealth group. 

This graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in 
Malawian Kwacha, showing the contribution of each 
source to cash income. 
 

The table to the right presents the total annual income 
for households in the zone. While the very poor and 
poor earned less than MWK 400,000 in the reference 
year, the middle-income and better-off households 
earned above MWK1.5 million, showing a huge 
difference between the poorer and wealthier groups. 
The difference in income levels can be attributed in 
part to higher levels of crop production because of 
larger land sizes and more intensive use of inputs for 
middle-income and better-off households, but this is 
only part of the story. Livestock and milk sales are also 
an important differentiator. 

 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth 
group 

Very 
poor 

Poor Middle Better-off 

Annual 
income per 
household3 

235,730 367,250 1,625,786 3,048,965  

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to 
the nearest ten. 

 

Additionally, the middle and better-off households grew tobacco which the very poor and poor cannot afford 
because of the expensive inputs and labor demands. Furthermore, these upper wealth groups have access to micro-
loans for tobacco which enhance their productive capacity compared to other groups. Given that tobacco is a chief 
income-earning crop among other cash crops in Malawi, the differences between poor and wealthier households 
become visibly wider. However, it should be noted that even though the very poor and poor earned significantly 
less than the middle and better-off households in the reference year, generally the zone is cash sufficient compared 
to most of the zones in Malawi. Compared to all zones in Malawi, the Chitipa Maize and Millet Livelihood Zone is 
above all others in terms of annual cash income earned.  
 

                                                           

 
3 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 386. 
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The graph above shows the relative importance of each income source by wealth group. For this zone, agriculture 
is typically the most important livelihood, both as a source of food and income. Though income sources were 
diversified, crop sales were the most important source of income, accounting for 41-58 percent of household 
income in the reference year. However, the contribution of crop sales income typically increases by wealth because 
of the differences in production capacities among the various wealth groups. Self-employment and casual labor 
were the second and third most important income sources for the very poor and poor, contributing 14-21 percent 
and 13-16 percent of total annual income respectively. On the other hand, the sale of livestock and milk/eggs was 
the second most important income source for the middle and better-off households, contributing 19-23 percent of 
their total income in the reference year. While all wealth groups engaged in petty trade, this is an important source 
of income mostly for the middle households, contributing 16 percent of total income compared with 5 percent for 
the very poor and 10 percent for the poor and better-off households. The very poor also received cash transfers in 
the reference year which contributed 6 percent of their total household income. 
 

The graph to the right and above 
presents a breakdown of annual cash 
income (in absolute terms) from each 
source in Malawian Kwacha. In the 
reference year, the very poor and 
poor households obtained 41-49 
percent of their annual income from 
crop sales respectively, while the 
middle and better-off households 
obtained 48-58 percent. In the 
reference year, households sold 
almost all crops grown in the zone 

which included maize, millet, sweet potatoes, cassava, pulses (beans, soya and pigeon peas), sunflower, groundnuts, 
sugarcane and tobacco. All wealth groups grew and sold these crops, except for tobacco which was grown only by 
the middle and better-off households. Maize was sold both as green mealies (usually from the irrigated harvest) and 
grain (from the main harvest). In the reference year, less than 10 percent of crop-based cash income for the very 
poor and poor came from maize sales (including green maize), and just over 10 percent of crop-based income came 
from these sales for middle and better-off households. Beans and cassava were much more important for the two 
lower wealth groups. Beans made up almost a third of crop-based cash income for these wealth groups, and cassava 
contributed 20-23 percent of their crop-based cash income. Other significant income contributors for all wealth 
groups were cassava, groundnuts, and sweet potatoes. Tobacco was the major income-earning crop for the zone, 
earning the middle-income and better-off households 21-34 percent of their crop-based cash income and 10-20 
percent of their annual cash income. The better-off households earned three times as much as the middle-income 
households because of their capacity to access tobacco inputs which are usually expensive. 
 
The sale of livestock and milk/eggs was also an important income source, especially for the middle and better-off 
households. In the reference year, the poor, middle and better-off households earned their livestock-related cash 
income from the sale of goats and pigs. The middle and better-off households sold cattle which, combined with milk 
sales, accounted for 19-23 percent of their annual income. The very poor sold only chickens as they do not own 
other livestock, and sales of chickens do not provide much income.  
 
However, the very poor and poor households earned significant income from agriculture labor in the reference year. 
The very poor earned MWK20,070 while the poor earned MWK15,800 – mainly from land preparation, planting, 
and harvesting – and this accounted for 13-16 percent of their annual income. The table above shows the details of 
reference-year wage rates per activity for this zone. Additionally, the very poor and poor engaged in self-
employment activities such as land rental and beer brewing which contributed 14-21 percent of  the two wealth 
groups’ annual income.  
 
Compared to the last baseline conducted 10 years ago, income sources and their importance to the various wealth 
groups have not changed much with crop sales, self-employment, casual labor and livestock sales being the 
important income sources. Though the two years of baseline data do not provide us with enough basis for definitive 

Rates for different types of agricultural labor (ganyu) 

Agricultural 
labor paid in 
cash (Kwacha) 

K8,000 per acre Weeding  

K2,000 per maize stalk Harvesting  

K10,000 per acre Land preparation  

K5/brick Brick making  

MWK1/brick  
Drawing water for brick 
making  

Payment in 
kind 

100 kgs of maize/garden Land preparation 

80 kgs of maize per acre Weeding 
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comparisons, there is a notable increase in the contribution of crop sales income for the poor groups compared to 
the 2005 baseline. During the 2005 baselines, self-employment and casual labor used to be the most important 
income source for poor households, but now this seems to have declined. Additionally, the middle households no 
longer engage in casual labor as they did in 2005. 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph to the right presents 
expenditure patterns for the reference 
year April 2013 – March 2014. While 
absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, 
the expenditure breakdown in this 
graph shows the relative amount of 
income spent in different categories.  
 
The total household expenditure (in 
absolute terms) for the zone is high                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
compared to most zones in Malawi 
because of the high income earned by 
households in this zone. 
 
 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure by 
category. 

The relative expenditure on staples decreases by wealth, and thus is relatively more important to the very poor than 
to the other wealth groups. However, expenditures on staples for this zone are relatively lower than in neighboring 
livelihood zones like Central Karonga, Misuku Hills and Western Rumphi. While staples expenditures for the very 
poor were 16 percent of income for this zone in the reference year, staples expenditures were 18, 19 and 24 percent 
respectively for Misuku Hills, Western Rumphi and Central Karonga. This reflects a lower expenditure on staple food 
in this zone as a result of its higher cereal production. In the reference year, the very poor purchased 200kg 
(spending MWK20,000) of maize grain while the poor purchased 122kg (spending MWK12,240), all to supplement 
their production. These two lower-wealth groups also purchased cassava as a staple which was relatively cheaper 
than maize grain. However, middle households also purchased cassava despite having enough maize stocks from 
their own production. The very poor and poor wealth groups’ own production lasted 8-10 months in the reference 
year, and hence they needed to purchase more grain when stocks ran dry. The middle and better-off households 
did not have any expenditures for maize because they harvest enough with surplus; however, they purchased rice 
as a more preferred food. In addition to paying for staples which are part of survival expenditures, households in 
the zone had expenditures for water (MWK200 per year) which every household pays towards maintenance of 
boreholes.  
 
Besides staple grain, all households purchased diverse non-staple foods, including beans, cooking oil, sugar, meat, 
dried fish, and vegetables. While non-staple purchases occur throughout the year, they tend to increase during the 
post-harvest period when many households have cash from crop sales. In the reference year, the very poor and 
poor households spent 12-13 percent of their income on non-staples, while the middle and better-off households 
spent 2-5 percent. The two upper wealth groups spend more on non-staples than do the lower wealth group 
because they can afford to purchase more preferred foods.  
 
All households in the zone also spend for non-food items. As part of the minimum non-food basket (shown as ‘HH 
items’ in the graph above), they spent for utensils, salt, soap, torches, batteries for lighting and grinding. Absolute 
expenditure on this basket of goods increases by wealth, although relative expenditure decreases with wealth. The 
two lower wealth groups spent most of their budget for household items on utensils and grinding while the upper 
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wealth groups purchased mostly soap, lighting, and utensils. Compared with 2005 baselines, expenditures on 
kerosene/paraffin for lighting have been replaced by spending on torches and batteries which are less expensive.  
 
In the reference year, households in the zone also spent significantly on agriculture inputs. As highlighted in the 
sections above, this zone is one of the most productive in northern Malawi and, as a result, spending on agriculture 
inputs is fairly high, especially considering that tobacco has high input demand. While all households in the zone 
purchase inputs, there were huge differences in the amount spent on inputs by the lower wealth groups compared 
with the upper wealth groups in the reference year. For instance, the two lower wealth groups allocated 2-7 percent 
of their annual expenditure on seeds and fertilizers (MWK4,200 on seeds and MWK26,100 on fertilizers) compared 
with 15-21 percent by the upper wealth groups (MWK238,450 on seeds and MWK642,444 on fertilizers). These large 
differences in the amount of agriculture investment determine the productive capacity of each wealth group.  
 
In addition to seeds and fertilizers, the middle and better-off households spent 6-11 percent of their income on 
agriculture labor, which increased their capacity to cultivate on more land than the two lower wealth groups. Given 
their capacity to cultivate on bigger pieces of land, the two upper wealth groups also are able to rent land to the 
two lower wealth groups. The middle and better-off households also purchased livestock drugs, pesticides and 
oxcarts – all significant livelihood investments. Among all wealth groups, the middle households spent 4 percent of 
their annual income to purchase livestock to increase their herd sizes.  
 
In addition to other input expenditures described above, the two upper wealth groups paid off loans to settle the 
inputs credit which they received in the reference year. This expenditure was a huge part of their inputs budget, 
accounting for 16-18 percent of their annual income. Although credit helps the upper wealth groups access more 
inputs, they normally have to put together a large sum of money to start off the season and also need to re-pay the 
loan with interest at the end. These huge differences in livelihood investment between the lower and upper wealth 
groups continue to widen the gap between the two. As a result, the very poor and poor always produce less than 
the middle and better-off and therefore have to work for these wealth groups to earn more income and food.  
 
The same differences noted above also exist with social services expenditures, which increase in absolute terms by 
wealth. In terms of education, access to schools in the zone is generally good, and most children are in school. In 
the reference year, all wealth groups took their children to school, but the very poor and poor could only afford to 
take their children to the “O” level, while the children from middle and better-off households went to higher levels 
of education as well as better schools. In absolute terms, the very poor and poor spent MWK7,900 and MWK18,000 
on education while the middle and better-off households spent MWK97,930 and MWK185,100 respectively. In 
terms of health, all wealth groups spend on health, although the amount spent increases by wealth. The two lower 
wealth groups typically spend between MWK4,350 and MWK8,900 on health while the upper wealth groups spend 
between MWK31,000 and MWK41,000 – more than four times as much. To facilitate communication, all households 
in the zone purchased phone credit – a new phenomenon which was not present in the 2005 baselines. This 
expenditure was quite significant for the very poor and poor households given their low incomes. 
 

Hazards 

 
The main chronic hazards are dry spells which occur during the agriculture season. Dry spells affect crop production 
and ultimately reduce high yield potential. Poor sandy soils are also a continuous limiting factor, especially for the 
poor who cannot afford sufficient inputs. Some periodic hazards are hailstorms and crop pests which also affect 
crop production in the zone. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
Households faced with a significant harvest deficit try to make up the gap by increasing other food or income 
sources. All households in the zone rely on other income sources, however the particular sources differ by wealth 
group: 
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Very poor and poor households 

 Labor migration to Zambia and Karonga 

 Increased sale of small livestock  
 
Middle and better-off households 

 Increased sale of livestock  

 Draw down on carryover stock (reserves) 

 Reduced expenditures on non-essentials  
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Chitipa Maize and Millet Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through ongoing monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

 Crops  Rainfed maize – quantity 
produced 

 Irrigated maize – quantity 
produced 

 Maize green sold – quantity 
produced  

 Millet – quantity produced  
 Rainfed beans – quantity 

produced  
 Irrigated beans – quantity 

produced  
 Pigeon peas – quantity produced  
 Sunflower – quantity produced  
 Cassava – quantity produced  
 Sweet potatoes – quantity 

produced  
 Banana – quantity produced  
 Groundnuts – quantity produced  
 Soya – amount produced 
 Vegetables – quantity produced  
 Sugarcane – quantity produced  
 Tobacco – amount produced 

 Rainfed maize – producer price 
 Irrigated maize – producer price 
 Maize green sold – producer price 
 Millet – producer price 
 Rainfed beans – producer price 
 Irrigated beans – producer price 
 Pigeon peas – producer price 
 Sunflower– producer price 
 Cassava– producer price 
 Sweet potatoes – producer price 
 Groundnuts – producer price  
 Soya – producer price  
 Vegetables – producer price 
 Sugarcane – producer price 
 Tobacco – producer price 

 Livestock  Cow milk – yields 
 Pigs – number owned  
 Cattle – number owned  
 Goats – number owned  

 Cow milk – prices 
 Pigs –  prices 
 Cattle –  prices  
 Goats –  prices 

 Other food 
and cash 
income 

 Chickens  –  numbers  
 Agricultural labor – availability of 

labor opportunities  
 Herding cattle – availability of 

opportunities  
 Construction – availability of 

labor opportunities  
 Land rental – amount of land 

rented out  

 Chickens – prices  
 Agricultural labor – wage rates  
 Herding cattle – wage rates 
 Returns on self-employment 
 Construction– prices 
 Land rental– prices 
 Returns on petty trade 
 Credit – terms of loan 
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 Petty trade – availability of 
opportunities  

 Self-employment – availability of 
opportunities  

 Credit – availability of loans 

 Expenditure    Maize grain – consumer price 
 Cassava – consumer price 

 
 

 

Development priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field. All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 

 Improved roads and bridges infrastructure will improve market access and hence trade between the zone and 
other areas within Malawi as well as outside Malawi.  

 Improved water provision through drilling of more boreholes will improve household access to safe water for 
a healthy life.  

 Increasing the number and quality of health center facilities will improve the provision of health services for 
the population in the zone.  

 Rural electrification in the greater part of the zone will improve services and the growth of the local economy. 
 Improved access to agriculture inputs or credit will improve agriculture production for farmers in the zone. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Kasungu-Lilongwe Plain Livelihood Zone (KAS) September, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Kasungu-Lilongwe Plain Livelihood Zone is found in parts of 
Lilongwe, Kasungu, Mchinji, Mzimba, Dowa, Ntchisi, and Dedza 
districts. The major part of this zone consists of a large, arable plain 
interspersed with small rivers and covered with grassland and shrubs. 
This flat expanse is broken up by the Kasungu, Dowa, and Mchinji hills 
as well as the Dzalanyama mountain range. Some mining takes place 
in the hills and mountains. The Kasungu National Parks, Nkhotakota 
Game Reserve, Dzalanyama forest and Mchinji Forest are all found 
here, providing a destination for local and international tourists. A 
railway line passes through from Lilongwe to Mchinji. Game and wild 
foods are available in areas close to the forest reserves and national 
parks. The population density ranges from 13 - 23 people per square 
kilometer.  
 
There is one rainy season, occurring from November to March, with 
annual precipitation reaching between 500 and 1200 mm. 
Temperatures range from 8o C in the winter months to 32o C in 
summer. The soils are relatively fertile sandy loams, allowing for a 
wide range of crop production, including maize, groundnuts, beans, soya beans, cassava, and sweet potatoes. Most 
importantly, tobacco production has been a central feature of the economy in this zone, and although diminished 
in relative importance over the past ten years, it continues to be the most important cash crop. Most production is 
rain-fed, although small-scale irrigation occurs in valleys along the Bua, Dwangwa, Lilongwe and Lingadzi rivers. 
Hand tools are used to dig, weed and harvest. For the most labor intensive activities - land preparation, 
transplanting, weeding and harvesting - middle and better off households hire men and women from poor and very 
poor households to work on their farms.  
 
The local economy is based on crop production, and to a much lesser degree on livestock. Maize, sweet potatoes, 
groundnuts and soya beans are the primary food crops. Tobacco is the main cash crop, although maize, sweet 
potatoes, groundnuts and soya beans are all sold as well. Small herds of cattle, goats, and pigs along with flocks of 
chickens are commonly kept, bringing in extra cash at key times of the year. However, livestock theft is a serious 
problem; this and chronic livestock diseases limit the size of livestock herds. To supplement these two main 
economic activities, poorer households engage in a range of self-employment activities, including selling baked 
goods, collecting and selling firewood, or making bricks. Better off households may have small businesses, including 
larger scale trade and renting out bicycles for transporting goods and people. 
 
The zone is known as a surplus-producing area, with much of the local produce sold to Lilongwe. However, as was 
the case ten years ago, this surplus is produced almost entirely by better off households, who have the means to 
hire extra labor and to buy adequate inputs. Middle households produce just enough food to cover their own calorie 
requirements (if they do not sell any of their production); and neither of the poorer wealth groups are able to cover 
more than 60 – 70% of their food needs with crop production alone, even in a relatively good year. These poorer 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in July 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2014 and ended in March 2015. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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households rely on local agricultural labor (ganyu) hired by farms of the ‘better-off’ and on the tobacco estates 
within the zone to cover their food gap and meet much of their cash income requirements.  
 
Services in this livelihood zone are basic. Households obtain drinking water from boreholes and both protected and 
unprotected wells. Where people live close to rivers they also use river water for washing and laundry. Pit latrines 
are used by all, but vary in the level of hygiene across wealth group. Most people have access to public hospitals, 
but the distance can vary depending on location within the zone. Better off households also take advantage of 
private clinics and hospitals. Most areas do not have electricity, relying instead on battery-operated lamps. Better 
off households may also have solar lamps and some have access to electricity. Wealthier households also have cell 
phones, whereas poorer households rely on private call centers. School attendance is generally high at the primary 
level, but school facilities are poor. Most poorer households do not make it past secondary school, if they get that 
far. Better off households tend to make sure their children graduate from high school and may even send them on 
to university. There are Village Savings and Loans (VSL), banks, microfinance institutions and cooperatives that 
provide a moderate amount of access to investment funds, but these are usually only accessible by better off 
households. A number of NGOs and aid organizations are present in this zone, including: World Vision, Save the 
Children, CRS, CADECOM, Oxfam, CARD, MAICC, CARE, Plan MW, and MicroLoan. 
 

Markets 

 
The main daily markets servicing this zone include: Chamama, Mponela, Nsundwe, Mitundu, Nanjili, Chinkhoma, 
Ntunthama, Nkanda, Mikundi, Malomo, Madisi, Nkhamenya, Santhe, Kamwendo, Mawila, and Kapili. Weekly 
markets, each of which operates on a particular set day of the week include: Wimbe, Chiwengo, Bua, Mpingu, 
Chileka, Chiosya, Maligunde, Chimwaza, and Dowa Turn-off. Transportation infrastructure here is poor to moderate, 
with gravel roads linking most of the main towns, and dirt feeder roads extending to the village level. In the rainy 
season road conditions quickly deteriorate, limiting access to markets in the more remote villages.  
 
Tobacco is one critical foundation of the local economy. It is sold on the Lilongwe auction floors, bought up from 
local farmers and transported to the capital after harvest by traders. Maize is also sold by all households; these sales 
occur from April to September; groundnuts are sold from May to October; and soya is sold from June to October. 
All of these crops are purchased by middlemen and then sold on to bigger traders.  
 
The main period of sale for livestock (cattle, goats, pigs and chickens) is during the dry season, from May through 
August. Households sell their animals to middlemen who transport them to slaughterhouses. Most livestock sold 
are destined for the local market and, to a lesser extent, other districts in the Central Region, including Lilongwe. 
 
From at least October through February, local households purchase maize (and small amounts of rice on the upper 
end of the wealth spectrum). This is a period when stocks from the previous harvest have run out for most 
households. It is also when maize prices are highest.  
 
The labor market is almost all local, and predominantly agricultural, accounting for 80% of the demand for this 
livelihood zone. The source of demand is better off and middle households, who hire poorer households to help 
them on their farms. The other main source of labor demand comes from local towns (15%) and areas outside the 
livelihood zone (5%), including the northern highlands and Zambia. In bad years more people travel outside the 
zone, heading to Zambia and the northern highland areas of Malawi. There is some labor migration into the zone 
from the southern region during the growing season to work in estates and farms and in Lilongwe. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Kasungu-Lilongwe 
Plain Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2014 to March 2015. During community 
leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ 
indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the 
community leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as an average year, despite an early end to rains 
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and some dry spells. There were also cases of army worm. The reference year followed an average year and an 
above average year.   
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 3 
An average year, despite an early end to rains and dry spells and some armyworm 
infestations 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 Sporadic dry spells, good input uptake with Mardef loans led to an average year 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 4 Well-distributed rains and high inputs update led to an above average year 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 3 Average year with adequate inputs and rainfall 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 2 
Prolonged dry spells during the growing season led to a below average production season. 
People turned to labor migration, increased ganyu and petty trade 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 

 

Rainy season

Crops

Maize - rainfed gh h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w w gh gh

Ground Nuts gh gh h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w w w gh gh

Soya beans h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w w w w

Beans h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w h h

Pigeon Peas h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w w w w w

Cassava h h h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p p p w w

Sweet potatoes h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w h h

Tobacco h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w

Livestock

Cattle sales peak sale

Goat sales peak

Chicken sales salesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Labor migration 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Construction labor peak 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Peak remittances 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Peak firewood sales 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Festival season 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land preparation Sowing Weeding Green Harvest Harvest

sale

sale

sale

r

Dec Jan Feb MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov



Kasungu-Lilongwe Plain Livelihood Zone Profile   4 

 
The seasonal calendar graph highlights the importance of crop production in this livelihood zone, illustrating the 
heavy work load for households, especially from November through February. In the months leading up to the 
agricultural season, from July through October, households are preparing their land. As soon as the rains start in 
November, most crops (with the exception of beans and sweet potatoes) are planted. Weeding takes place a month 
to a month and a half later and continues until at least March. This period, from November through February, is 
considered the most labor-intensive time of the year.  
 
This period of heavy labor requirements coincides with the time of year when poorer people are least likely to be 
consuming adequate amounts of food, as their own stocks from the previous harvest usually run out by October, 
and prices of food are highest from December through February. This is also one of the times when human illness 
is likely to be highest, with malaria especially prevalent. Given the importance of labor income for these poorer 
households (as seen from the section on ‘Sources of Cash Income’ below), getting sick at this time of the year can 
mean a serious hit to the household’s cash supplies, further reducing their capacity to buy food. 
 
By March, the consumption of green maize and groundnuts, and the commencement of the bean and sweet potato 
harvests, help to ease some of the strain. April and May are when the main harvests of maize and most other crops 
occurs. As the harvest reaches full swing in June, the season in which festivals, marriages and other community 
events occur begins. 
 
The main periods of ganyu correspond to the agricultural season from July through April, including all major 
activities from land preparation through the harvest. Construction work occurs in the off season, from April through 
October. The dry season, from June through November, is when peak firewood collection and sales take place.  
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
In the table above, information about wealth and productive assets is presented; these assets form the basis of local 
livelihoods and help to explain differences in the way people obtain access to food and cash income. The main 
determinant of wealth in this livelihood zone is how much land a household is able to cultivate. This is partly 
regulated by the amount of land owned and partly by the capacity to rent additional land, as well as how much labor 
the households is able to call on, both inside the households and hired from outside. Better off households cultivate 
as much as eight times more than very poor households. Ten years ago, this spread was not as big. At that time, the 
poorest households were cultivating around the same amount: 1.5 – 2.5 acres and better off households were 
cultivating 3 – 5 acres. 
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Aside from land area cultivated, livestock ownership helps to determine wealth and status. The more livestock a 
household owns, the more income it can generate, and food (in the form of milk). Cattle, pigs, goats and chickens 
are owned, with the number of animals increasing with wealth.  Cattle are used for milk, some meat, and to generate 
cash income through sales of milk and live animals. Better off and some middle households own cattle, but not the 
poorer groups. Pigs are also owned by these upper wealth groups, but not by poorer households. Poor households 
have only goats and some chickens, whereas very poor households own only chickens. Livestock ownership appears 
to have increased over the past ten years. In the last baseline better off households owned 3 – 10 cattle, 5 – 10 
goats and some chickens. Now they own 2 oxen, 5 – 10 cattle, 10 – 15 goats and 8 – 12 pigs. Likewise, middle 
households owned 0 – 3 cattle, 0 – 6 goats and some chickens. Now they own 0 – 4 cattle, 4 – 10 goats, and 2 – 8 
pigs. This increased reliance on livestock as a source of cash income is reflected in the charts presented in the 
‘Sources of Cash Income’ section, below. As the role of tobacco in the local economy has declined, that of livestock 
has grown.  
 
An important distinction between poor and middle households is whether the household hires labor, or is hired by 
others to carry out seasonal labor activities. Poorer households provide the labor that better off and middle 
households need to make their land as productive as it can be. They need to work on the farms of others in order 
to secure enough cash income to make ends meet. This means that they are often not able to time the labor inputs 
into their own land in an ideal way, resulting in lower yields on less land.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2014 to March 2015. April represents 
the start of the consumption year because it 
is when the harvest of the main food crops 
occurs, marking an end to the lean season.  
Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 
kcal per person per day for the 12-month 
period.  
 
People meet their food needs in this zone in 
three main ways: they grow it themselves, 
they buy it, or they receive it in exchange for 
work. Those with cattle (the better off) also 
rely on milk from their cows; very poor 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       

households also receive a small amount of food aid. 
 
Comparing the results of this HEA baseline to the one done ten years ago we see a few minor differences. Poorer 
households have much the same profile: at that time, they were getting around half their food from their own crop 
production and around 30% from payment in kind. They purchased around 5% of their annual needs and got a small 
amount from wild foods, but were left with a deficit of around 10%. The poorest households still have the same 
deficit; the difference now is that they are purchasing a slightly higher proportion of their food and the small 
contribution from food aid is new. Better off households ten years ago covered over 100% of their food needs with 
their own crop production as well as purchasing a small amount of food. Now these households are purchasing 
more of their food and the contribution of cows’ milk is new. The fact that they are purchasing more food does not 
necessarily mean they are producing less. It could also mean they are choosing to eat a more diversified diet. Middle 
households have almost exactly the same profile.  
 
All wealth groups rely heavily on their own crop production and this source covered the majority of household food 
needs in the reference year. Maize is the most important of these crops, making up 45 – 75% of annual calorie needs 
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(including maize consumed green); the contribution of maize to household calories increases in line with wealth. 
The other crops grown and consumed by households in this zone include sweet potatoes, groundnuts and soya.  
 
For the poorer two wealth groups, ‘payment in kind’ is the next most important source of food. These households 
get paid in both food and cash for local agricultural work, which they perform for middle and better off households. 
Ridging, land preparation, harvesting and threshing are all paid in food. Some households also take part in migratory 
labor, receiving food in exchange for part of that work as well. Over the year this adds up to around 300 - 350 kg of 
grain, enough to cover 2.5 to 3.5 months of the year, or 20 – 30% of annual calorie requirements. Poor households 
tend to gain more than very poor households from payment in kind, mostly because they have more able-bodied 
workers and are more likely to pursue migrant labor. 
 
Food purchased from the market accounted for 12 – 24% of household annual calorie requirements in the reference 
year, making it the second most important source for middle and better off households. However, it should be borne 
in mind that households on the upper end of the wealth spectrum and those on the lower end do not purchase food 
for the same reasons. If better off households did not sell half of their maize production and consumed it instead, 
they would cover more than 160% of their annual calorie needs with their own crops. Very poor households, on the 
other hand, even if they kept all their maize, could not cover more than 60% of their food needs with crop 
production alone. These poorer households purchase food because they need to fill an actual food gap; they cannot 
cover all their calorie requirements otherwise. Better off households, on the other hand, who produce more than 
enough maize to meet their calorie needs, choose to sell over half of this, late in the season when prices are at their 
peak, bringing in significant cash income in this way. This dynamic is reflected in the food that different wealth 
groups buy; very poor households buy almost only maize grain – the cheapest staple - which provide them with the 
most calories for the least money. Better off households, on the other hand, buy no maize grain at all, purchasing, 
instead, rice, beans, sugar, oil, meat and dried fish. They buy food to diversify their diets rather than to meet 
minimum calorie requirements. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
The income graphs above communicate two 
main messages: the role of tobacco in the 
local economy has shrunk significantly in the 
past ten years; and the importance of 
livestock sales, petty trade and self-
employment have increased in relative 
importance. Ten years ago, tobacco sales 
supplied between 65-85% of annual cash 
income for all households. Now it covers 
less than 15% of household cash income for 
poorer households and 45-55% of cash 
income for households in the upper two 
wealth groups. Tobacco is still the most 
important income earner for the upper two 
wealth groups, providing a foundation for 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 
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the wealth of these households and a source 
of direct cash income and labor income for 
poorer households. The typical better off 
household produces around 12 times as 
much tobacco and derives 58 times as much 
cash income from tobacco as a typical very 
poor household. This is explained in part by 
the larger land areas cultivated by better off 
households, but more important is the 
capacity of these households to invest in the 
agricultural inputs required to grow 
tobacco. The ‘credit’ bar in the graphs above 
is associated in part with cash that better off 
households take out on loan to invest in the 
agricultural inputs and labor to invest in 
their own fields, enabling them to produce 
significant surpluses.  

 
The other crops sold include maize, sweet 
potatoes, groundnuts, and soya beans. 
Groundnuts are the crop with the highest 
value per kilogram, sold at around 180 MWK 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income per 
household2 

88,950 140,850 864,000 1,592,100 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

in the reference year by poorer households and 260 MWK by better off households. Better off households sell at a 
higher price for a number of reasons; they can transport their produce to markets where prices are higher; they 
have higher quality produce because they time their inputs most effectively; and they are able to store their crops 
and time their sales to correspond to when prices are highest. Nevertheless, groundnut sales are the most important 
of the food crop sales for very poor households since they don’t sell very much of any crop. For better off 
households, maize is the highest earner of the food crops. This is because they have so much extra to sell, exchanging 
for cash around 1,500 kg of maize in the reference year. 
 
Livestock have grown in importance over the past ten years. Sales of livestock accounted for 3 – 10% of annual cash 
income ten years ago (increasing in importance with wealth). Now they make up 6 – 20% of annual cash income. In 
addition, middle and better off households sell some of the milk they produce throughout the year. Cattle, goats, 
pigs and chickens are all raised in this zone, used in part for meat, but more importantly sold for cash when needed. 
Cattle and pigs are the top earners, and they are owned and sold only by middle and better off households.  A cow 
in good condition can sell for 120,000-140,000 MWK. Pigs sell for 21,000-27,000 MWK, but the top two wealth 
groups typically sell around 3 – 5 pigs a year, while they are unlikely to sell more than 1 cow. Thus, their total 
earnings from pig sales are about the same as their earning from cattle sales. Poor households typically do not have 
cattle or pigs to sell, relying instead on goats and chickens; very poor households do not have any livestock at all.  
 
Because very poor and poor households have fewer productive assets (very few if any livestock and less land), they 
depend much more heavily on their own labor to earn cash. These households send one or two people to work on 
the farms of middle and better off households throughout the cultivation season, helping especially with land 
preparation and weeding. Poor households also typically send one member to work outside the zone, often to 
Zambia during the growing season. This migrant labor income is included under ‘agricultural labor’ in the graphs 
above, and it accounts for a large portion of this income. Both the local and migratory labor make up around 35% 
of cash income for these bottom two wealth groups.  Because these households are so dependent on the income 
earned from labor, it is especially important for them to stay healthy and productive. A sick member of the family 
can quickly turn into an income deficit.  It also means that changes in wage rates have a large impact on the welfare 
of these households. 
  

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 377 
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To supplement the cash income from crop sales and livestock sales, middle and better off households engage in 
petty trade, small business activities, and – for the better off – hiring out bicycles. Better off households may act as 
traders, buying up local harvests and re-selling at a higher price; or they own small kiosks, where they sell a range 
of household items, such as batteries, stationery, salt, and sugar. Poorer households, on the other hand, earn extra 
cash by a range of self-employment activities, such as making and selling bricks and/or selling firewood. 
 
There is another significant change since the last baseline in 2005. At that time, better off households were earning 
6 times more than poor households on an annual basis. Now they are earning 17 times as much. This growing income 
inequality is consistent with a trend seen in much of the world. The better off earn more from their maize sales 
alone (which represents only part of the value they derive from the capital they have stored up in land) than poor 
households earn in the entire year from all of their income sources combined. This suggests that while a certain 
amount of income is redistributed through local labor arrangements, the better off seem to be accumulating wealth 
while poorer households fall farther behind. 

 

 

 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns for 
the reference year April 2014 – March 2015.  
While absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.   
 
Households in this livelihood zone need to 
spend money on a range of essential items 
and services throughout the year. These 
include food (both staple and non-staple), 
household items, agricultural inputs, social 
services, like schooling and health, and 
clothing. What the graph to the right shows  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

Is that with the limited cash resources that very poor and poor households have, they must devote a much larger 
proportion of their annual cash to food than middle and better off households. Very poor and poor households buy 
maize grain, the cheapest staple, in order to fill a production gap. Without this purchased grain, they would be left 
with at least a 12 – 17% calorie gap, and this is on top of the 6% gap very poor households already had in the 
reference year. If middle and better off households did not buy any staple food, they could feasibly still get by as 
long as they did not sell any of their crop production. Both groups produce enough to cover their own calorie needs; 
they sell part of this production to earn cash, but could divert it to consumption if necessary. However, because 
they sell some of their production to raise cash, middle households do need to purchase maize to cover their needs. 
Better off households buy rice, not maize grain. Both these upper wealth groups also buy significant quantities of 
beans, sugar, meat, oil, and dried fish. Poorer households buy some of these expensive non-staple foods as well, 
but not in quantities that make a meaningful contribution to their diets.  Overall, poor households spend around 
15% of their total cash income on non-staple foods but derive only 2% of their annual calories from them. Better off 
households, on the other hand, spend more money in absolute terms on non-staple food, but because their absolute 
level of cash income is so much higher, the relative proportion of cash spent on this category is equivalent to only 
around 12% of annual income; nevertheless, even though they spend less in relative terms than poor households, 
they derive much more value, meeting 15% of their required annual calories with non-staple foods. In effect, the 
better off you are, the more you are able to afford a diverse diet. 
 
Spending on inputs also tells us something about the priorities of better off households. They devote over 40% of 
their annual income to investments in agriculture and livestock production. This category only takes up around 4% 
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of the budget for very poor households. ‘Inputs’ includes spending on animal drugs and feed, land rental, plowing, 
seeds, tools, fertilizers, pesticides and labor hire. Poorer households only spend money on seeds, tools, and 
fertilizers. They have no livestock to invest in and they cannot afford to spend too much on their smaller land plots. 
Spending on fertilizer and labor hire takes up the largest proportion of the inputs budget for middle and better off 
households. An even larger chunk of better off household money (comprising 40% of their inputs budget) is devoted 
to paying off the loans they take every year to fund their investments in trade and agriculture. They also spend a 
quarter of their inputs budget hiring very poor and poor households to work on their farms, especially for land 
preparation and weeding activities. A typical very poor household earns around 32,400 MWK a year from 
agricultural labor; better off households spend around 170,000 MWK a year on labor, which means that every better 
off households supports around five very poor households.  
 
Basic household goods, such as tea, salt, soap, utensils, batteries, kerosene, and grinding services are included in 
the ‘hh items’ category. Soap and payment for grinding require the most money; these two items together comprise 
over 60% of the ‘hh items’ budget for very poor households. Taken as a whole, these basic household expenditures 
eat up more of the very poor household budget than staple food. However, because they are weekly small expenses, 
they are often not recognized to be as taxing as they really are. 
 
People in this zone also need to pay for school fees, uniforms, stationery and other requirements to send their 
children to school. These, along with any costs associated with health, are included in ‘social services’. Poorer 
households typically have 2 – 4 children in school; middle and better off households have 3 – 6 children in school. 
Poorer households do not tend to send their children past primary school, whereas those at the upper ends of the 
wealth scale are likely to send them through secondary school. The costs of secondary school are prohibitive for 
poorer households, including things like boarding and more expensive uniforms and supplies. 
 
Spending on clothes and other miscellaneous items are the last two categories included here. The ‘other’ category 
includes things like beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals. This is discretionary spending that can be 
reduced or redirected in bad years to buy more essential items if necessary.  

 

Hazards 

 
The main chronic hazards for all wealth groups in this zone are dry spells occurring during key moments of the 
agricultural cycle, soils being washed away or leached, and crop pests, such as termites and weevils. Maize streak, 
mildew and cassava mosaic disease are also problems. Animal diseases, such as New Castle (chickens), African Swine 
Fever (pigs) and East Coast Fever in cattle and goats are also a chronic problem. 
 
Droughts occur once every three years or so, causing serious economic losses. Army worms and hailstorms come 
along once every other year.   

Response Strategies 
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In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items first, buying less rice, for instance, and using 
that money to buy the cheaper staple – maize – instead. 
 

 Households also try to increase their cash income through selling more livestock. In order to retain a viable 
breeding stock, most cannot afford to sell more than a few animals. Very poor households, with no livestock, 
cannot purse this option. In addition, the value of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies 
increase as more people try to earn cash in the same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as 
grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more work; this may be local 
agricultural labor, work found across the border in Zambia, or employment in towns. The expandability of this 
option is also limited in bad years because of the increase in labor supply as more and more people look for 
work, which puts a downward pressure on wages. So even if people do find more days of work, they may earn 
less per day, making it hard to substantially increase cash income above normal year levels. 

 

 All households also try to increase their income from petty trade. Better off households may have more luck 
with this strategy than poor since they tend to operate in arenas where the prices of the goods they are selling 
increase in bad years. Poorer households, on the other hand, tend to have to buy inputs for petty trading at 
higher prices, and are forced to sell at lower prices because of an increased number of suppliers also seeking to 
sell more wares in a bad year. 

 

 Better off households try to replant crops and engage in winter cropping, using their extra cash income to hire 
labor and buy more seeds. These households are the ones who own land in areas where irrigation is possible. 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Kasungu-Lilongwe Plain Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Irrigated maize – amount 
produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount 
produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Soya – amount produced 

 Tobacco – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price 

 Ground nuts – producer price 

 Soya – producer price 

 Tobacco – producer price 
 

Livestock  Cow milk - yields 

 Pigs - numbers 

 Cattle - numbers 

 Goats – numbers 

 Cow milk - prices 

 Pig prices 

 Cattle prices 

 Goat prices 
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Other food and cash income  Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation jobs available 

 Agricultural labor – number of 
harvesting jobs available 

 Labor migration – number of jobs 
available 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates for land prep, 
weeding, harvesting, threshing 

 Labor migration – wage rates 

 Returns on self-employment 

 Loan rates 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 

1. Improved educational opportunities and school facilities 
2. Improved health center facilities and medical supplies 
3. Improved water facilities and access to clean water 
4. Increased access to and affordability of agricultural inputs and development of agricultural extension 

services, including development of irrigation  
5. Improved market access, through improvement of roads and bridges, marketing facilities and better flows 

of market information  
6. Investments in livestock and support to the livestock sector 
7. Access to credit and loans, especially for poor households and business capital for middle households 
8. Development of housing and adequate shelter for poorer households 
9. Provision of electricity 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Phalombe Plain & Lake Chilwa Livelihood Zone (PHA) June, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Phalombe Plain & Lake Chilwa Livelihood Zone is found in parts of 
Machinga, Zomba, Mulanje, Phalombe and Chiradzulu districts. 
Extending from north of Lake Chiuta down to just northeast of Thyolo 
and west of Mulanje, the zone encompasses areas surrounding Lake 
Chilwa and the highland plain of Phalombe. The major parts of this 
zone are found in the lowland of Lake Chilwa, where marshlands 
predominate, and the Phalombe plains, where extensive grasslands 
are found. The topography is generally flat with poorly drained sandy 
to clay soils. Fishing and wetland agriculture are common in areas 
surrounding the lake basins. High population densities mean that land 
pressure is one of the key limits on household production. The 
Mulanje and Zomba mountains are found here, and in these areas, as 
well as in the eastern parts of the zone, near the Liwonde National 
Park, game and wild foods are available. Population densities range 
from 130 - 230 people per square km.  
 
There is one rainy season from October to March with rainfall 
amounts peaking in January. Cumulative precipitation reaches as high 
as 1000 mm a year in some areas, but is typically closer to 700 mm. 
Temperatures range from 12o C to 35o C. The main sources of water for humans are boreholes and open wells; 
livestock drink from minor rivers and open wells throughout the year. Soils are of poor quality, with sandy to clay 
loams found throughout the zone.  
 
Maize (both rain fed and irrigated), rice, sorghum, cassava, sweet potatoes and pigeon peas are grown for 
consumption. Rice is one of the main cash crops along with pigeon peas and cassava. Most crops are rain fed and 
hand cultivation is the norm, although better off household may also own and use plow oxen. Irrigation is practiced 
along major rivers (including the Likangala, Phalombe, Likwenu, Thondwe and Namadzi) and around the lakes. The 
use of fertilizers and improved seeds is very common; the government provides a subsidy to enable households to 
purchase these inputs.  
 
Although this is considered an agricultural zone, production potential is relatively poor, especially in the Lake Chirwa 
Basin, and most households depend on more than just crop production to meet their food and cash requirements. 
The poor production potential combined with increasing land pressure means that, year by year, the need to 
diversify away from crop production becomes more acute. Livestock sales, small-scale trade, self-employment (such 
as firewood sales and brick making), and a range of casual seasonal employment opportunities (ganyu), mostly on 
local farms, but also in construction, provide households with additional cash income. 
 
Army worms, termites, weevils, rice blast fungus and cassava mosaic disease pose a threat to crops every year. 
Livestock diseases, such as New Castle in chickens, African swine fever in pigs, and heart water (a tick-borne disease) 
in cattle and goats are common.  
 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in May 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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Services in this livelihood zone are basic. There are Village Savings and Loans (VSL) and Community Savings 
Investment Promotion (COSIP) facilities that provide a moderate amount of access to investment funds, but these 
tend to be available primarily to better off households. School attendance is relatively high, but school facilities are 
poor. Health facilities are likewise lacking.  
 
Over the last decade, since the last baseline assessment, the area cultivated per household has decreased slightly, 
although livestock numbers per household appear to have increased. Tobacco, which used to be grown more widely 
here, is not typical for most households anymore. Fishing has declined as well and is no longer a significant source 
of cash or food income for the majority of households. The importance of livestock as a source of cash income has 
increased over the decade. Most important, the income disparity between better off and poor households has more 
than tripled, raising serious concerns about the entrenched poverty of those in the bottom two wealth groups. 
 

Markets 

 
In addition to ADMARC, the main markets serving this zone include Ntaja and Nsanama in Machinga District and 
Phalombe and Migowi in Phalombe District, all of which act as daily markets. Weekly markets, such as Mlomba in 
Phalombe District; Govala, Sakata, Jali, Nsunizi, Maliro, and Kachulu in Zomba District; and Nselema and Nampeya 
provide outlets for sales of local produce as well. There is poor to moderate market access in this livelihood zone. 
Roads, almost all of which are made of gravel and earth, are functional in the dry season, but quickly deteriorate in 
the wet season, becoming impassable in many cases.  
 
Households here sell a range of crops, as well as livestock and their own labor. All crops and livestock are sold 
through the same route: from farmer to middleman to bigger trader. Maize is sold from April to September; rice is 
sold from May to October; and pigeon peas are sold from June to October. Prices for grains are highest during the 
lean season, starting in October and extending through February.  
 
Livestock are sold from August through February, with transactions in goats especially high from December to 
February, when grain prices are highest. Households sell pigs and chickens from September to January to generate 
cash income for things like school fees, agricultural inputs and food. 
 
Maize and rice are purchased by local households from October to February, when stocks from local harvests have 
run out for poor and very poor households, who make up the majority of the population. This is also when prices 
are highest. 
 
The labor market is almost entirely local, and predominantly agricultural, accounting for 90% of the demand for this 
livelihood zone. Better off and middle households hire members of poorer households to help with land preparation, 
sowing, weeding and harvesting. There is also a small amount of labor demand from local towns (7%) and towns 
outside the livelihood zone (3%). Only in very bad years do many people travel outside the zone; in these years they 
go to Mozambique, the northern highland areas of Malawi, and parts of the Central Region, including Kasungu and 
Dwangwa, starting as early as August and only returning in March. There is no labor migration into the zone. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Phalombe Plain & 
Lake Chilwa Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. During 
community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the 
responses of the community leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as an above average year, with 
good production resulting from beneficial flooding and relatively good rains. The reference year followed two 
average years, with moderate rains and a dry spell that occurred during the agricultural season. Households also 
had to contend to with army worms in those years. The most recent consumption year, which ended in March 2015, 
was reportedly quite poor, with people forced to engage in unusual coping strategies, migrating out of the area in 
search of work opportunities. 
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Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 1 
Flooding, dry spells, water logging, army worms; people increased the amount of local 
casual labor they did, increased their petty trade and labor migration. 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 4 Beneficial flooding and relatively good rains led to an above average production season. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 3 
Dry spells and army worms were factors in this year, but production was nevertheless 
average. 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 3 
Dry spells and army worms were factors in this year, but production was nevertheless 
average. 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 2 Dry spells during the growing season led to a below average production season. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 

 
 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The timing of agricultural activities is tied to the rains, which occur between October and March in this unimodal 
zone. August is when land preparation occurs for almost all crops, followed in October and November by planting. 
Irrigated crops, such as maize and rice, are planted in October in lowland areas near the lakes or rivers, whereas 
rain fed maize is planted a month later in November. The critical, labor-intensive period of weeding is in December 
and January, or – in the case of rice – February and March.  
 
December to February is a particularly difficult time for poorer households who, driven by a need for extra cash to 
pay for food – their food stocks from the previous harvest having run out by October – seek casual work 
opportunities off their own farms; but at the same time, in order to ensure a harvest in the coming April, they need 
to tend to the requirements of their own fields. Balancing these competing demands stretches poor and very poor 
household labor resources. Adding to the strain, this is also a period in which people tend to fall sick with malaria 
and the incidence of livestock disease is also highest from December to March. Staple food prices peak at this time, 
and price rises in this zone, where roads can be cut off due to flooding, can be severe. It is during this period of 
stress that most livestock are sold. Food aid distributions through the school feeding program also help to ease 
household food deficits during the lean season. 
 
By February households begin to feel some relief with the consumption of green crops and - increasingly - cassava. 
However, April brings the main reprieve, as harvests of maize and sweet potatoes come on line, followed in May by 
groundnuts and rice. In June sorghum becomes available, with pigeon peas harvested in July. This also starts the 
season in which festivals, marriages and other community events are most likely to occur. 
 
The main periods of ganyu correspond to the agricultural season from August through April, including all major 
activities from land preparation through the harvest. Brick making and construction work occurs in the dry season 
from May through August. From March through September some find fishing-related work on the lake 
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Rainy season

Crops

Maize - rainfed p p

Maize - irrigated

Rice

Cassava

Ground nuts gh gh gh gh

Pigeon Peas

Sweet potatoes h h p p p p

Sorghum p p

Livestock

Cattle milk peak

Cattle sales peak

Goats milk peak

Goat sales peak

Chicken sales

Pig sales

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4

Labor migration

Construction labor peak

Peak fishing 6 6

Peak remittances

Brick making

Peak firewood sales 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Wild food collection

Relief food distributions

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases

High staple prices

Human diseases

Flooding

Chicken diseases

Pesk attacks 7 7

Festival season

Lean season
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Wealth Breakdown 

 
The table below details the differences in wealth in this livelihood zone, based on how people obtain access to food 
and cash income. The primary determinant of wealth is how much land a household is able to cultivate. This is 
governed by the amount of land owned and the capacity to rent additional land, as well as how much intra-
household labor is available, and how much extra labor can be hired. It is not just the amount of land that differs, 
but the productivity of that land. Better off households are able to obtain access to more land in areas where 
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irrigation is possible, around the lakes and rivers. An additional factor, observed among better off households, is the 
ownership of plow oxen. Land pressure here is an issue, with each generation increasingly confined to smaller areas 
of land from which to derive their livelihood. This is apparent even in the short period of time since the last baseline 
in 2005. Ten years ago middle households cultivated up to 4 acres, whereas now they generally do not cultivate 
more than 2.5 acres. Better off households ten years cultivated up to 6 acres, but cultivate up to only 5 acres now. 
Nevertheless, better off households still cultivate three to five times more than very poor households, who manage 
to plant only around an acre of land. 

Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
A second determinant of wealth is ownership of livestock. Here again better off households own substantially more 
than poorer households. Cattle, pigs, goats and chickens are owned by middle and better off households, whereas 
poor and very poor households own just goats and chickens. Cattle are not generally milked. Some animals are 
slaughtered for meat during festivals, but this does not provide a significant source of food for any wealth group. 
Livestock function as a kind of bank account, allowing households to cash them in during times of the year when 
extra income is needed – especially from August through February. Livestock ownership is one area that appears to 
have expanded in the past ten years. In the last baseline better off households owned 8 – 15 goats, but now they 
own 10 – 20. Middle households owned 1 – 4 goats before, but now they own 3 – 8 goats. While this does not signify 
a huge increase, it is nevertheless reflected in a higher relative importance of livestock sales as a source of cash 
income (see ‘Sources of Cash’ section below). The gradual increase in reliance on livestock may in fact be a way of 
balancing out both the reduction in arable land, as well as the variability in rainfall, since pasture can withstand 
much lower rainfall than crops.  
 
The better off cultivate using oxen and local hired labor. Middle households also use local labor. Poor and very poor 
households provide this local labor, referred to as ganyu.  In fact, a critical distinction between poor and middle 
households is whether the household hires labor, or is hired by others to carry out seasonal labor activities. A certain 
amount of intra-community redistribution takes place through these labor arrangements, with better off 
households depending on poor household labor to ensure they receive the maximum gain from their land, and poor 
households depending on better off households for cash income which they use to get through the lean season and 
buy essential goods and services.  
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Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2013 - March 2014. April represents 
the start of the consumption year because it 
is when the harvest of the main food crops 
occurs, marking an end to the hunger 
season.  Food is presented as a percentage 
of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-
month period.  
 
There are four sources of food for 
households in this livelihood zone: own crop 
production, purchased food, payment in 
kind in exchange for labor, and food aid. 
 
Households still rely on much the same 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       
 

sources of food they did in 2005, and the relative reliance on these sources is almost identical. Better off households 
ten years ago covered around 80% of their food needs with their own crop production with the remainder comprised 
of purchased food, just as it is today. Very poor and poor households today cover around 50 - 60% of their food 
needs with their own crop production, with payment in kind for ganyu covering around 10 - 15% and purchased 
food making up most of the rest. This is, again, the same as it was ten years ago. The one thing that has changed is 
that households from all wealth groups now receive food aid in the form of school feeding; each child receives a 
meal a day throughout the school term.  
 
Own crops are the most important source of food for all wealth groups and rain fed maize makes up the majority of 
these calories. Small amounts of grain also come from rice and sorghum, although better off households do not 
grow sorghum as it is seen as a ‘poor man’s crop’. A number of other tubers and pulses, including cassava, pigeon 
peas, sweet potatoes, and groundnuts, make additional contributions to the diet. 
 
Payment in kind is critically important for very poor and poor households.  Very poor households get paid directly 
in food (at least in part) for work they do on a number of different of activities, including land preparation, rice 
harvesting, and tree planting. They also receive food in addition to cash for some of the work they do as labor 
migrants, either across the border in Mozambique or in the northern highlands of Malawi. Over the year this adds 
up to around 200 - 250 kg of grain, enough to cover two months of the year, or 16% of annual calorie requirements. 
Poor households get half of that amount, working less because they produce more of their own food and also tend 
not to engage in labor migration; they also earn more in cash, rather than in direct food terms, as local labor.  
 
The school feeding program that services households in this livelihood zone makes a contribution to annual food 
income as well. This source of food was not present in the previous baseline. Poorer households tend to send around 
three children to school, and each of them receives a meal a day during the school term. Middle and better off 
households are more likely to have four children in school. This food assistance accounted for 4-5% of total food 
income in the reference year. 
 
Finally, households purchased 20 - 40% of their annual calories in the reference year, which means that the market 
is the second most important source of food for all households. It is important to keep in mind that households on 
the upper end of the wealth spectrum and those on the lower end do not purchase food for the same reasons. Very 
poor households purchase food because they need to fill an actual food gap: they do not produce enough food, or 
obtain enough additional food via payment in kind, to cover all their calorie requirements. Better off households, 
on the other hand, produce enough maize and rice combined to cover over 200% of their calorie needs, but they 
sell over half of this, late in the season when prices are at their peak. They buy food when prices are low, which 
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allows them to maximize the cash income returns on their production. They purchase food mainly to diversify their 
diet. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
Households in this livelihood zone generate 
cash in multiple ways. Despite this being 
primarily an agricultural zone, most 
households earn less than half of their 
annual cash from selling crops. Livestock 
sales and petty trade are the other two main 
sources for middle and better off 
households, whereas poorer households 
rely more heavily on labor sales (ganyu) and 
self-employment. Credit is an additional 
source of income for better off households, 
although this is balanced by the obligatory 
re-payment along with interest. 
 
Better off households gain as much value 
from their production as they can, selling 
crops during the hunger period, when prices 
are highest. They sell maize at a price that is 
almost 30% higher than middle households 
are able to garner, and they sell almost five 
times more in terms of quantity. Maize is 
grown by all households, but only sold by 
middle and better off households. 
Groundnuts, a high value crop worth twice 
the price of pigeon peas, are grown and sold 
only by middle and better off households. 
Groundnut seeds are too expensive for poor 
and very poor household to afford. Rice is 
sold by all wealth groups, bringing in around 
half of the cash income from crop sales for 
very poor households, as shown in the 
bottom graph to the right. The other crops 
sold by all households include pigeon peas, 
cassava and sweet potatoes.  
 
The other major productive asset (aside 
from land) owned by local households is 
livestock. Cattle, goats, pigs and chickens 
are all raised in this zone, used in part for  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income per 
household2 

91,430 128,750 605,550 1,229,000 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

meat, consumed in small quantities throughout the year (households tend not to use their livestock for milk), but 
more importantly sold for cash from August through March. 
 
This is a period when people need extra money for productive inputs (in October and November) and towards the 
end of the year, when the food stocks of poorer households run out, they need money to buy food. Middle and 
better off households sell cattle, goats, chickens and pigs. Cattle are the top earners, with a cow in good condition 
selling for 950,000 - 1,200,000 MWK. By contrast, a goat brings in only around 12,000 MWK, or ten times less. The 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 377 
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poorer wealth groups typically do not have cattle or pigs to sell, relying instead on goats and chickens, although very 
poor households do not even have goats. Very poor households sell some of their eggs, which raises a small amount 
of cash – enough to just cover what they spend on fertilizers over the year.  
 
Because very poor and poor households have less land and livestock, they need to fall back on the one form of 
capital they control – their own labor – and this they use to maximum effect. Not only do these households obtain 
food in direct exchange for ganyu, but they also depend on it to generate around 30% of their cash income for the 
year. During the entire cultivation period, 2 - 3 members from very poor and poor households are engaged in land 
preparation, planting and weeding 
activities not only on their own farms, 
but also in the fields of middle and 
better off households. They receive 
payments for this off-own-farm work, 
with weeding paid the highest rates 
and planting paid the lowest. Poor 
households tend to earn more than 
very poor households, both because 
they have more household labor to 
devote to ganyu and because they 
tend to get more done in a day. Much 
of the work is paid on a piecemeal 
basis (see table to the right), which means that stronger, healthier people can earn more money. During the dry 
season, households also seek work off their farms, making bricks or engaging in other construction activities, such 
as fencing. Very poor households, in addition to working for others, find other ways to generate money, most 
commonly by selling firewood. This is included in the ‘self-employment’ category in the graphs above. This high 
dependence on labor means that very poor and poor households need to stay healthy; and they are highly 
vulnerable to changes in wage rates, which depend on variable levels of supply and demand. 
 
Petty trade is important for all households, but the type of trade engaged in varies by wealth group. Better off 
households may act as traders, buying up local harvests and re-selling at a higher price; or they own small kiosks, 
where they sell a range of household items, such as batteries, stationery, salt, and sugar. The profits on these 
activities are much higher than the petty trade pursuits that poorer households are active in, such as selling 
homemade doughnuts or other food products. As such, better off households’ absolute earnings from petty trade 
are over 30 times higher than very poor households’, and over 10 times higher than poor households’. The ‘credit’ 
bar in the graphs above tends to be associated with cash that better off households take out on loan to invest in 
their petty trade activities, helping them buy in bulk the items needed to stock their kiosks, or to buy up large 
amounts of grain after harvest for onward sale. These households also use credit to ensure they have adequate 
inputs and labor to invest in their own fields, enabling them to produce significant surpluses. 
 
There is one very notable change since the last baseline in 2005. At that time, better off households were earning 
three times more than poor households on an annual basis. Now, this spread is almost ten-fold. This expanding 
income inequality mirrors a trend seen in much of the world, highlighting the tendency of accumulated capital to 
grow more rapidly than wages. The better off earn more from their maize sales alone (which represents only part 
of the value they derive from the capital they have stored up in land) than poor households earn in the entire year 
from all of their income sources combined. While crop sales, as a percent of total cash, is almost exactly the same 
as it was ten years ago for poor households, this component has grown for better off households (from around 25% 
of cash income in 2005 to over 40% now). The relative importance of livestock sales (another productive asset 
owned predominately by the middle and better off) is also higher now than it was before, reflecting, possibly, the 
influence of a growing urban demand for meat. 
 
 
 

Rates for different types of ganyu 

 
Agricultural 
labor paid in 
cash (Kwacha) 

300 per 10m2 Weeding  

300 per day Harvesting, Fertilizer application 

1500 per 10m2 Transplanting rice 

6000 per acre Land preparation 

1500 per day Harvesting & threshing rice 

Agricultural 
labor paid in 
kind (food) 

50 kg of unshelled maize 
per garden 

Harvesting 

50 kg of maize per acre Weeding 

50 kg of maize per acre Ridge making 

Other paid in 
cash (Kwacha) 

2 per brick Brick making 

1 per brick Drawing water for brick making 
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Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns for 
the reference year April 2013 – March 2014.  
While absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.   
 
The most striking thing about the graph to 
the right is the large difference in the 
proportion of cash spent on staple food for 
very poor and poor households compared 
to better off households. In both absolute 
and relative terms the two bottom wealth 
groups spend more on food than the top 
wealth group. As explained in the section on  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

‘Sources of Food’, better off households produced more than twice the calories they needed in the reference year. 
To the extent that they buy any staple food at all, it is only rice, and a small amount at that. Very poor households, 
on the other hand, buy maize grain (the cheapest staple) for five to six months of the year, starting in October, when 
their own harvest runs out, and lasting through March. Rice is also purchased in very small amounts by poorer 
households, but – at three times the cost of maize grain - it is too expensive to afford on a regular basis. Non-staple 
foods, such as beans, potatoes, and oil are occasionally bought by poorer households as well, but the higher expense 
of these items limits their consumption on the lower end of the wealth spectrum. Middle and better off households 
are much more likely to consume non-staple foods, adding meat, sugar and dried fish to their list. Overall, poor 
households spend around 25% of their total cash income on non-staple foods, but derive only 5% of their annual 
calories from them. Better off households, on the other hand, spend more money in absolute terms on non-staple 
food, but because their level of cash income is so much higher, the relative proportion of cash spent on this category 
is equivalent to less than 20% of annual income; nevertheless, even though they spend less in relative terms than 
poor households, they derive much more value, covering 24% of their annual calories with non-staple foods and 
thereby supporting a much more diverse diet.  
 
Another point to note is the very high relative expenditure on inputs for better off and middle households. This 
explains why they are able to obtain so much more cash income from their productive assets than poor and very 
poor households: not only do they have more land and livestock, but they invest in obtaining maximum value from 
them, spending money on renting additional land, animal drugs, seeds, tools, fertilizers, pesticides, and buying 
additional livestock to replenish their herds. A large part of better off expenditure on inputs goes to re-pay the loans 
they take every year to fund their investments in trade and agriculture. Their biggest outlay, however, is on labor. 
They spend a quarter of their inputs budget hiring very poor and poor households to work on their farms, especially 
for land preparation, sowing and weeding activities. A typical poor household earns around 40,000 MWK a year 
from agricultural labor; better off households spend around 120,500 MWK a year on labor, which means that every 
better off households supports around three poor households. This exchange of cash within the community, 
however, does not appear to result in a redistribution of wealth, as indicated by the increased spread in cash income 
over the past ten years. Poor households continue to just get by, while better off households appear to be getting 
wealthier, at least in relative terms. 
 
Households need to spend money on a range of other items and services as well. Basic household goods, such as 
salt, soap, utensils, batteries, and grinding services are included in the ‘hh items’ category. Payment for grinding 
takes the most from this annual budget, adding up over the weeks to comprise more than half the annual 
expenditure on this category for very poor households. There are also payments for school fees, uniforms, stationery 
and other requirements to send children to school. These, along with any costs associated with health, are included 
in ‘social services’. Spending on clothes and other miscellaneous items are the last two categories included here. 
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The ‘other’ category includes things like beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals. This is discretionary 
spending that can be reduced or redirected in bad years to buy more essential items if necessary. The graph makes 
it clear that the ‘buffer’ provided by this extra cash gets larger as you move up the wealth spectrum. 

 

Hazards 

 
Because the zone lies within the influence of a rain shadow, the main chronic hazard for all wealth groups in this 
zone is inadequate rainfall, often in terms of distribution, with a damaging dry spell occurring during key moments 
of the agricultural cycle. This combines with infertile poor sandy soils to place significant constraints on production.  
 
Floods pose periodic threats in low-lying flat areas. Flooding makes roads impassable, curtailing market access, and 
leading to high prices. Crop pests and crop and livestock diseases are problems as well. Foot and mouth disease and 
heart water (a tick-borne disease) were the most prevalent diseases in the reference year for cattle and goats.  

 Because of the high reliance on markets to meet food needs, price shocks are another periodic hazard that severely 
affects livelihoods in this zone, becoming especially problematic during floods, when roads become impassable and 
prices soar. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These include reducing expenditure on non-essential items, 
using existing food stocks or reserve crops like cassava, and increasing cash income through a number of means. 
These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items first, buying less rice, for instance, and using 
that money to buy the cheaper staple – maize – instead. 
 

 All household also try to increase their cash income through selling more livestock. For poorer households this 
option is limited by the number and type of livestock they own. Cattle – the highest value animals - are the 
domain of middle and better off households alone; poorer households own goats (although very poor 
households do not even own these) and chickens, but only in limited numbers. In order to retain a viable 
breeding stock, they cannot afford to sell more than a few animals. In addition, the value of livestock tends to 
drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the same way, and because 
their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more work; this may be local 
agricultural labor, work found across the border in Mozambique (in especially bad years), or employment in the 
northern highlands, where production tends to be more secure. The expandability of this option is also limited 
in bad years because of the increase in labor supply as more and more people look for work, which puts a 
downward pressure on wages. So even if people do find more days of work, they may earn less per day, making 
it hard to substantially increase cash income above normal year levels. 

 

 All households also try to increase their income from petty trade. Better off households may have more luck 
with this strategy than poor since they tend to operate in arenas where the prices of the goods they are selling 
increases in bad years. Poorer households, on the other hand, tend to have to buy inputs for petty trading at 
higher prices, and are forced to sell at lower prices given the increased number of suppliers also seeking to sell 
more wares in a bad year. 

 

 Better off households try to replant crops and engage in winter cropping, using their extra cash income to hire 
labor and buy more seeds. These households are the ones who own land in areas where irrigation is possible. 
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Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Phalombe Plain & Lake Chilwa Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Irrigated maize – amount 
produced 

 Sorghum – amount produced 

 Rice – amount produced 

 Pigeon peas – amount produced 

 Cassava – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount 
produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price 

 Rice – producer price 

 Pigeon peas – producer price 

 Cassava – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Ground nuts – producer price 
 

Livestock  Pigs - numbers 

 Cattle - numbers 

 Goats – numbers 

 Pig prices 

 Cattle prices 

 Goat prices 

Other food and cash income  Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation jobs available 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates for 
land prep, weeding, etc. 

 Returns on self-employment 

 Loan rates 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 

1. Improved educational opportunities and school facilities 
2. Improved health center facilities and medical supplies 
3. Improved water facilities and access to clean water 
4. Increased access to and affordability of agricultural inputs for all households, especially on the poorer end 

of the wealth spectrum 
5. Guaranteed food and cash transfers as part of a safety nets program, perhaps combined with productive 

investments in local income generating activities 
6. Improved market access, through infrastructure, marketing facilities and better flows of market 

information 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone (LSH) June, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
 
The Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone includes large parts of 
Chikwawa and Nsanje districts. It is the southern-most zone in the 
country, and borders Mozambique on its southern edge and the Shire 
Highlands on its north and eastern edges. Vegetation in the zone 
includes forest, grassland, and marshland. Soils are predominately 
sandy clay and clay loam, which, paired with the low precipitation and 
high temperatures, are moderately productive, but the zone is still 
considered one of the more productive in southern Malawi. It boasts 
a number of natural resource areas: Majete Game Reserve in the north 
and Lengwe National Park in the north-west of Chikwawa district, and 
Mwavi Game Reserve and Ndindi Marshes in the south-west in Nsanje 
district. The Shire River runs through Chikwawa and Nsanje districts, 
and the Mwanza River runs through Chikwawa alone. The rainy season 
starts in the second half of November and ends around late February 
or early March, with average rainfall totaling 600mm to 700mm 
annually (down from 900mm to 1200mm in the 2005 baseline). 
Average temperatures range from 30o to 40o C. 
 
The Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone is an annual food deficit zone. One of the most important determinants of 
wealth is the ownership of livestock in general and ownership of plough oxen in particular. Ownership of a pair of 
oxen allows better off households to prepare their land on time and rent-in the land of poor and very poor households 
on a contractual basis. As a response to the relative shortage of grazing land in the zone, some better off households 
buy land for grazing; no other wealth groups have sufficient income to do so. Sales of livestock by the better off in 
particular bring in large amounts of income compared to earnings from all other income sources (even when sources 
are combined) by other wealth groups. The most common livestock diseases affecting the zone include Foot and 
Mouth Disease and Lumpy Skin Disease (cattle), African Swine Fever (pigs), and Newcastle disease (chickens), the 
latter of which there is a high incidence in the zone. 
 
In addition to livestock, the most important components of the food economy in the zone are food crops, ganyu (or 
casual) labor, and cash crops. The zone has two types of cultivatable land: upland and wetland (dimba land) mainly 
along the Shire River. Winter production, which is less significant than summer production, is carried out in the dimba 
lands bordering the Shire River, including maize, rice, beans, sweet potatoes, tomatoes and other vegetables. These 
are mostly grown under flood plain cultivation, and in some instances irrigated using treadle pumps and hand 
watering cans (particularly for maize and beans). The main food crops grown in upland fields are maize, sorghum, 
pigeon peas and millet. Cash crops grown in the zone include maize, cotton, rice, sugarcane, sweet potatoes, and 
sesame. Livestock sales are the largest source of income for better off households and an important income source 
for middle households, while ganyu labor is the most significant source of income among the poor. Most labor is 
sourced from within the Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone, but around 5% of laborers come from outside the zone’s 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in May of 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference 
year. 
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borders to work at the Illovo Sugar Estates along the Shire River. Some households in Nsanje district engage in small-
scale fishing. 
 
Population density is relatively high, as in the rest of Malawi – around 50 to 60 people per square kilometer. However, 
part of the zone is covered by protected forests and game reserves to the west, as well as the Illovo Sugar Estates on 
the Western banks of the Shire River. Many people from poor and middle households provide labor to the sugar 
estates in the form of permanent and seasonal employment.  
 
The recent extension of M1, the main north-south road in Malawi, through the zone has improved transportation 
and supply of goods substantially since the 2005 baseline; sesame has become an emerging cash crop in the Shire 
Valley due to increased cross-border trade between Malawi and Mozambique brought about by the road extension. 
Cross-border trade between the two countries is quite common and the zone relies on maize imports from 
Mozambique. This is particularly the case in Nsanje District, where maize is not commonly grown.  
 

Markets 

 
The extension of the Malawi main road (M1) into the zone has significantly opened up trade between the commercial 
city of Blantyre (as well as Thyolo and Mulanje) and the rest of the zone. This has also improved the zone’s connection 
to other markets in neighboring districts and central Malawi with surplus production that normally supply the zone 
with maize for trade during the zone’s regular cereal deficits. Some smaller roads off of the M1 become impassable 
during the rainy season.  
 
The main large markets within Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone (Dyeratu, Bereu, Nchalo, Ngabu, Bangula, Fatime, 
Makhanga and Nsanje) are located along the M1 road, and operate daily. Smaller day markets are located in trading 
centers 10 to 50 km from the main road (or are smaller towns along the M1) and operate once or twice a week. 
National grain marketing board (ADMARC) outlet markets also exist in the zone and sell food – notably maize – at 
subsidized prices.  
 
Trading for food and other commodities in remote markets is limited; most households have to travel long distances 
to main markets to access some items, including the staple maize. In recent years, farmers have reduced cotton 
production in favor of maize and sesame, as cotton sales have typically suffered from low farm gate prices, and the 
road extension has enabled better terms of trade for sesame and maize. A range of food crops are sold by farmers 
after the harvest to middlemen at the local markets, who then sell to larger traders. Food items from outside the 
zone arrive at the larger markets along the M1 in LSH Livelihood Zone from the central region and other productive 
areas in southern Malawi; they are then sold at the smaller, more remote markets. Demand for various commodities, 
including cotton, rice, and beans on the market rises in April/May and declines in August.  
 
The livestock market in the zone is poorly organized, particularly for small stock. Cattle markets are somewhat better 
organized. Prices received for all livestock are undercut by transportation costs borne by traders (and passed on to 
households) required to take animals to the main consumption centers further north by traders. Cattle are taken by 
traders to Blantyre (about 50 to 200 km away) to be sold; goats are sold at local markets and Blantyre. Both are sold 
year-round. Poultry is sold locally only.  
 
The labor market is predominately local and agriculture-based, accounting for 80% of the demand in this zone. Local 
labor is of utmost importance to poorer households in this zone, as they only meet around half their annual food 
requirements through their own crop production. Poorer households are hired by middle and better off households 
in the zone, and they are paid both in cash and in kind. Demand for labor is highest during the land preparation period 
in August through November as well as the planting period in November-December. It is tempered somewhat during 
the weeding and harvesting period, although opportunities are still available. Local towns also provide some labor 
opportunities (about 15% of total casual labor undertaken in the zone), with the remaining labor opportunities 
coming from outside the zone (5%). The latter opportunities are taken up by poorer households primarily in 
December through February during the lean season. Some laborers come from outside the zone to work in the Illovo 
Sugar Estates.    



Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone Profile   3 

 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In LSH Livelihood Zone the 
reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. During community leader interviews, key 
informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season 
and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which also includes responses of the community to the hazards, shows 
that the reference year was classified as a below average year. 
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 Good rains. Some moisture stress but minimal impact on crops 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 2 
Floods, armyworm attacks, severe drought. Coping response: casual labor, firewood and 
charcoal sales, livestock sales, reliance on humanitarian assistance. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 1-2 
Prolonged dry spells, permanent crop wilting. Coping response: casual labor, firewood and 
charcoal sales, livestock sales, reliance on humanitarian assistance. 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 1-2 
Prolonged dry spells, armyworm attacks. Coping response: casual labor, firewood and 
charcoal sales, livestock sales, reliance on humanitarian assistance. 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 1 
Floods, armyworm attacks, severe drought. Coping response: casual labor, firewood and 
charcoal sales, livestock sales, reliance on humanitarian assistance. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
Timing of livelihoods activities in this agricultural zone revolves around the growing periods, and consequently, the 
rains. The rains are unimodal and last from late November to March. Summer production crops (maize, sorghum, 
pigeon peas and millet), which represent the most significant production in the zone, are generally planted in late 
December and January and harvested in April. Land preparation for these crops takes place several months prior to 
planting, in August through November; demand for agricultural labor peaks during these months, as well as in January 
and February during the weeding period. Demand dips during planting, which is less labor intensive than land 
preparation and weeding. Middle and better off households typically hire poorer households for all of these activities.  
 
A winter crop production season also exists in this zone, and is carried out mostly by middle and better off households 
who own plots by the Shire River or rent them from the very poor and poor households, who have fewer labor and 
input resources to successfully cultivate these plots. Winter crops (maize, rice, beans, sweet potatoes, tomatoes and 
other vegetables) are generally planted in April after a short land preparation period following the cessation of rains 
in March, and are harvested in July/August through September or October. Summer cultivation is the primary season 
of cultivation, however, and most work (and labor demand) takes place around these activities.  
 
The lean season begins in December for poorer households, and lasts through March. A minority of households in the 
zone from all wealth groups opt to consume small amounts of their maize crop green in order to help bridge the lean 
season to the upcoming harvest in April. By around November, poorer households have consumed all of their own 
crop production for the year and must rely on market purchase to satisfy their food needs, just as staple prices peak 
in the market.  Human diseases also peak during this period, putting a strain on the ability of households to engage 
efficiently in labor in their own fields as well as in the fields of others for income.  
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The market price of staple food varies seasonally and within the zone. In general, prices are lowest during the post-
harvest period and highest during the hunger season (from December to February). During the winter harvest, prices 
of food crops are also low for areas along the Shire River. This remains true in 2015 as it was in 2005. However, in 
2015, more households have access to income starting in late April through August from sale of cotton, rice, and beans.  

 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 
The very poor and poor together make up nearly 70% of households in the Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone. The 
poor wealth group represents the highest percentage of household of all groups in the zone, at 47%; the better off, 
who represent the lowest percentage of households in the zone, at 10%, hold almost 350% of the wealth of the poor 
(in terms of total income: food + cash).  
 
The most important determinant of wealth in this zone is land. Very poor and poor households own similar areas of 
land – around 2 to 2.5 acres each (up from 1 to 1.5 acres in 2005) – but, unable to cultivate all of their land on their 
own, the very poor rent a small portion of their land out to better off households, cultivating 1 to 2 acres; some poor 
households do this as well. Poorer households also cultivate their land without fertilizer, which significantly lowers 
land productivity, as does their lack of access to labor and oxen: they rely only on their own household labor to engage 
in hand-hoe digging.  
 
Land area cultivated by middle households has remained somewhat constant since 2005, at 2 to 3 acres, while land 
area cultivated by the better off has increased, from 4 to 5 acres in 2005 to 3 to 6 acres in 2015. Many better off and 
middle households also cultivate an additional plot of land in flood plain cultivation areas near the Shire River; some 
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very poor and poor households do as well, but these are fewer in number. An important distinction between poor and 
middle households is the ability of the middle households to hire additional labor to cultivate their land.  
 

Additional labor becomes necessary once households own around 3 acres of land; after this point, the land is too large 
to cultivate without outside help. Middle households are also able to purchase inputs for their fields – fertilizer in 
particular – which boosts land productivity and crop yields, and enables them to reinvest the increase in cash or food 
savings into labor and inputs in the following year.  
 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
An additional determinant of wealth in the zone is livestock holdings. Cattle are the main livestock in the zone, 
although they are more important in Chikwawa district than in Nsanje district: as one travels farther south into Nsanje 
within the zone, cattle are concentrated to fewer households. In general in the zone, oxen are kept in pairs by middle 
and better off households (middle households own 0 to 2 oxen and 0 to 8 cattle; better off households own 2 oxen 
and 18 to 22 cattle; very poor and poor households typically own no cattle at all), enabling them to utilize draught 
power to cultivate larger plots of land more quickly and at optimal times in relation to rainfall. Poorer wealth groups 
lack enough sustainable income for purchase of larger livestock like cattle. However, the poor do own goats, the main 
small stock kept in the zone (poor households own 0 to 9 goats, middle households own 5 to 10, and the better off 
own 10 to 25). Very poor households may own hens – their only livestock – and typically keep up to 7.   
 

Sources of Food 

The graph to the right presents the sources of 
food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
mid-April 2013 to mid-April 2014. April 
represents the start of the consumption year 
because it is when staple maize is harvested, 
along with many other crops. Food is 
presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per 
person per day for the 12-month period.  
 
In the Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone, 
households secure food through three 
primary means: own crop production, 
purchase, and payment in kind, with small 
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amounts of other food coming in through 
food aid for all households, and milk and 
meat from livestock for middle and better off 
households. 
 
 

In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       
 

Regardless of wealth, own crop production is the most important source of food in this livelihood zone. In 2015, very 
poor and poor households produce 39% and 53%, respectively, of their minimum annual food needs through their 
own crop production. Smaller land holdings already limit poor households’ ability to produce enough food to feed 
themselves each year; inability to purchase hired labor and farm inputs means that crop yields are also lower per unit 
land area than those of middle or better off households, who have greater access these advantages. Indeed, middle 
and better off households are able to secure 83 to 92% of their annual food needs through own crop production.  
 
While maize is the most important food crop for the middle and better off households, who consume similar amounts 
of production from rainfed and irrigated/flood plain cultivation maize (i.e. summer and winter production), the very 
poor and poor consume more sorghum than maize (12% kcals is secured through sorghum vs. 8% from maize for the 
very poor; 19% kcals is secured through sorghum vs. 13% from maize for the poor). All households consume a range 
of other crops, including beans (winter season, irrigated/flood plain cultivation), cowpeas, sweet potatoes and millet; 
some wealthier households consume groundnuts and sesame in small quantities. 
 
The proportion of food secured through own crop production in 2015 has fallen since 2005, when poor households 
secured 70 to 75% of annual food needs (compared to 39 to 53% in 2015), and middle and better households secured 
100% or above annual food needs (compared to 75 to 89% in 2015). In 2015, all households choose to allocate more 
labor to income generating activities, perhaps as a way to diversify their livelihoods options in the face of changing 
climate conditions, opting to purchase more food rather than to grow it.  
 
All households rely on the purchase of food from the market to meet annual food needs, with the very poor and poor 
resorting most significantly on staple purchase to do so: staple food makes up 31% and 27%, respectively, of very 
poor and poor annual food needs. Very poor and poor households secure cash for purchase from working in wealthier 
households’ fields and construction labor, as well as through sale of some of their own crop harvest – primarily cotton. 
These households must purchase food in order to fill their food gap, and purchase maize (representing 15% to 18% 
of annual food needs, or around 2 months of food) and the cheaper sorghum (representing 15% and 7% of annual 
food needs, also around 1-2 months of food needs). Middle and better off households could secure the remaining 
amount of food required for the year through sale or consumption of the rest of their harvest, but they also draw on 
cash from livestock sales and self-employment to purchase food from the market. Whereas the poorer wealth groups 
must purchase food to meet annual needs, the wealthier groups purchase food from the market primarily to diversify 
their diet. Wealthier households purchase no sorghum; they do, however, purchase some maize (16% and 7% for 
middle and better off, respectively), and allocate the rest of their purchases to rice, beans, cassava, meat, oil, fish and 
vegetables.  
 
Food from payment in kind obtained through ganyu agricultural labor is crucial for very poor and poor households. 
Payment is usually made to laborers in maize or sorghum equivalent to cash payment. Payment in kind per unit of 
land worked reduces in the lean season when food prices increase; more labor is thus required during this time to 
receive the same amount of food. Laborers receive MWK 1 per planting station or MWK 100 per 10 crop lines (with 
10 planting stations per line). Very poor households secure 18% of annual food needs through grain received for 
ganyu labor in the fields; poor households, who produce slightly more of their own crop production than the very 
poor, secure 11% of annual food needs.   
 
Middle and better off households also meet some food needs through milk from cows they own: 4% and 8% (or 0.5 
and 1 month) of annual food needs, respectively. Just as important as food energy requirements met through milk is 
the nutritional benefits obtained through this source. Poorer households, who own no cattle, do not consume milk 
from any goats they own either. Very poor and poor households do, however, collect wild tubers and grasses from 
July through December, consuming the equivalent of 2% and 1% of annual food needs, respectively.  
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A new addition to food sources of households in 2015 is food aid for all wealth groups. This occurs through the school 
feeding program in Chikwawa and Nsanje districts (and in other parts of the country), as well as through relief 
distribution to households. All wealth group households receive the equivalent of around 3% of annual food needs 
through school feeding, in which each child enrolled in school receives one meal per day through the program. Very 
poor and poor households also receive 75kg of relief grain (4% of annual household food needs) and 15kg of relief 
beans (1% of annual household food needs) via distributions. Nevertheless, the very poor still fail to meet 100% of 
annual food needs in the reference year. 
 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
The graphs to the right show both the 
absolute and the relative importance of 
different sources of cash income in the Lower 
Shire Valley Livelihood Zone. Livestock sales 
(cattle, goats, and poultry) are the single 
most important income source for the middle 
and better off, and these sales by the better 
off are greater even than all other income 
sources of middle households combined, 
highlighting a heavily skewed distribution of 
wealth in the zone.  Similarly, cash income 
from livestock and livestock product sales by 
middle households represent just under the 
total cash income taken in by very poor 
households for the entire year from all 
income sources. Livestock and livestock 
product sales are important for all wealth 
groups, even the very poor, who bring in 
around 5% of cash income from this source 
(via poultry sales) despite their meager 
holdings.  
 
The ability to raise and sell livestock 
contributes to a situation in which all wealth 
groups in this agricultural zone obtain less 
than 40% of their annual cash income from 
crop sales. Very poor and poor households 
only secure 16% and 27% of annual cash 
income from crop sales, respectively. 
Production of cotton has declined in recent 
years, but it still brings in the largest amount 
of cash income from crops for all households, 
and is the only cash crop sold by the very 
poor. Sweet potato sales are second in 
importance for cash crop sales for all wealth 
groups in the zone, and these two crops are 
the only two crops sold by the poorer wealth 
groups. Other crops sold by the middle and 
better off include maize, sorghum, cowpeas, 
groundnuts, millet, and sesame.  
 

 

 
 

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very 
poor 

Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income 
per household2 

118,150 196,368 394,927 1,005,239 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MK 386. 
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Even taking into account cash income earned by very poor and poor households for agricultural labor – very poor 
households obtain MWK 34,500 per year (30% of their annual cash income) and poor households obtain MWK 46,831 
(23% of annual cash income) – we see that cash income from agriculture and agricultural activities (ag. labor) only 
makes up 45% of cash income for the very poor, 51% for the poor, 56% for the middle, and 25% for the better off. 
Poor households make less in agricultural labor as their land holdings support slightly higher crop production levels 
to meet food needs for the year. 
 
Very poor and poor households rely on two other major sources of income to supplement agricultural income: 
construction labor and self-employment. Self-employment is just as significant as agricultural labor for the very poor 
and poor (representing 32% and 23% of annual cash income, respectively). Self-employment activities take the form 
of firewood sales for the very poor and quarry mining for the poor, as well as fishing for both groups in Nsanje District. 
Together, construction and self-employment labor make up 51% and 31% of these households’ annual cash income, 
respectively.  
 
Self-employment is important for the middle and better off as well, who engage in petty trade. Better off households 
have more capital and access to credit than the middle households to support these activities and obtain a higher 
percentage of their cash income, as well as a greater absolute amount (nearly 4 times) of cash income, through these 
activities. The addition of self-employment into income generating activities for all wealth groups is new since the 
2005 baseline. 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns for 
the reference year mid-April to mid-April 
2014. While absolute expenditure increases 
with wealth in line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.   
 
Food purchase represents the largest 
expenditure for the very poor and poor 
wealth groups in the Lower Shire Valley 
Livelihood Zone. Around 60% of annual 
expenditure by the very poor was allocated   
to   food;  the   poor allocated just over 40% 
of their expenditure   to   this   category.  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure 

 
Around half of each of these purchases went to staple purchase (i.e. maize and sorghum) in order to make up the 
food gap these households face even in a relatively good year such as the reference year. These poorer households 
purchase staple maize and sorghum for 5 to 7 months of the year, starting around October or November when their 
own crop production stocks run out, and continue to consume market purchased staples up until April when the 
harvest comes in.  
 
Better off households, by comparison, allocated only 25% of their annual expenditure to food, and the vast majority 
of that was directed towards non-staple foods that allowed for a much more diversified diet, as noted above, through 
purchase of meat, fish oil, beans, rice, vegetables, and large quantities of sugar. Indeed, better off households have 
no need to purchase staple food as they meet more than 100% of food needs through own crop production. Middle 
households allocated a roughly similar percentage of total annual expenditure to food purchase as the poor – 43% – 
but most of this (34%) was spent on non-staple foods, similar to the better off.  

 
A second major difference of note between expenditure patterns of poorer and wealthier households is the enormous 
increase in expenditure on inputs by the latter groups. The better off spend 5½ times the amount the very poor spend 
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on inputs; the middle spend nearly 3½ times the amount the poor spend on farm inputs. This distinction is a crucial 
one that enables households to obtain enough to feed themselves and reinvest in agricultural and livestock protection 
(in the form of livestock drugs and disease treatments and pesticides for crops) and production (in the form of 
fertilizer, seeds, tools, purchase of livestock to increase herd size).  
 
Basic household goods, including tea, salt, soap, batteries, kerosene, and grinding services forms a significant 
expenditure allocation for the very poor and poor households. These items comprise around 12 to 15% of annual 
expenditure by these households. Although the middle and better off spent far more money on these items in the 
reference year in absolute terms (83,364 for the better off and 36,907 for the middle, compared to 24,419 for the 
poor and 17,698 for the very poor), because they spent so much on other items – including significant outlays on 
‘other’ items such as beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transport and festivals – as well as those mentioned above, household 
items only made up 8 to 9 % of their annual expenditure.  
 
‘Other’ expenditure is particularly high for poor households in the 2015 baseline, at MWK 42,399 (or 22% of annual 
expenditure), which is roughly equivalent to the poor’s staple purchase for the year. Expenditure on ‘other’ items is 
typically the first expenditure to be reduced in a bad year and allocated to food purchase. It is notable that the very 
poor have a very small buffer of ‘other’ expenditure (at MWK 5409, representing under 5% of annual expenditure), 
even in the relatively good 2015 baseline year – which, together with the fact that they already do not meet 100% of 
food needs for the year, suggests that the strain under which they would be placed even in an average year, and 
certainly a bad year, would be quite significant.  
 
All households also spend money on social services and clothing; school fees, uniforms, stationary and other 
necessities associated with sending children to school, and human health costs comprise the former category. 
Roughly equivalent in proportion of total expenditure, absolute expenditure on these items and services increases 
with wealth.  

 

Hazards 

 
Chronic/frequent hazards:  

 Prolonged dry spells, which are common when crops are at cobbing and tasselling stages during the 
summer/main season. 

 Floods along the banks of the Shire River during the main growing season. However, floods benefit crop 
production during the winter season – the main crop production period for those living along the river.  

 Crop pests, including army worms, elegant grasshoppers, birds, stalk borers, milly bug and ball worms 
(cotton). 

 Animal diseases, including Newcastle Disease, eliminates whole chicken flocks and constrains livestock 
production.  

 Costs of agricultural inputs are a constant concern for households. 
 

Periodic hazards:  

 Major infestation of armyworm, which occurs once in every ten years 

 Severe drought 

 Flooding  

 Price shocks, which are particularly serious for poorer households who rely substantially on market 
purchase to meet their annual food needs.  

 

Response Strategies 

 
During a food crisis, the main strategies undertaken, primarily by poorer households, include:  

 Sale of livestock at low prices 

 Increased sales of firewood and grasses 
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 The better-off are able to purchase grain, mainly rice, from Mozambique, in order to meet survival and 
livelihoods protection needs during times of chronic and periodic hazards listed above. 

 
Distress Strategies:  

 Reduced meal quantity and frequency 

 Consumption of water lily tubers 

 Consumption of wild grass grains, known as kapepe/mtegerego  

 Foregoing staple consumption (reliance on only vegetables) 

 Sale of household assets at low prices 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Lower Shire Valley Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize (rainfed & irrigated) 

 Rice 

 Sweet potatoes 

 Cotton 

 Sorghum 

 Millet  

 Maize (rainfed) 

 Rice 

 Sweet potatoes 

 Cotton 

Livestock  Cow’s milk season 1 & 2 

 Pig sales 

 Cattle sales 

 Goat sales 

 Cow’s milk season 1 & 2 

 Pig sales 

 Cattle sales 

 Goat sales 

Other food and cash income  Casual labor (ganyu) payment in 
grain 

 Casual labor – land prep 

 Casual labor – harvest 

 Self-employment 

 Casual labor – land prep 

 Casual labor – harvest 

 Self-employment 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 

 

Development Priorities 

 

The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
Poorer wealth groups suggested the following interventions:  

 Livestock pass-on, injection programs, livestock dip tanks, and other types of livestock support such as livestock 
pass-on programs 

 Skills development programs 

 Cash transfer safety nets 

 Borehole installation 

 Afforestation to improve water management  
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 Irrigation support and provision of equipment (i.e. treadle pumps, watering cans) 
Maize mills  
 
Middle and better off households suggested the following interventions:  

 Improved access to credit and loans for small business (the most frequent suggestion)  

 Farm input assistance 

 Provision of ploughs 

 Authorized markets for produce and livestock  

 Livestock dip tank provision 
 
All households would like to see improved access and construction of schools and health centers, as well as local 
roads. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Middle Shire Livelihood Zone June, 20151 

Zone Description 

The Middle Shire Livelihood Zone gets its name from its location in 
the middle section of the Shire River in southern Malawi. Even 
though the zone’s main topographical feature is a river, fishing 
activities are very small-scale and, like irrigation, are limited to those 
villages close to the river.  For the most part, this is a fairly dry zone. 
The zone’s boundary begins at the southern end of Lake Malombe 
and reaches as far south as the Mpatamanga Gorge (just west of 
Blantyre).  Parts of six districts fall within the zone boundaries: 
Mwanza, Neno, Balaka, Blantyre, Machinga, and Zomba.2  It is lightly 
populated with a recorded 80-126 people per Km². 
 
The Shire River itself begins in Lake Malawi where it functions as the 
lake’s outlet as well as the outlet for Lake Malombe just south of 
Lake Malawi. Once through Lake Malombe, the river continues due 
south where it eventually joins the Zambezi River in Mozambique 
and then drains into the Indian Ocean.  The middle section of the 
Shire River is noted for its spectacular gorges and waterfalls as the 
river drops roughly 1,300 feet in the 80 kilometer stretch between 
Matope and Chikwawa.  Dams at Nkula Falls and Tedzani Falls 
provide hydroelectric power to Blantyre, the capital city (and 
commercial center) of the southern region.  In addition to the Shire River, there are four other rivers of note: the 
Mwanza, the Nkulumazi, the Rivirivi and the Lisungwi.  Hills, midlands and riverine floodplains characterize the 
topography of this zone. Local vegetation is a mix of woodland, bush scrub and grassland.  In addition to 
hydroelectric dams, the other main infrastructure of note is the railway line which passes through the zone linking 
Blantyre with Lilongwe (the nation’s capital).  
 
Lake Malawi, Lake Malombe and the Shire River are all part of the East African Rift Valley system. Although the 
middle Shire is not semi-arid like much of the Rift Valley, it is nonetheless quite dry with mean annual precipitation 
ranging from 500–850 millimeters. The minimum temperature for the zone ranges from 10 °C to 20°C in June-July 
and a maximum 30 °C to 36 °C in October. This hottest period occurs just before the rains arrive in November. There 
is a single rainy season in this zone which generally lasts from November until March. The subsequent months are 
called the “winter season”, as temperatures during this period remain relatively cool and dry.   
 
Crop cultivation drives the rural economy. Despite the relatively low rainfall levels, agriculture is principally rain-fed 
although some small-scale irrigated farming in the riverine valley takes place during the winter season too. This 
region is maize-dominant and maize is grown by all wealth groups. Farmers also grow a range of supplementary 
food crops such as sorghum, sweet potato, cassava, pigeon peas, cowpeas and groundnuts. Cash is earned by selling 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in May 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2014 and ended March 2015. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile 
is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2019). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 

2 The two districts of Machinga and Zomba each have one agricultural Extension Planning Areas (EPAs) only which belong to Middle Shire 
Livelihood Zone. The two EPAs are Masaula EPA in Zomba District (formerly part of Chingale EPA but which has since been split into Chingale and 
Masaula EPAs); and Mtubwi EPA in Machinga District.  
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some food crops but also by growing and selling cotton3  and market vegetables, which are the principal cash crops 
in this area. Very poor and poor households depend for much of the year on income earned through ganyu 
(agricultural labor) as well as on sales of charcoal or firewood.  Overall, the zone is only a moderately productive 
and most years it is food deficit. 
 
Soils in the middle Shire region are considered relatively infertile for agriculture as they are a mix of sandy clay, loam 
and sandy loam. Hence, farmers use OPV (open-pollinated varieties) and hybrid seeds as well as local seeds to 
achieve higher yields. In addition, farmers with sufficient resources apply fertilizer (urea and NPK) to produce a good 
maize crop. Another major input is hired labor. Cultivation is not mechanized but is carried out using the hand hoe. 
Both land preparation and weeding are very labor-intensive activities. Poor and very poor farmers rely on family 
labor only for all farm tasks. However, better off and middle households hire labor for the arduous work. Local paid 
work (whether in cash or in-kind) are an important source of income for poor farmers.  Men and women both work 
in the fields, carrying out all major agricultural activities whether as family or hired laborers. The other inputs used 
by local farmers are pesticides (larvicides, aphicides and storage pesticides) in order to combat the pests and 
diseases affecting crop production in the zone. In the middle Shire area, the most prevalent crop pests and diseases 
include: aphids, bollworms, weevils, termites, cassava mosaic, red spider mites, white grubs, and maize streak virus.  
These pests and diseases, combined with infertile soils, late planting, erratic rainfall and dry spells, lead to generally 
low crop production from year to year.   
 
Cotton continues to be a primary source of cash income for many farmers in the zone, particularly with the 
increasing availability of input loans as well as the provision of seeds and pesticides to farmers from ginneries. 
Additional supplementary sources of income are also essential. Better off households invest in trade or small 
businesses. For the rest of the farmers, their main options include agricultural piece work (ganyu) and sales of 
charcoal and firewood which has a steady and high demand due to the zone’s proximity to Blantyre, a major 
commercial hub. Increasingly, local quarrying and sand mining are emerging as additional options for earning cash. 
 
Livestock in this zone are a source of supplementary income mainly for middle and better off farmers. Grazing land 
is limited although free grazing (not zero grazing) is practiced. Farmers tend to own mainly goats, pigs and chickens. 
Better off households may also have a cow or two. Some supplementary feed, such as maize bran, is periodically 
given to pigs and chickens, and livestock are fed crop residues too.  Livestock are watered at nearby rivers or streams 
as well as at seasonal pools and wetlands (dambos).  Both men and women take care of the family herd of goats 
and the household pig(s). Chickens are women’s responsibility; cattle are men’s and boys’. Livestock are mainly kept 
for sale as well as for occasional slaughter. There are several parasites and diseases that affect livestock in this zone 
including tick borne diseases (anaplasmosis), worms, African swine fever, Newcastle disease (affecting poultry), and 
ORF (a virus affecting goats that can infect humans as well).  
 
Service and infrastructure for health, sanitation and education are fairly basic in this zone.  Most households use 
water from boreholes for household consumption, and water from nearby rivers for washing or for livestock care. 
Individual household sanitation facilities reflect household income. Hence, the situation is poor for the poorest 
households but reasonably good for better off households. Similarly, health care access reflects income levels. Those 
households with sufficient cash pay for private health care whereas the poor use under-serviced government health 
clinics. Inside the home, the lighting source is kerosene lanterns and torches. Families cook with firewood or, for 
the better off households, charcoal. Mobile communication services are available to those who can afford it, and 
better off households may own 1-2 phones whereas the poor and very poor have none. To access credit, wealthier 
households go to banks and micro-finance institutions. The poor go to village-based savings and loan groups. Better 
off households take loans for business start-up but in addition they save profits in various savings schemes. By 
contrast, the poor and very poor have no savings. Finally, education achievement also reflects wealth differences. 
The poor and very poor generally educate their children to primary level. Middle and better off households educate 
their children to tertiary level.  There is some social support for the poor. In Balaka District, every month in 2014-
2015 between October and February relief food was delivered to vulnerable households. In addition, the Farm Input 

                                                           
3  In 2003, cotton prices were unstable and fluctuated widely. This discouraged farmers and there were signs that farmers wanted to abandon – 
or at least reduce – cotton production. However, 11 years later, cotton is still widely grown. It is believed that the availability of input loans, 
including the provision of seeds and pesticides from ginneries, has encouraged farmers (including poor farmers) to grow cotton as the main cash 
crop. 
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Subsidy Programme provides maize and legume seeds as well as fertilizer subsidies to the poor and very poor.  Input 
loans and subsidies in general are very popular with farmers.  
 

Markets 

 
Village markets are daily in this zone, giving farmers many opportunities to buy and sell produce or to trade 
commodities.4  In addition to daily village markets, there are also “shift” markets which are held weekly in specific 
towns such as Kunenkude, Ngadziwe and Chikuli. Villagers are able to get to market even though road access is poor 
in the zone. There are no tarmac roads and the dirt roads turn to mud during the rains. There are bridges over the 
main rivers but the transport infrastructure overall is poor. 
 
A variety of crops grown in the zone are sold in local markets as a source of revenue for local farmers. Cotton and 
market vegetables (tomatoes and leafy greens) are the principal cash crops sold during the year. In addition, farmers 
sell several food crops such as maize (including green maize), pigeon peas and groundnuts.  Farmers’ crops are 
typically sold in local village markets post-harvest. Later in the year, in the months pre-harvest, many households 
need to buy staple grains as their own stocks are finished. As demand for grains rises, the local supply of grain is 
usually insufficient to meet local demand. Private traders thus bring maize and rice into the zone from markets such 
as Ntcheu and Dedza (two market hubs in the Central Region of Malawi).  In the local markets and in the shops, 
prices shift in response to supply and demand. Prior to 1985, ADMARC (the Agricultural Development and Marketing 
Corporation) set the price of key commodities.  However, in 2002, after a third round of liberalization, more private 
sector competition emerged and most prices were consequently set in the open market. ADMARC continues to play 
a role in marketing in Malawi through ADMARC outlets and ADMARC-set prices. 
 
Livestock are sold throughout the year and are traded from village markets to urban centers where there is a steady 
demand for meat. In this zone, goats are the main animal kept by farmers and hence are the main animal sold. 
However, a few cattle and pigs are sold during the year, as well as hens. The other main commodities sold in this 
zone are firewood and charcoal. These items are not bought by local farmers but are sold from villages to towns to 
meet the demand for fuel by urban residents.  
 
Labor markets are extremely important to the poor in this zone. During the reference year, 80% of the work found 
was picked up in rural areas, principally in the agricultural sector.  Farm work is paid both in cash and in kind. In both 
cases, wage rates differ by the type of job undertaken. Land preparation paid the highest rate in 2014-2015, earning 
a farm worker MK 15,000 per acre. By comparison, weeding earned a worker MK 10,000 per acre.  The in-kind 
payment for the same work was 100 kg maize for one acre weeded (@ MK 100-120/kg maize). Harvesting work was 
typically paid in-kind (5 liter tin of maize per day) rather than cash.  Although most casual work was found on rural 
farms, some laborers picked up day jobs in local towns (15% of work found). A small proportion of work (5%) was 
found in the city of Blantyre, or, alternatively, in Mozambique. The main months for labor out-migration were 
December to February.  In addition, there was some labor migration into the zone. In 2014-2015, laborers came to 
the Middle Shire zone to look for work in the construction sector, particularly railway construction.  
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Middle Shire Livelihood 
Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2014 to the end of March 2015. During community leader 
interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating 
a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the community 
leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as a good year in terms of rainfall, crop production, input 
availability and market prices and, therefore, good food and livelihoods security.  
 

                                                           
4 Some of the daily markets in this zone include the following: Mwanza, Chipatala (in Mwanza), Kamwamba, Matope, Balaka, Ulongwe, Mbela, 
Lunzu and Lilangwe. 
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Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 Favorable rains. Inputs were available and use increased. 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 Average rains and crop production. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 2 
Dry spells over the rainy season. Farmers planted more sweet potatoes and cassava. They 
also intensified irrigation (dry season) farming. 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 2 As above. 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 2 As above. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 

 
 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
There is a single rainy season in the Middle Shire Livelihood Zone which runs mainly from December through to 
March. In some areas, the rains come a few weeks earlier, in November. The timing of the rains determines the rain-
fed agricultural season. Land preparation starts in the months prior to the rainy season, namely August-October. 
Once the rains arrive in November-December, planting begins.  While the crops grow, farmers are busy weeding.  
Maize in this area matures after about 4 months (i.e., beginning of April) but many farmers begin to consume 
“green” maize at the end of February.  The main maize harvest takes place in April-May followed by the harvest of 
sorghum, sweet potatoes and groundnuts in May-July and pigeon peas in July-August. The cotton growing season is 
similar to that of the other rain-fed crops.  The difference is that cotton requires more intensive weeding over 
several months (January-March). The cotton harvest is from May-July.  Crops sales (both of cash crops and food 
crops) is highest post-harvest from April-July. 
 
In addition to the rain-fed season, farmers also have a winter growing season based on small-scale irrigation or using 
residual soil moisture. Planting starts in April but continues for a few months until July. The main crops planted are 
maize, market vegetables and sometimes sweet potatoes. The first planting of winter season maize is April. This 
crop matures by July. Later plantings of maize and vegetables are harvested from August-October.    
 
The busiest season for farm laborers is during land preparation, planting and weeding. The peak occurs in December-
February during the weeding stage.  This period coincides with the “lean season” – a period when poor households’ 
own stocks are finished and they must rely on market purchases just as staple food prices peak. Human diseases – 
notably malaria - are also typically highest during the rainy season and this strains the household purse at the time 
when income is mostly needed for food purchases.  Sales of goats and chickens tend to be highest during the 
December-February lean season and this helps cover food and medical expenses.  
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Wealth Breakdown 

 
The most important asset in the Middle Shire Livelihood Zone is land. The other important determinant of wealth is 
the capital to pay for fertilizer and other inputs.  These two factors – sufficient land and inputs – along with adequate 
rainfall, determine the yields that households are able to achieve.  
 
The very poor and poor households make up the majority in this zone. Together, these two poorest wealth groups 
comprised almost two-thirds of households in 2014-2015. The highest number of households fell in the very poor 
group (36%).  These households owned and farmed 1-2 acres of land. They primarily cultivated rain-fed food crops 
but planted some cotton too due to access to seeds and pesticides provided by the ginneries. Access to irrigated 
land was patchy and low (0.1 acres).  The very poor owned very few animals – hens for the most part – which meant 
that they relied on casual labor, brick making and charcoal sales to generate income. Poor households, by contrast, 
owned that little bit more land (on average 1.5-2.5 acres) which meant they generated more income from cotton 
and more food from maize. Only about half the villages surveyed had access to irrigated land but where they did, 
the poor cultivated on average 0.25 acres. The poor also typically owned a goat as well as chickens which generated 
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some income during the year.  Both poor wealth groups suffered from poor farm management and low output due 
to their pressing need to search for daily income during the agricultural season – a vicious cycle difficult to break. 
 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures and land area cultivated figures are the mid-point of a range 

 
Middle households are distinguished from the poor by their capacity to pay for hired farm labor. They typically 
owned and cultivated 1-3.5 acres of which 0.25 acres was on irrigated land.  Hiring labor at crucial times in the 
farming season ensured much better productivity both for food crops and cash crops. The other distinguishing asset 
in the reference year was livestock. Middle households owned on average 3-7 goats as well as hens and a couple of 
pigs, and this generated cash to supplement petty trade, crop sales and charcoal sales. 
 
Of all the wealth groups, only the better off households did not need to earn cash through charcoal sales.  This 
marked them apart from the other wealth groups. The other distinguishing characteristics of the better off was that 
in addition to owning more assets (on average 2-4 acres of land, a cow, 8 goats and 4 pigs) they had the capital to 
pay for hired labor and to pay for fertilizer.5 These two inputs led to the highest rate of productivity and to more 
food and cash from own-crops. A further distinguishing characteristic was that the better off supplemented crop 
and livestock income with petty trade or small business in relatively “high value” goods. 
 
There was little difference in household size amongst the various wealth groups. The average household size was 7 
(6-8) people. Better off households were slightly larger: 7.5 (6-9) people on average.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 This livestock asset profile has changed since 2003. The main difference is that households in the current reference year owned fewer cattle 
but more pigs. For instance, in 2003, the better-off owned on average 4-5 cattle compared to 0-7 (on average 1) in 2014-2015. 
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Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2014 - March 2015.  April represents 
the start of the consumption year because 
it is when people begin to harvest maize, 
and marks the end of the hunger period. 
Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 
kcal per person per day for the 12-month 
period. 
 
The Middle Shire Livelihood Zone is an 
agricultural area. However, the very poor 
were only able to meet just over one-third 
(38%) of their annual food needs from their 
own-crops. 

 

    

                                                
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day. 

The pressure to earn an income during the agricultural growing season led to less time and attention to their own 
crops, and subsequently to low yields. Poor households faced the same predicament but as they owned and 
cultivated more land, their output was a little higher on average.  In 2014-2015, the poor met 43% of their annual 
food needs from own crops – sufficient to last 5 months.  By contrast, middle and better off households benefited 
from timely planting and weeding, as well as the timely application of fertilizer and the use of hired labor. This led 
to a harvest that met roughly three-quarters (72-75%) of their annual food needs.6  Maize is the dominant crop in 
the region and no less so in this zone.7 All wealth groups ate some of their maize while it was still “green”, the very 
poor eating most of all (6% of their annual food needs).  Supplementary food crops included pigeon peas and 
groundnuts (the very poor), as well as sorghum and sweet potato (poor, middle and better off households).  
 
Farmers from all wealth groups bought staple food during the year. What distinguished the different wealth groups 
was how much staple food was required and what supplementary food was also purchased. Very poor and poor 
households, for instance, bought 3-4 months’ worth of food energy, most of which was maize. They could not afford 
a diverse diet and consequently they did not buy rice, cassava, meat or sugar.  Better off and middle households 
could afford to purchase a greater diversity of food. Their own food crops lasted about 9 months and for the other 
3 months they purchased maize together with a range of other items (such as sorghum, rice, beans, sweet potato, 
cassava, meat, dried fish, sugar and cooking oil).   
 
Own-crops and purchases together were enough for only 7-8 months of food energy for poor and very poor 
households. The balance of their food energy came from two sources: payment in kind and food transfers. Food 
aid was a mix of school lunches and relief food. Not all villages received relief food. However, for those villages that 
did, on average 50 kg maize was received per household per month over a 3 month period (December-February). 
Beneficiary households also received small amounts of pulses and cooking oil.    
 
Payment in kind was a very important source of food for poor and very poor households. Weeding work over a 1-3 
month period during the growing season was particularly common amongst the very poor and poor.  Food secured 
through farm labor that was paid-in-kind met 12-20% of household food needs in 2014-2015.   

 

                                                           
6 11 years ago, better-off households produced sufficient food crops to cover their entire annual food needs from own crop production alone. 
As was noted in other sections, given small land holdings and the expense of crop inputs, better-off households are investing in pigs as well as 
small businesses to complement farming. A similar downward trend in own-crop consumption was noted for the poor wealth groups too. The 
contribution of own-crops to annual food needs dropped from 50% of annual food energy in 2003 to 38-43% in 2014-2015.  

7 Maize is still dominant but nonetheless maize met only 33-38% of the annual food needs of the very poor and poor, down from an estimated 
50% in 2003.  
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Sources of Cash Income 

 

Crop sales, livestock sales and self-
employment (including petty trade) in fairly 
equal measure formed the backbone of the 
annual income of better off and middle 
households in 2014-2015.  Cash crops are 
important in this zone and in this particular 
year, the sales of cotton and market 
vegetables (mainly tomatoes and leafy 
greens), together with maize sales, earned 
these wealth groups the majority of their 
cash from crop sales. Cotton prices 
fluctuate significantly from year to year 
depending on international market 
conditions.  
 
Nonetheless, farmers continued to grow 
cotton as the dominant cash crop 
encouraged by input loans and input 
support from ginneries. Some food crops in 
addition to maize grain (such as fresh maize 
cobs, pigeon peas and groundnuts) were 
also sold.8 Various self-employment 
activities earned middle and better off 
households similar amounts of income as 
crop sales. Better off households earned 
cash through the petty trade of higher value 
goods (such as selling clothes). Middle 
households have less capital to invest in 
stock for trading. Hence, they earned their 
cash through a wider range of lower value 
activities, such as charcoal or firewood 
sales, some petty trade, brewing, brick 
making and selling, and sand mining from 
along the River Shire. Overall, the difference 
between the two wealth groups was that 
better off households earned 
proportionately more income from trade 
and business than crop sales whereas 
middle households earned proportionately  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawi Kwacha, 
showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 
 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 
 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha ) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income per 
household9 

122,490 194,910 327,090 680,450 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

more income from crops sales than from petty sales and trade. This pattern was similar 11 years ago during the 
assessment in 2003. 
 
The third major source of income for the upper wealth groups was livestock sales.  Both wealth groups sold a mix 
of pigs, goats and hens. However, better off households sold twice as many pigs (in total 8 during the year) and, in 
addition, a cow, resulting in three times the income from livestock sales compared to middle households.  
 

                                                           
8  In 2003, middle and better off farmers grew rice for sale and for consumption. By contrast, rice was not grown nor sold in 2014-2015 except 
in isolated situations. 

9 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2014-March 2015 was US$1 = MK 417 
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The picture was very different for the very poor and poor. For these poor wealth groups, agricultural labor and 
charcoal sales were their two principal sources of income.  Income from crop sales was minimal – 7% of annual 
income for the very poor and 13% for the poor – most of which came from cotton sales as well as a little from the 
sale of pigeon peas. This marks a significant difference from 2003 at which time crop sales accounted for 46% of the 
income of poor households, much of which came from vegetable sales.  Livestock sales was likewise minimal in 
2014-2015, just 3-10% of their annual income. This was earned through chicken sales as well as, in the case of the 
poor, by selling one goat.   
 
Hence the principal source of cash income (90% in the reference year) came from a combination of casual labor and 
charcoal or firewood sales.  The poor, by definition, are mainly laborers earning food and cash by undertaking a 
number of manual labor tasks. Foremost is agricultural piece work, or ganyu. For 6-8 months of the year, some type 
of paid farm work was found locally usually once a week or twice a month. For about four months, agricultural work 
involved land preparation, ridge making and weeding. This was followed by two months of harvesting and threshing 
work. In addition, there was a variety of other manual jobs that the very poor and the poor took on during the year. 
These jobs included brick making, laundry, fetching water, domestic work, and digging pit latrines.  Earnings from 
casual labor amounted to 60-70% of the annual cash income of the poor and very poor (a significant increase from 
2003). The other 16-20% came from firewood and charcoal sales. In the case of the very poor, one person In the 
household sold charcoal or firewood typically twice a week for 3-12 months of the year.  

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns 
for the reference year April 2014-March 
2015.  While total expenditure increases 
with wealth, the expenditure breakdown 
by percent in this graph shows the relative 
amount of income spent on different 
categories.   
 
About 60% of the annual expenditures of 
the very poor and poor went on food. 
Moreover, half of these expenses (30%) 
were for staple food (i.e., maize). The other 
half went on non-staple items, such as 
beans, sweet potato, cooking oil and dried 
fish. These significant expenses on food 
reflect how little own crop production met 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according 
to category of expenditure. 

of their annual food needs. It also reflects their relatively low annual income. By contrast, only about one-third (32-
38%) of the annual expenditures of middle and better off households was on food. Moreover, only 10% of their 
annual expenditures was on the staple food, maize. The rest of their food spending went toward securing some 
diversity in their diet (including buying meat, dried fish, sugar, cooking oil, rice, cassava, beans, sweet potato and 
sorghum).  
 
A second major expenditure difference between wealth groups was proportional spending on farm inputs. The 
better off paid for labor, fertilizer, pesticides, a new goat or pig, seeds and tools.  Together, these expenses 
amounted to 26% of their annual expenditures. Middle households had a similar range of expenses but spent less 
on each. Consequently, livelihood input expenditures amounted to 17% of their annual expenditures. This is in 
stark contrast to the situation of the poor and very poor.  They did buy seeds, tools and fertilizer but only small 
amounts and in total these inputs accounted for just 1-2% of their annual expenditures.  
 
For the very poor and poor, once food was purchased, their next priority was to pay for basic household items. This 
included goods such as salt, soap, torch batteries, kerosene for lighting, grinding fees and utensils. Together, these 
household items comprised 15-18% of their annual expenses. Middle and better off households had a similar range 
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of household expenses although they were also able to afford tea leaves during the year, which the very poor and 
poor could not. 
 
Food and basic household goods comprised about 75-80% of the expenditures of the very poor and poor in 2014-
2015. Their remaining income was used to meet other essential costs such as clothes (about 5% of expenditures), 
as well as education and medical expenses (10% of expenditures). Notably, in some villages, the very poor and poor 
did not have medical expenses, reflecting their lack of income to pay for clinic visits and treatment drugs. In 
addition, having sufficient income to pay for other, more discretionary expenses (including transport, social 
obligations and festivals, cigarettes and alcohol) was patchy. For those who could afford them, these other items 
came to about 6-9% of their annual expenditures.  By contrast, 12-15% of the spending by middle and better off 
households went on a range of discretionary items (which included transport, phone credit, iron sheeting and loan 
repayment as well as social spending on festivals, beer, tobacco and gifts). Moreover, higher cash incomes allowed 
middle and better off households to cover essential school, clothing and medical costs as needed (which came to 
15-20% of their annual expenditures).     
 

Hazards 

 
Every year there are several issues confronting farmers that threaten the productivity of their farm. Dry spells 
during the cob growth and tasseling stage is one example of a chronic problem that undermines farmers’ output. 
Various crop pests, such as bollworm (which affects cotton), weevils (which affects stored maize) and aphids (which 
affects vegetables, cotton and legumes) also take their toll by reducing yields and stock  Livestock are likewise 
affected. African swine flu, for example, is an annual problem for pig owners (i.e., middle and better off farmers). 
Cattle and goats suffer from chronic diseases as well, namely tick-borne illnesses that require dipping and spraying 
as a preventative measure. Newcastle disease is extremely common and can wipe out a whole flock of chickens. 
Treatment and preventative measures for most chronic crop and livestock pests and diseases are available through 
the Ministry of Agriculture or through agro-dealers but none are free and must be paid for through private means.  
 
Chronic problems are compounded some years by periodic hazards. In this zone, hazards such as flooding, 
hailstorms, drought and army worm outbreaks occur relatively frequently although not every year. Army worm 
outbreaks are the most frequent, typically threatening farmers’ crops every 2 years.  Floods and hailstorms are also 
quite common, occurring roughly every 3 years. The least frequent hazard is drought (which is usually accompanied 
by strong wind). In this zone, a significant drought event is expected on average every 5 years.    
 

Response Strategies 

 
Very poor and poor households do not have many options on hand to cope with a reduced harvest. Typically, they 
look for additional days of work. Competition for local jobs usually increases during a regional hazard event and so 
many laborers are forced to migrate out of the zone to find work. Major urban centers (such as Blantyre) offer the 
best hope for casual day laborers. However, some people cross the border into Mozambique to look for work there 
as well. The only other strategy available to the very poor and poor wealth groups is to expand the sale of firewood 
and charcoal notwithstanding the negative consequences this has on local woodlands.  
 
For the most part, households in the two upper wealth groups respond to crop failure in two ways: (i) selling more 
goats and pigs; and (ii) expanding petty trade or small business activities.  There is a limit to how many livestock 
they can sell without undermining their core breeding stock, and to some extent local businesses will also be 
affected by a regional hazard event. However, these two strategies in combination are usually an effective way of 
coping with most common hazards in the zone.  
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Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Middle Shire Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate potential losses 
or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize (rain fed)  

 Groundnuts 

 Cotton 

 Leafy vegetables  

 Maize – producer price 

 Groundnuts – producer price 

 Cotton – producer price 

 Leafy vegetables – producer price 

Livestock  Cattle – herd sizes 

 Goats – herd sizes 

 Pigs – numbers 

 Cattle prices  

 Goat prices 

 Pig prices 

Other food and cash income  Labor – cultivation 

 Construction work (brick making) 

 Charcoal sales (quantity) 

 Labor – cultivation (in-kind wage 
rates + cash daily wages) 

 Brick making wage rates or earnings 

 Charcoal - prices 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 

 Cooking oil – consumer price 
 

 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following discussions and observations in the 
field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
Development priorities to some extent varied by wealth group although there were common patterns as well.  Poor 
and very poor households prioritized the provision of agricultural inputs – including loans – as well as more labor 
opportunities through food or cash-for-work. These two poor wealth groups also recommended support to 
increased livestock production. Middle and better off households prioritized improved infrastructure (access roads, 
market development and water) as well as the building of value-added facilities such as vegetable processing plants.  
Promotion of dairy production and provision of loans for business development were two further priorities of the 
middle and better off wealth groups.  
 
In addition to these main priorities, all wealth groups would like to see improved access to services such as 
secondary schools, hospitals, and electricity. There was also a common desire to increase irrigation farming.  
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Misuku Hills Livelihood Zone (MSK) December, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Misuku Hills Livelihood Zone is named after the 
high range of hills on which it is located. It is found 
in the eastern part of Chitipa district covering only 
one EPA – Misuku. It is located to the far north of 
Malawi with the Songwe River forming the 
northern border with Tanzania. It is surrounded by 
three livelihood zones: Chitipa Maize and Millet to 
the west, Northern Karonga to the east and Central 
Karonga to the south. Generally, the zone is 
isolated to the tip of northern Malawi with no 
major urban markets except for a small trading area 
at Misuku centre. The zone is serviced by poor dirt 
roads which make public transport limited. As the 
name suggests, the zone is located on a highland 
comprised of high hills with steep slopes and 
narrow valleys between the hills. These isolated 
hills and the Songwe River, form the main geographical features of the zone. Forests and grasslands are common 
vegetation across the zone, and timber is an important natural resource that is exploited for production. Population 
density is relatively moderate with 42 persons per square kilometer. 
 
The single rain season stretches from November to April with an annual precipitation above 1,000 millimeters (mm). 
The clay loam soils found in the steep slopes allow crop production, however mechanized farming methods are 
difficult in this terrain and so hand hoes are the only option. Households own small pieces of land along these slopes 
which they combine to comprise their total holdings. All households in the zone own land, although the amount 
varies by wealth. Wealthier households also cultivate on bigger pieces of land than the poor households. Unlike 
most northern zones, all households here have fallow land because using the hand hoes required by this terrain is 
very labor-intensive; therefore, land renting is not common in this zone. In addition, households traditionally 
cultivate millet on virgin land, which means that after the harvest, the previously cultivated land will become fallow. 
Nevertheless, a range of food and cash crops are grown: maize, sweet potatoes, bananas, and millet are the main 
food crops while coffee, beans, and bananas are grown for sale. In addition, other crops such as cassava, tomatoes, 
and vegetables are grown for consumption and selling. In a normal year, the zone produces enough to cover its own 
subsistence needs. While rainfed agriculture is primary, irrigated agriculture also takes place in the wetlands 
popularly known as dimbas.  Through the production of maize, beans and sweet potatoes, the dimbas provide a 
good buffer for food as households approach the lean season.  
 
The main economic driver in this zone is coffee, which provides a sizeable portion of the cash income earned by all 
households, especially those at the upper end of the wealth spectrum. Coffee production is sustained by the cool 
weather conditions in this zone. To increase yields, households make use of inputs such as fertilizers, hybrid seeds, 
and pesticides. It is also worth noting that this zone has a relatively high expenditure on fertilizers – even among 
the very poor – which is attributed to coffee production. Inputs are accessed from the local and external markets 

 

                                                           

 
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in August 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for at least five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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through cash purchases as well as through government subsidized prices. In addition, it is also common for 
households to use organic manure, particularly from livestock waste, especially in coffee fields. A number of factors 
affect levels of production in the zone including effective weeding, the date of the start of the rainy season, rainfall 
distribution, soil fertility management, and pests and diseases. The most common pests are aphids, army worms, 
cassava mosaic, and bean beetle which are treated/prevented using pesticides as well as uprooting and burning (in 
the case of cassava mosaic).  
 
Livestock production is also an important livelihood activity in the zone. Goats, pigs, and chickens are owned by all 
wealth groups while sheep (which are not common in other northern zones) are owned only by the better-off 
households. Cattle, the most important livestock, are owned by the poor, middle and better-off wealth groups. 
Unlike in other northern zones, poor households here own cattle, although they do not benefit much from selling 
milk and cattle given their small herds. Cattle free graze while goats are fed through tethering. Water for animals is 
available from small streams in both the dry and wet seasons.  
 
Other important economic activities include migrant labor and casual labor related to the timber industry. Because 
there is high production in Chitipa, the very poor and poor households usually migrate to Chitipa Maize and Millet 
Livelihood Zone before the agriculture season (usually between August and October) in search of work. At the same 
time, some are used in the local timber industry from June to October where they ferry timber on their heads from 
the forest to the roadside for transportation at that point by heavy vehicles.  
 
Services in the zone are generally poor given its isolation from the main service areas. Households obtain their water 
throughout the year for consumption and other domestic use from shallow wells and gravity-fed rural piped water 
(for which they pay a small fee for pipe maintenance). However, drinking water is not as easily accessible as water 
for other domestic uses as road conditions are poor and small bridges are not very strong, making access generally 
difficult in the zone. The absence of tarmac roads worsens service provision. Health services are not easily 
accessible, but free primary and subsidized secondary education improves poor households’ access to education. 
 

Markets 

 
The Misuku Hills Livelihood Zone is isolated geographically from the main markets in Malawi, and the absence of a 
well-established urban center deprives the zone of a nearby urban market. The zone is connected to Chitipa town, 
the closest urban market, only by a gravel road. Karonga town also has an urban market, although distance and road 
condition are major drawbacks. The main local markets include Misuku and Kapoka which operate on Wednesday 
and Friday respectively. Other markets easily accessed by local households are Ifumbo, Lufita and Chitipa Boma 
which are located in the Chitipa Maize and Millet livelihood zone. Overall, households in the zone mostly sell their 
products locally and to these external markets with some further exports to Mzuzu for commodities like coffee 
which do not have a local market. Households in the zone buy locally and from the close external markets. Therefore, 
trading activities between the zone and Chitipa and Karonga are active throughout the year.  
 
The main constraint to market access is the zone’s terrain which is characterized by steep slopes, rocky mountains, 
and hills. In addition, the poor mountainous dirt roads, poor narrow bridges and absence of tarmac roads make 
market access more difficult in the wet season than in other northern zones. The situation improves somewhat in 
the dry season as the dirt roads are at least passable. Given these road conditions, public transport is not as efficient 
as in other zones, making trading activities difficult. Sometimes people are forced to carry produce on their heads 
to the market, which limits their market activities.  
 
Coffee, which is produced by all wealth groups, is sold between June and September and generates significant 
income for the zone. Coffee harvesting starts in June, creating employment for most poor households during the 
winter period. There are two marketing channels for this crop: The first and most common is to sell the coffee to 
the Mzuzu Coffee Cooperative Association. The Association has established small mills around the zone where 
farmers deliver coffee berries from which seeds are extracted before the drying process. The Association then 
collects the dried seeds from the small mills and transports them to Mzuzu City where they are further processed 
and sold either locally or exported. Although this is the recommended formal and most profitable channel, the 
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farmers have to wait up to five months before they receive their payments. Because of this, some of the very poor, 
poor and even middle households prefer to extract and dry the seeds themselves and then directly sell to vendors, 
mostly from Tanzania, to receive instant payments.  
 
Unlike other northern zones, Misuku Hills does not produce much in the way of surplus food crops for sale. 
Households only produce enough maize for consumption, and the middle and lower wealth groups have to purchase 
maize to cover their production gaps. The main food crops sold are bananas, beans, and sweet potatoes, although 
other crops such as millet and cassava are also sold. Vegetables and tomatoes are grown using irrigated water during 
the off-season, and these are also sold locally during the dry season. The main trade routes for these commodities 
are local markets to Chitipa Boma or Karonga District. However, given the zone’s low production, selling of food 
crops does not bring much income compared with other zones. Coffee is the chief income-earning crop for this 
zone.  
 
Livestock sales are also an important source of income for the zone. Although most households own cattle (unlike 
other zones), very few sell skimmed milk because of market access problems. In this respect, market challenges 
constrain access to what could be a viable source of cash income. However, the middle and better-off households 
sell cattle between September and February in response to the demand for cash for agriculture. During the same 
period, goats, pigs, and chickens are sold by all wealth groups. Given the challenges in reaching external markets, 
livestock is traded locally with some traders who buy cattle which they then transport to external urban markets for 
sale at a higher price. Given the limited trading activities in the zone, livestock prices are considerably lower 
compared with the rest of North Malawi, and this is attributed to market access challenges. 
  
Food and basic non-food items are the main purchased commodities. All wealth groups purchase staples except the 
better-off, although they buy rice as a luxury. The main staple bought to cover household food needs – maize – is 
bought from local markets as well as in Chitipa. Some traders from Chitipa bring maize for sale in local markets, 
while households in the zone also travel to Chitipa to buy or work for maize. All households also typically buy rice 
from local markets, but the supply comes from Karonga which is a rice-producing zone. Other than staple food, 
households also purchase basic food such as cooking oil, sugar, beans, meat, and dried fish. Salt, soap and tea are 
also common non-food commodities bought throughout the year. Importantly, households can access agriculture 
inputs from local markets but they have to travel to Chitipa and Karonga because local markets do not fully supply 
them. Fertilizers are important for successful coffee production, however, and so the required transportation cost 
to purchase it adds to the cost of production. 
 
The labor market is equally important as a source of food and income for the very poor and poor, and as a source 
of labor for the middle and better-off households. Local rural areas provide an estimated 80 percent of casual labor 
opportunities in the zone. Other zones, especially Chitipa Maize and Millet, also provide casual labor opportunities; 
households migrate for labor even in normal years, but the frequency increases in bad years. In normal years, labor 
migration usually takes place between September and November as migrant laborers have to return home before 
the onset of the rains to start working in their own fields. Typically, there is no migration for labor into the zone 
given the low production and low income earned there by better-off households. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a specific time period called the reference year. In the Misuku Hills Livelihood 
Zone, the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. All information on food, income, and 
expenditure profiled for this baseline therefore refers to this period.  
 
During community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance with a ‘1’ indicating a poor season and a ‘5’ indicating an excellent season. The table below shows a 
summary of results of the ranking exercise. The reference year was rated as an average season for food security. 
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Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr14-Mar15 4 Good rains  

Apr13-Mar14 3 Good rains but lack of inputs affected crop production. Coping responses: reliance 
on irrigated crops from dimbas  

Apr12-Mar13 2 Outbreak of army worms and maize diseases that negatively affected crop 
production. Cropping responses: increased labor migration and livestock sales  

Apr11-Mar12 3 Good rains but outbreak of army worms affected crops. Cropping responses: 
increased casual labor and livestock sales  

Apr10-Mar11 3 Dry spells affected crop production. Cropping responses: casual labor, trading, 
livestock sales  

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season for household food security 
2 = a below-average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
Land preparation starts between August and November, and the main agricultural activities start at the onset of the 
rains in November. The rainfall pattern for the zone is unimodal, stretching from November to March. During this 
period, a variety of crops are grown both for consumption and sale.  
 
Land preparation for the main staple (maize) is done between September and October when the zone is about to 
receive its rains. This is followed by planting in November after the onset of the rains. The most intensive period for 
maize is weeding which comes after planting and extends from December to February, thus providing opportunities 
for poorer households to find work on the farms of middle and better-off households within the zone. At the end of 
February through March, households begin to enjoy green maize which gives a food buffer to the lean season. Maize 
is harvested from May to June, which also provides opportunities for casual labor to very poor and poor households. 
Beans, which are intercropped with maize, are one of the short-season food crops grown in the zone. Land 
preparation happens in November, and planting and weeding takes only two months (i.e. December and January); 
by February, households enjoy green beans before the green maize harvest in March.  
 
Land preparation for millet starts a bit earlier in the dry season and stretches to August and September. Usually 
households finish land preparation for millet and start concentrating on land preparation for other crops before 
planting millet in December. Weeding for millet comes a bit later than maize and stretches to March. Harvesting for 
millet also comes a month later than maize and extends to July.  
 
Land preparation and planting for tubers (i.e. sweet potatoes and cassava) happens between December and January 
when the ground has absorbed adequate moisture to allow the intensive digging required. However, weeding for 
rainfed sweet potatoes is not intensive, unlike other food crops, and takes a shorter period of only a month 
(February). Nonetheless, weeding for cassava is spread over a longer period stretching from February to April. The 
harvest period for tubers takes place over a much longer period (May to September) than other crops because 
tubers are kept underground, and households in the zone usually harvest when they would like to consume these 
crops.  
 
The main cash crop, coffee (which is also intercropped with bananas), is planted between December and January, 
and weeding occurs between February and March. The coffee harvest, which stretches from July to September, 
provides opportunities for casual labor for the two lower wealth groups. Bananas are harvested all year round, 
although yields are usually lower between August and November.  
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Although rainfed crops are the main source of food and cash in the zone, households also grow irrigated maize, 
beans, and sweet potatoes from the dimbas. The irrigated cycle for beans usually starts just after harvesting of the 
main rainfed crops, while the irrigated cropping for sweet potatoes starts in July and maize in September. Harvesting 
of irrigated sweet potatoes and maize provides a food buffer for most households, especially during the lean season. 
In addition, gardening in these low-lying wetlands produces leaf vegetables and tomatoes for diet diversity as well 
as income. 
 
During the dry season (i.e. May through October), households in the zone engage in off-farm activities such as brick 
production, casual labor associated with the timber industry, and brewing. These activities also compete with on-
farm activities such as coffee harvesting and growing of irrigated crops. In addition, some members of very poor 
and poor households migrate for casual labor to the neighboring Chitipa Maize and Millet Livelihood Zone from 
September through November and return just before the onset of the rain to work in their own fields.  
 
The lean season runs between December and February, which is the most difficult time for households in the zone. 
This is the period when food prices are high owing to a decline in availability and a rise in demand. As a result, very 
poor and poor households usually have exhausted their own production and rely more on the market. The only 
relief during these months is the availability of labor which peaks between November and February. This provides 
a source of cash as well as food through payment in-kind which helps households cope with the lean season. This is 
also the period when the demand for agriculture inputs is high because of ongoing cropping activities, and so 
spending on inputs such as seeds, fertilizers, and labor is high at this time of year. To cope with these high 
expenditure demands, households increase their sale of livestock to obtain additional money to meet these needs. 
This is also when milk yields are high so that households with cattle are able to provide some milk to children, which 
makes a difference in nutritional terms. Human diseases are also common between December and February which, 
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together with the demand for money for school fees and other educational costs in January, adds to households’ 
need for cash. 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
 
In the reference year, 25-40 percent of the households in the zone were categorized as very poor, while 28-33 
percent were classified as poor; therefore, the majority of the zone falls within the two lower wealth groups. The 
middle and better-off households make up the remainder, with the middle making up 20-25 percent of households 
and the better-off constituting 12-18 percent of households in the zone.  
 

While all wealth groups have fallow land, the amount of land cultivated determines a household’s wealth. A second 
determinant of wealth is the amount of capital required by a household to cultivate on a larger piece of land. Two 
main factors are considered here: the capital required to access adequate and quality inputs for agriculture purposes 
and the income required to hire additional labor to work the land. These factors determine the household’s capacity 
to cultivate on a larger land area, apply adequate inputs, and provide adequate labor for the required agro-practices. 
Better-off households cultivate up to six times more land than very poor households, and they invest more in terms 
of labor and inputs.  
 
Livestock ownership, particularly cattle, is also a major determinant of wealth in the zone. The number of cattle 
owned determines the capacity of a household to generate extra cash income which can be used as an investment 
in the household economy. Households without cattle are categorized as very poor, while those that own at least 
one or two are within the poor wealth group. Middle households own three to four cattle while the better-off 
households have from 5 – 11. Importantly, the middle and better-off households own oxen which the very poor and 
poor do not. Ownership of other livestock such as goats and pigs is also a wealth determinant. The table above 
shows that the number of goats and pigs owned increases as we move up the wealth groups. In fact, livestock sales 
are the second most important income source for the zone, with income from livestock determining the capacity of 
a household to purchase inputs and hire labor to cultivate on more land.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the 
sources of food for households in different 
wealth groups in the livelihood zone from 
April 2013 to March 2014, a relatively 

 

 

HH size
Land owned 

(acres) 

Land 

cultivated 

(acres)

Poultry

Very 

poor
5 - 7 2 - 4 1 - 2.8

2 - 4                

chickens

Poor 5 - 7 3 - 5 1.5 - 4
4 - 8                           

chickens

Middle 5 - 7 3 - 6 3 - 4
8 - 12 

chickens

Better 

off
5 - 8 5 - 7 4 - 6

10-20 

chickens

3-8 goats, 2-4 pigs, 0-

1 oxen, 3-4 cattle 

6-15 goats, 4-6 pigs, 3-

5 sheep, 1-3 oxen, 5-

11cattle

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Other

0.5 cellphone

1 cellphone

0-1 bicycles, 1-

2 cellphones

1-2 cell 

phones, 0-1 

bicycles

Livestock

1-3 goats, 0-1 pigs

2-4 goats, 1-3 pigs, 0-

2 cattle

0% 20% 40%

% of households



Misuku Hills Livelihood Zone Profile   
 

7 

average year. April represents the start of 
the consumption year because it is when 
the harvest of the main food crops occurs, 
marking an end to the lean season. Food 
is presented as a percentage of 2,100 kcal 
per person per day for the 12-month 
period. Generally, households in the zone 
accessed just enough food to meet their 
annual needs in the reference year. 
Avoidance of selling the main staple 
(maize) by all households in the zone 
ensured that they maximize on their 
harvest. In normal years, all wealth groups 
in the zone meet their minimum food 
needs through own crops, payment in 
kind (food in exchange for work), 
purchases and own milk/meat.  

In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum 
food requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2,100 
kcals per person per day.                                    

 
In the reference year, food sources were not very diversified in this zone as a result of the limited number of sources 
available. Own crop production was the main source of food for all households, contributing more than half of all 
food needs for the zone. Despite the low production for lower wealth groups, own crops accounted for 58-67 
percent of their minimum annual caloric needs, partly because households in the zone preserve their maize for 
consumption and do not sell. On the other hand, the upper wealth groups accessed 80-89 percent of their minimum 
annual calorie requirements from crops only. Maize (both rainfed and irrigated) was the main consumed crop, 
accounting for 30-37 percent of the lower wealth groups’ annual food needs and 42-52 percent of the upper wealth 
group’s annual food needs. In addition to that, all wealth groups accessed 4 percent of their annual food needs from 
green maize, both from rainfed and irrigated maize.  
 
However, own crops do not typically make up the annual food requirements for most households in the zone. For 
instance, in the reference year the very poor and poor households only consumed their own crops up to seven and 
eight months respectively while the middle households consumed own crops for up to 10 months. This left a three 
to four-month gap which these wealth groups covered primarily through purchases. In this regard, purchases were 
the second most important source of food in the zone, contributing 34, 27, 24 and 18 percent of minimum calorie 
needs for very poor, poor, middle and better-off households respectively. The purchased foods were broken down 
into staples and non-staples with the former being more important to the two lower wealth groups. Maize, the main 
staple food purchased by the three bottom wealth groups, accounted for 23 and 17 percent of the minimum calorie 
needs for the very poor and poor households respectively, while middle households accessed 9 percent of their 
annual food needs from purchased maize. The better-off households did not purchase maize but they bought rice 
– not to cover any food gap, but just as a preferred staple. Households in the zone also accessed 7-15 percent of 
their annual food needs from purchasing non-staple foods such as cooking oil, sugar, and fish.  
 
The third important food source for the two lower wealth groups was payment in kind where households accessed 
food through labor exchange in the reference year. This is typically an important source of food for the lower wealth 
groups, especially in the lean season when maize is scarce and prices are high. The most common activities done in 
exchange for food were weeding and ridging, which contributed 7-8 percent of annual food needs for the lower 
wealth groups in the reference year. Without this they would likely have been left with a food deficit.  
 
Lastly, the middle and better-off households obtained 2-5 percent of their food from the consumption of milk. As 
the peak of milk production typically occurs in the lean season, it helps to meet the nutritional needs in upper wealth 
groups’ households, especially for children. 
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The baseline information for the 2013 – 2014 reference year was compared with the baseline conducted in 2005 in 
the same livelihood zone. The results of the comparative analysis show that not much has changed in terms of the 
food sources for the zone. The food sources in their order of importance remained crops, purchase, payment in 
kind, and own milk/meat. However, cassava production used to be the chief contributor to household energy 
followed by maize. Currently, maize is the major energy contributor, and cassava only contributes 3-6 percent of 
annual energy.  

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 

 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash 
income showing the relative importance of each 
option by wealth group. 

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income 
in Malawian Kwacha, showing the contribution of each 
source to cash income. 

 

The table to the right presents reference year total 
annual cash income for households in the zone. Of 
particular importance to note is the difference in 
income by wealth groups. While the two lower wealth 
groups earned less than MWK300,000 annually, the 
middle and better-off households earned  
MWK505,670 and MWK748,365 respectively, which is 
two to three times as much as the lower wealth groups 
earned. The source of this variation was differences in 
income from crops and livestock sales in the reference 
year.  

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth 
group 

Very 
poor 

Poor Middle Better 
off 

Annual 
income per 
household2 

207,960 279,900 505,670 748,365 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded 
to the nearest ten 

 

 
The main sources of income in this zone typically include crops sales, casual labor, livestock sales,  
self-employment, and petty trade. The graph to the left above shows the relative importance of each income source 
by wealth group, while the graph to the right shows income from various sources in absolute terms. In the reference 
year, the most important income source in the zone was crop sales. The lower two wealth groups generated 
between MWK93,460 and MWK144,700 from the sale of crops (42-52 percent of their income) while the upper 
wealth groups generated between MWK268,720 and MWK508,265 (53-68 percent of their income). Coffee alone 
accounted for 45-56 percent of crop-based cash income for the lower two wealth groups and  
70-85 percent of crop-based cash income for the upper two wealth groups. In absolute terms, the very poor and 
poor households earned MWK44,100 and MWK81,900 from coffee respectively, while the middle and better-off 
households earned as much as MWK196,000 and MWK433,300 respectively. The better-off households earned 

                                                           

 
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MK420 
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more from coffee sales alone than either of the lower two wealth groups earned from all of their income sources 
combined over the entire year.  
 
Livestock sales were also an important source of income for the zone in the reference year. With the exception of 
the very poor, livestock sales was the second most important income source in the zone, accounting for  
19-29 percent of annual cash income for the poor, middle and better-off households. While the very poor 
households earned 17 percent of their annual income from livestock sales, their herd sizes were relatively small and 
so they generated more income from casual labor. Goats, pigs, and chickens were the most common livestock sold 
by all wealth groups while cattle was sold by the middle and better-off households. Given the importance of cattle, 
the middle and better-off households in the zone earned significantly higher income (MWK145,750-MWK162,000) 
from livestock sales than the lower wealth groups (MWK35,000-MWK53,000).  
 
As mentioned above, the two lower wealth groups (particularly the very poor) generated more income from 
agriculture casual labor through land preparation, weeding, digging trenches, and harvesting. Casual non-
agricultural labor activities – such as brick production and casual labor in the timber industry – also provided a solid 
source of income for these wealth groups. Labor only generated MWK47,400 and MWK33,900 for the very poor 
and poor respectively, accounting for 23 percent and 12 percent of their annual income. More income from labor 
was earned during the agriculture season, which gives these households a buffer to cope with the lean season. 
 
Self-employment was also typical across the very poor, poor and middle households in the reference year. During 
the dry season, households normally use some of their harvested grain and brew beer for sale where people gather 
and drink as part of community socialization. This generated income to cover 6-8 percent of annual income for these 
households. Households also engaged in petty trade through buying and selling of food and non-food items – mainly 
groceries. This was a common income source throughout the year which generated  
8-12 percent of annual income for all wealth groups in the zone. Even as all wealth groups engaged in petty trade, 
the very poor and poor households did so on a smaller scale with marginal returns while the middle and better-off 
households did so on a larger scale with higher returns. 
 
This baseline information about income was also compared to a baseline which was conducted in the same zone in 
2005. The comparison shows that income sources have remained the same over the years with crop sales, livestock 
sales, casual labor and self-employment/trade being the important sources of income in the zone. Crop sales remain 
the major income contributor for the zone with a slight increase in the contribution of crops to the poor wealth 
group’s annual income. One of the differences noted is that the better-off households are now engaging in petty 
trade which was not present in 2005. 
 

 

Expenditure Patterns 
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The graph to the right presents 
expenditure patterns for the reference 
year April 2013 to March 2014. While 
absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, 
the expenditure breakdown by percent 
in this graph shows the relative amount 
of income spent on different 
categories.  
 
Households in the zone spend on a 
variety of items. The main expenditure 
categories as shown are typically staple 
food, non-staple food, household 
items, inputs, social services, clothes, 
and other items which mainly includes 
transport, obligations, etc. 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

 
Among the different items of expenditure, food took a greater proportion of the income for the very poor and poor 
who spent 31-41 percent of their income on food purchases in the reference year. The upper two wealth groups 
also purchased food (accounting for 20-25 percent of their expenditures), but they purchased more  
non-staples as compared to the lower wealth groups who needed to purchase staple grains to make up for a 
production shortfall. Relative expenditure on staple food typically decreases by wealth, indicating that staple 
purchase took a greater percentage of the annual cash income of the lower wealth groups than the upper wealth 
groups. The better-off households spent most of their food purchases on non- staples whereas the two lower wealth 
groups spent it on staple food, from which they obtain more calories. In the reference year, the two lower wealth 
groups spent between MWK26,280 and MWK36,740 to purchase 19-27 percent of calories, while the upper two 
wealth groups spent as much as MWK103,200-MWK137,250 to obtain only 13-15 percent of calories. This indicates 
that the poor wealth groups strive to purchase food for survival, and the two upper wealth groups purchase food 
mainly for preference and for a balanced diet.  
 
The second category of expenditure was household items, which includes some of the items required for the survival 
non-food basket or the costs associated with food processing (e.g. tea, salt, soap, lighting, grinding, and utensils). In 
the reference year, the relative expenditure on household items decreased by wealth although absolute 
expenditure increased, a common trend in most zones. This indicates that poorer wealth groups were forced to 
spend a higher proportion of their available cash on these essential items. The same items were also essential for 
middle and better-off households, but given their higher absolute cash income levels, they did not drain their 
accounts in the same way. Among the items included in this category, grinding and soap took up most of this budget 
for all wealth groups, and the better-off households also spent on utensils.  
 
While food and household items took the largest proportion of cash income for the lower two wealth groups, 
agricultural inputs took a larger proportion of the annual budget from the upper two wealth groups. In absolute 
terms, the middle and better-off households in the zone spent as much as MWK193,900 and MWK307,400 on inputs 
respectively accounting for 36 and 38 percent of their annual expenditure. In comparison, the very poor and poor 
households spent MWK47,200 and MWK66,900 on inputs respectively, accounting for  
20 and 21 percent of their annual expenditure. As highlighted earlier, this difference in the amount invested in 
agriculture was the main source of difference in production among the wealth groups in the zone.  
 
Households in the zone spent on a number of input items including animal drugs, seeds/tools, fertilizer, pesticides, 
and labor. Among these, fertilizer accounted for a larger proportion of the inputs budget for all households, and this 
can be attributed to coffee production. All wealth groups purchased all of these input items in the reference year, 
except for labor which was typical only among the upper two wealth groups. Because livestock is owned by all 
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wealth groups in the zone, they all bought animal drugs, although the amount spent increased by wealth. One of 
the most important input expenditures was for seeds/tools and fertilizers; the very poor and poor spent MWK31,700 
and MWK44,300 respectively while the middle and better-off households spent MWK96,800 and MWK140,100 
respectively. Labor expenditure was important to the better-off households because that enabled them to cultivate 
on bigger pieces of land. In the reference year, the two upper wealth groups spent MWK58,500 and MWK82,600 
on labor, accounting for 11-12 percent of their annual expenditure. However, expenditure on labor for this zone is 
fairly low as compared to northern zones with tobacco (i.e. Chitipa Maize and Millet, Central Karonga and Western 
Rumphi), which demands a lot of labor compared to other crops. In this zone, there is no expenditure on ploughing 
and land rental because the zone terrain does not support mechanized ploughing and the availability of land does 
not require land rental practices.  
 
In the reference year, households in the zone also spent on social services, mainly education and health. Education 
was important, and all wealth groups had approximately two children per household in school. However, the two 
lower wealth groups only managed to take their children up to primary level while the two upper wealth groups 
typically afford to educate their children up to the secondary level. Unlike other zones, tertiary education was 
atypical even among the children in the middle and better-off households. Nonetheless, households spent 
significantly on education: the very poor and poor spent MWK17,700 and MWK40,800 which accounted for 9 
percent and 15 percent of their annual expenditure respectively. The  
middle and better-off households spent MWK76,000 and MWK98,600, or 15 percent and 13 percent of their annual 
expenditure. Expenditure on health was relatively low compared with other northern zones. The two lower wealth 
groups spent as little as MWK3,500-MWK3,550 annually while the upper two wealth groups spent MWK4,300-
MWK9,000 annually (1-2 percent of their annual expenditure). In addition to the items discussed above, households 
also spent on clothes, transport, and community obligations. Expenditure on other items increased by wealth, 
showing that the upper wealth groups have more discretionary incomes than poor wealth groups.  
 

Hazards 

 
Crop pests/diseases, livestock pests/diseases, and hail storms are the common chronic hazards affecting production 
in the zone, while dry spells, late onset of rains and early tail- off are period hazards which also affect production. 
Pests and diseases for both crops and livestock happen consistently. The common pests in coffee cause the plants 
to dry. Dry spells result in wilting of crops – and sometimes the death of crops – depending on the intensity of the 
dry spells. When dry spells occur soon after planting, there is a need to re-plant. When dry spells occur during 
maturity or in the tasseling stage, significant reduction of yields is usually expected. In addition to dry spells, late 
onset of rains results in a late start of the normal agriculture season, which delays all activities. Coupled with the 
early tail off of rains, the duration of the agriculture season can become shortened, which affects most crops. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
Households faced with a significant harvest deficit try to make up the gap by increasing other food or income 
sources. In this zone, households expanded existing income sources. Nonetheless, the particular income sources 
that were expanded differed by wealth group: 
Very poor and poor households: 

 Increased local labor 

 Increased labor migration to Chitipa  

 Increased livestock sales  

 Reduced non-essential expenditures  
 
Middle and better-off households 

 Increased livestock sales  

 Reduced non-essential expenditures 
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Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Misuku Hills Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate potential losses 
or gains to local household economies, either through ongoing monitoring systems or through periodic assessments.  
 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize, rainfed – amount produced 
 Maize irrigated – amount produced 
 Sweet potatoes, rainfed  – amount 

produced 
 Sweet potatoes, irrigated – amount 

produced 
 Millet – amount produced 
 Beans – amount produced 
 Cassava – amount produced 
 Bananas – amount produced 
 Tomatoes/Onions – amount 

produced 
 Vegetables – amount produced 
 Coffee – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes, rainfed  – producer 
price  

 Millet – producer price  
 Beans – producer price  
 Bananas – producer price  
 Tomatoes/Onions – producer price  
 Vegetables – producer price  
 Coffee – producer price  

 

Livestock  Pigs – number owned  
 Cattle – number owned  
 Goats – number owned 
 Chickens – number owned 

 Pigs –  prices 
 Cattle –  prices  
 Goat –  prices 
 Chickens - prices 

Other food and 
cash income 

 Payment in kind (weeding) – availability 
of labor opportunities 

 Agriculture labor, cultivation (land 
preparation, weeding, and digging 
trenches) – availability of labor 
opportunities  

 Agriculture labor, harvesting – 
availability of labor opportunities  

 Construction (brick production) – 
availability of opportunities  

 Self-employment (brewing and petty 
trade) – availability of opportunities  

 Agriculture labor, cultivation (land 
preparation, weeding, and digging 
trenches) – wage rates 

 Agriculture labor, harvesting – wage 
rates 

 Construction (brick production) – prices  
 Self-employment (brewing and petty 

trade) – prices  

Expenditure - 
food 

  Maize grain – consumer price 
 Oil – consumer price 

 
 

Development Priorities 
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The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field. All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies:  
 

 Rehabilitation of roads and bridges 

 Establishment of tarmac roads that connect the zone to major urban areas like Chitipa and Karonga 
 Improved market infrastructure  
 Improved public transport that facilitates market access within and outside the zone  
 Improved livestock restocking, pass-on programs, dip tanks, and provision of animal drugs  
 Improved access to credit, subsidized inputs, and timely delivery of quality inputs  
 Provision of safe water for drinking  
 Improved access to primary health care 
 Provision of adult literacy programs   
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Mzimba Self-Sufficient Livelihood Zone (MZS) September, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Mzimba Self-Sufficient Livelihood Zone encompasses the 
southern part of Mzimba District, including the EPAs of Vibangalala, 
Mjige, Emfeni, Khosolo, Mbawa, Eswazini, Manyamula, Luwerezi, 
Champhira, Bulala and Kazomba. It is bordered by Nkhata Bay-
Cassava Livelihood Zone to the east, Western-Rumphi and Mzimba 
Livelihood Zone to the north, Zambia to the west and Kasungu-
Lilongwe Plain Livelihood Zone to the south. The western portion of 
the zone is mainly lowland plains, while northern and eastern parts 
are highlands. Notable geographical features include Hora Mountain, 
South Rukuru River, Elephant Rock and the Viphya Plateau. Timber, a 
valuable natural resource, can be found in Chikangawa. The 
population density is around 70 people per square kilometer.  
 
There is one rainy season here, extending from November through 
March or April. Average accumulation is 500 – 800 mm in the 
lowlands and 800 – 1,200 mm in the highlands and temperatures are 
moderate. Soils are mainly fertile sandy loams. This has traditionally 
been known as a highly productive zone, but in recent years, 
changing rainfall patterns have led to less reliable seasons. Extended dry spells and an early cessation to the rains 
is more common now than before, putting at risk this rain-fed agricultural economy. 
 
Ten years ago, when the previous HEA baseline was conducted, tobacco was the single most important source of 
cash income for all households, with burley and oriental varieties being grown. This is no longer the case, as only 
better off households grow tobacco in significant quantities. Sales of food crops, such as maize, beans, cassava, 
sweet potatoes, Irish potatoes, groundnuts, soya beans, millet, vegetables and especially tomatoes, are important 
now. A range of other cash income sources, such as livestock sales, agricultural labor (ganyu), petty trade and self-
employment have increased in relative value. Cattle holdings are relatively high in this zone compared to elsewhere 
in the country. This is important in three ways; oxen provide a source of draft power for plowing and for transport 
(ox-carts), sale of livestock provides a significant source of income, and cattle provide milk for consumption and 
sale. However, cattle are owned only by the two upper wealth groups, with the lower two groups owning very few 
livestock at all. Pigs did not feature in the livestock holdings of households ten years ago, but they do now, bringing 
in a sizeable source of cash income for those in the upper wealth groups.  Quite a large number of households have 
one or more household members or close relatives living and working away from home, mainly in South Africa. 
These households send remittances to help meet cash needs for family members back at home. 
 

Services in this livelihood zone are very basic. Households obtain drinking water from boreholes and water for other 
purposes, like washing and laundry, from both boreholes, protected and unprotected wells, and local rivers. Access 
to health services varies by wealth group, with poorer households limited to the public hospitals, which tend to be 
inadequately provisioned, and better off households able to afford private clinics when public hospitals are 
inadequate. All households use pit latrines and sanitation and hygiene are quite minimal. There is no electricity and 
all households use battery-operated lamps at night; some better off households also have solar lamps. Mobile 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in July 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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phones are widely owned and used by better off households, but not by poorer households, who borrow phones 
from friends or relatives when needed. Poorer children tend to get no further than primary school or secondary 
school; better off households usually send their kids through the tertiary level. Sources of local credit include village 
savings and loans institutions, which are used by poorer households, as well as some banks and micro-finance 
institutions, which are used by better off households.  
 

Markets 

 
The main markets servicing this livelihood zone are Mzimba Boma, Jenda, Embangweni and Manyamula. Road 
conditions in this somewhat remote area are quite bad. There are no tarmac roads and the dirt roads quickly 
deteriorate during the rainy season, making some areas inaccessible. Where bridges exist, they are in poor 
condition.  
 
The main food crops sold by households here include maize, beans, cassava, sweet potatoes, Irish potatoes, 
groundnuts, soya beans, millet, vegetables and tomatoes. Maize is sold by farmers at their local markets and then 
transported on to Boma by traders, much of it destined for Lilongwe. In the EPAs that border Zambia, maize is also 
sold across the border. Beans and potatoes are likewise sold at local markets, but make their way to Lilongwe via 
the Jenda market. Sweet potatoes and cassava are sold locally and along the main road. Tomatoes in south Mzimba 
are sold in Jenda, one of the main markets along the main road between Lilongwe and Mzuzu (the M1), and from 
the Jenda market they are sold to traders traveling in either direction or to passersby. The small amount of burley 
tobacco still grown is sold at the Mzuzu auction floors.  
 
Cattle are exported from the zone to slaughterhouses in Lilongwe, Mzuzu, Nkhata Bay and Rumphi. Goats, pigs and 
chickens are sold to local markets within the zone and to Boma.  
 
The labor market is fueled in part by demand from local farms, with middle and better off households hiring labor 
throughout the agricultural season and local tobacco estates also hiring people; in part by demand from local towns, 
where construction activities employ some; and in part by demand from South Africa, where local residents go every 
year to work in the mines or on large farms. There is some labor migration into the zone every year as well to work 
on the tobacco estates. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Mzimba Self-sufficient 
Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. During community leader 
interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating 
a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the community 
leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as an average to good year. The reference year followed a 
below average year, with dry spells occurring at critical times during the agricultural season. Households also had 
to contend to with armyworms. The most recent consumption year, which ended in March 2015, was reportedly a 
below average season, with a prolonged dry spell, poorly distributed rains and problems with crop pests and 
diseases.  
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 2 
Prolonged dry spell or late onset of rainfall with early cessation; pests and crop diseases 
were a problem. 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 - 4 Relatively good rainfall with even distribution, good input uptake and good prices. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 2 
Input shortages, dry spells and early cessation of rains along with armyworms led to a 
below average production year in many parts of the zone. 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 3 
Input shortages in some areas, good rains overall, but some areas had dry spells and 
localized hail; overall an average production year. 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 4 Good rains, prices were fair 
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5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 

 
 
There is one rainy season in this livelihood zone, starting around November and extending into April. Maize and 
groundnuts are planted as soon as the rains start, marking the beginning to the agricultural season. A month later 
soya beans, sweet potatoes and beans are planted, followed by cassava. Weeding starts in mid-December and lasts 
through February. In March people begin the ‘green harvest’ with maize, groundnuts and beans. Harvesting of the 
main season crops begins in April, starting with soya beans, sweet potatoes, beans and cassava. In May maize and 
groundnuts are collected. The harvesting lasts until July.   
 
In a typical year the production from the main harvest lasts very poor households for around 3 months and poor 
households for around 6 months. By January, therefore, most poorer households have run out of stocks from their 
main harvest and need to turn to other sources. A combination of cassava, food purchases and in-kind payment for 
agricultural labor (ganyu) helps fill the gap. Small quantities of maize are also grown in dimba gardens, in low-lying 
wetter areas. These are harvested in February, which can help reduce the length and severity of the lean season. In 
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order to fund their food purchases, people use money earned from agricultural labor as well as livestock sales. 
Remittances, sent back from household members working in South Africa, provide an additional resource. 
 
During this difficult time of the year (January to March), households need to cover not just food purchases, but also 
increased medical expenses, as this is when malaria peaks and human illnesses are at their highest levels; livestock 
also tend to get sick in this period, which requires additional expenditure. January school fees are also due, placing 
an additional burden on already stretched budgets. 
 
In the dry season a number of other income earning activities take place. Petty trade peaks at this time, with drier 
roads allowing for easier travel and the recent harvest providing supplies for re-sale. Firewood sales also peak and 
construction activities, which pick up in the off-season, offer opportunities for work. 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
Households obtain access to food and cash income based on the productive assets they own and the livelihood 
capital they control. The table above details the main differences in wealth that determine this variable access to 
cash and food. The main factor determining wealth in this zone is the amount of land a household is able to cultivate, 
which is related to a number of factors, including how much land it owns, the amount of household labor on hand 
to work the fields as well as the ability of the household to hire additional labor and whether it owns oxen to help 
plow the land. Land rental is not a common practice here. 
 
Better off households own more land to begin with, around 5 - 9 acres, and they tend to own plow oxen in addition 
to being able to hire extra labor to supplement their own household efforts during much of the agricultural season. 
They also invest heavily in their land, spending especially on fertilizers, pesticides, seeds and tools. Thus, better off 
households cultivate more land and generate higher yields per acre, gaining more value from their crops than other 
households. Very poor households, on the other hand, own around 2 – 5 acres, but are unable to adequately farm 
it all, managing to cultivate only 1.5 – 3.5 acres. These households do not have the means to hire extra labor, acting 
themselves as the labor force for the local community in exchange for food and cash.  
 
Livestock ownership is another determinant of wealth. Oxen, cattle, pigs, goats and chickens are owned by middle 
and better off households, whereas poor households may own just goats, pigs and chickens and very poor 
households have only chickens. A significant difference between middle and poor households is found in the number 
and type of livestock owned; both middle and poor households cultivate similar amounts of land (2 – 4 vs 2.5 – 4.5 
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acres) but middle households own oxen and cattle, which make a real difference in livelihood terms, bringing in 
more cash and allowing for a much higher investment in agricultural yields. People cash in on their livestock from 
September through February, selling them to raise income in order to buy agricultural inputs and – later in the year 
food.  The lean period, from January through March, is when poorer households especially sell chickens and any 
goats they may have.  
 
Better off and middle households rely heavily on the labor provided by poor and very poor households. This 
agricultural labor brings in cash and food for those on the lower end of the wealth spectrum, and it provides those 
on the upper end with the ability to maximize the outputs from their land. It is important to keep in mind that when 
production is badly affected, due to a drought, or other natural hazard, not only do people’s harvests decline, but 
so does the cash income earned from agricultural labor.  
 
Since the last HEA baseline in 2005 there has been a slight increase in the amount of land cultivated by households 
in this livelihood zone. At that time, poor households were cultivating 1 – 2.5 acres, middle households were 
cultivating 2.5 – 3.5 acres, and better off households were cultivating 3 – 6 acres. Better off households are now 
cultivating 4 – 8 acres and very poor households are cultivating 1.5 – 3.5 acres. Livestock numbers are almost exactly 
the same, although middle households appear to have more cattle than they did before and there are pigs now, 
whereas there were none before.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2013 - March 2014. April represents 
the start of the consumption year because it 
is when people harvest the main food crops, 
marking an end to the hunger season.  Food 
is presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal 
per person per day for the 12-month period.  
 
People in this livelihood zone obtain their 
food from three main sources: their own 
crop production, the market, and work that 
is paid with food rather than cash. For the 
two upper wealth groups, milk from their 
own cows also contributes a small portion of 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       

annual calories.  
 
The components of food income and the relative importance of each source are almost exactly the same now as 
they were in the HEA baseline ten years ago. At that time, the poorest households derived 60% of their minimum 
calorie requirements from own production, like they do now; middle households covered around 90% of their food 
needs with their own production, the same as they do now; and better off households met just about 100% of their 
needs with their own production. Now they are certainly producing at least that much, but buying a bit more food 
for the sake of diversification. All households appear to be buying slightly more food now than they did before. Milk 
covers about the same percentage of calories for better off households as it did before; ten years ago milk did not 
appear as a source of food for middle households, but it does now in a small way. This is explained by slightly higher 
cattle numbers now for middle households compared to ten years ago. 
 
Own crop production is the primary source of food for all households in this zone, and of this, maize comprises the 
largest component. People here grow both rain-fed and irrigated maize, although the irrigated portion is relatively 
small. The other crops that contribute significantly to annual calorie requirements are beans, groundnuts, sweet 
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potatoes, cassava, soya beans and millet. Irish potatoes are also grown and consumed by middle and better off 
households. 
 
Payment in kind is the next most important source for very poor and poor households. Payments in food are 
common for part of the work done in ridging, weeding and harvesting. During the reference year, a typical very poor 
household received around 120 kg of maize in exchange for weeding; 85 kg for ridging; and 20 kg for harvesting. 
This added up to around 225 kg of grain over the year – enough to cover just over two months of the year, or 18% 
of minimum calorie requirements. Poor households received slightly less, devoting more of their labor to their own 
fields and less to others’ fields.  
 
In the reference year the market met around 15 – 21% of the minimum energy requirements for all households in 
this livelihood zone. While a similar percentage of calories is purchased by all wealth groups, the reasons for 
purchasing are not the same. If households sold none of the production they generated, better off households would 
be able to cover over 160% of their minimum annual calorie requirements; middle households could cover 117% of 
their needs; poor households could cover 93% of their needs; and very poor households could cover 70%. This 
means that middle and better off households do not, strictly speaking need to purchase food, but poor and very 
poor households are left with a gap if they do not. This is reflected in the choice of commodities purchased. The two 
poorer wealth groups devote the majority of their purchases to staple grain - in this case maize. Better off 
households, on the other hand, buy no maize at all, spending money on Irish potatoes, rice, beans, sugar, meat, oil, 
and dried fish. In other words, better off households are buying food in order to diversify their diets, whereas poorer 
households are buying food to fill a real calorie gap. This means that if prices increase, poor households are 
immediately at risk of an increasing food gap, whereas better off households have the option of switching their 
expenditure on food from more expensive ‘luxury’ items to cheaper staple grains, thereby continuing to cover their 
calorie requirements to some extent.  
 
Milk, the final source of food, is available only for middle and better off households. Better off households have 
around 3 – 4 cows milking for much of the year; middle households have 1 – 2 cows milking.  Each cow produced 1 
– 2 liters of milk a day. Better off households sell around a quarter of this and middle households sell around half of 
it. The remainder covers 2 – 6% of annual calorie needs for these households. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
A wide range of cash income sources are 
drawn on by households in this livelihood 
zone, including crop sales, livestock sales, 
milk sales, various labor pursuits, petty 
trade, transport and small business. All 
households also receive remittances. It is 
interesting to note that, while this is 
considered a surplus agricultural zone, crop 
sales make up far less than half the annual 
cash income for all wealth groups, even in a 
relatively good year like the reference year. 
 
A large number of crops are sold here, 
including maize, beans, cassava, sweet 
potatoes, Irish potatoes, groundnuts, soya 
beans, vegetables, millet, tomatoes and 
tobacco. Most of these are sold by all wealth 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 
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groups, however in the reference year very 
poor households sold no maize or cassava; 
only middle and better off households sold 
Irish potatoes; and only better off 
households benefited from tobacco sales. 
For the three bottom wealth groups, 
tomato sales brought in the most cash of 
any single crop. For better off households 
tobacco was the most valuable. Soya, beans 
and vegetables are also high value crops 
that brought in significant cash for all 
households. Better off households earned 
far more cash from crop sales than those at 
the bottom end of the wealth breakdown 
because they cultivate more land, they get 
higher yields on the land they cultivate (able 
to afford the right amount of inputs and to 
time their application most effectively), and 
they get the best prices on their produce, 
selling when and where prices are higher. 
The cumulative impact of these price and 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income per 
household2 

149,430 198,400 354,850 687,540 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

production advantages is that better off households earned from crop sales more than ten times what very poor 
households earned in the reference year. 
 
Another advantage that middle and better off households have is in their ownership of livestock. These households 
keep cattle, pigs, goats and chickens. A few of these animals are sold throughout the year, generating cash to cover 
a large number of essential goods and services. Cows generate cash both through milk sales and through the sale 
of live animals. Milk sales alone bring in more cash for middle households than poor households make from all their 
livestock sales combined throughout the year. Cattle are the most valuable of the livestock; the sale of one animal 
brings in around 100,000 MWK. A goat is sold for around 15,000 MWK, and pigs are sold for 17,000 MWK. Chickens, 
on the other hand, bring in only around 2,000 MWK per animal. Very poor households only own chickens; the top 
three groups own goats as well as chickens; and the middle and better off households own all four categories of 
livestock. This top-heavy distribution of livestock explains the large spread in livestock income, with better off 
households generating around 147,500 MWK from these sales in the reference year, and very poor households 
bringing in only 6,000 MWK, over twenty-four times less. 

 
Because the two poorer wealth groups cannot earn enough cash income from either crop sales or livestock sales to 
cover their annual expenditure requirements, they need to find other ways to earn extra money. The most 
important of these ways is working for others on seasonal agricultural labor or in the construction sector. 
Agricultural labor (ganyu) is paid in both food and cash terms. The food that poorer households obtain through 
ganyu was discussed in the previous section. The cash earned from this labor helps generate around 30% of very 
poor household annual cash income and around 25% of poor household income. Members of very poor and poor 
households work throughout the entire cultivation period, helping with land preparation, planting and weeding 
activities not only on their own farms, but also in the fields of middle and better off households. During the dry 
season, households seek work in local construction activities, especially fetching water for small brick-making 
industries. Off-season construction income accounts for around 10-20% of annual cash income for both very poor 
and poor households. Self-employment activities, mainly firewood sales and petty trade, supplement the labor 
income of poorer households. Remittances, sent from a member of the household working in South Africa, adds to 
the annual pot. 
 
Middle and better off households have less of an income gap to fill, since they have far more crop and livestock 
income to draw on. However, a gap remains, nevertheless, partly due to the high investment requirements 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 377 
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associated with their agricultural production. Middle households depend on the same sources that poorer 
households turn to with the exception of agricultural labor. Better off households do not engage in any of the labor 
activities, turning instead to small businesses and transport. These households may own small kiosks, where they 
sell a range of household items, such as batteries, stationery, salt, and sugar. Transporting goods for payment using 
their oxcarts is another way these households make money.  
 
Compared to ten years ago, when the previous HEA baseline was conducted, tobacco sales have declined. At that 
time, tobacco income contributed around a third of the cash income for middle and better off households, and it 
accounted for a small amount of poor household income as well. Now it plays a role only for better off households, 
and a smaller one than before at that. An increasing diversification of incomes has emerged in the past ten years, 
but these have not necessarily resulted in a more robust local economy. Chasing so many small income streams 
takes energy and potentially diffuses the capacity of households to invest time in their land and livestock. 
Interestingly, the income gap between better off and poor has shrunk in the past ten years; at that time better off 
cash income was around eleven times higher than poor household cash income. Now better off cash income is only 
around four to five times higher than poorer household cash income.  

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns 
for the reference year April 2013 – March 
2014.  While absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in line with total cash 
income, the expenditure breakdown by 
percent in this graph shows the relative 
amount of income spent on different 
categories.   
 
One point of interest in the graph to the 
right is the relatively low expenditure on 
staple food for very poor and poor 
households. In neighboring Kasungu-
Lilongwe Plain Livelihood Zone, 
expenditure for very poor households on  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according 
to category of expenditure. 

staple food takes up around 20% of annual cash, and for many zones it typically consumes around 30% of the budget. 
The fact that poorer households spend less here relative to other livelihood zones points up higher levels of own 
crop production compared to other zones. Nevertheless, a general pattern still exists in which the two bottom 
wealth groups tend to spend more on food in both absolute and relative terms than the top two wealth groups. 
Very poor and poor households need to buy more staple food (maize grain in this case) because they produce less 
of it. As discussed in the ‘Sources of Food’ section, middle and better off households could meet all of their calorie 
needs with their own production if they consumed it rather than selling part of it. Very poor and poor households 
are not in the same position, left with a food gap even if they consume all their production. The poorer wealth 
groups buy food four to five months of the year to fill this gap, purchasing a total of around 160 – 200 kg of maize 
per household. Middle households, on the other hand, by only around 85 – 90 kg of maize and better off households 
buy no maize at all. Instead, these better off households buy rice, sweet potatoes and Irish potatoes to round out 
their staple food basket and to introduce some variety into their diet.  
 
All households also buy non-staple foods, like beans, cassava, sugar, meat, oil, dried fish, and vegetables. Poorer 
households spend only very occasionally on these items since the cost tends to be prohibitive and the gain in calorie 
terms is limited. In fact, although very poor households spend around 17% of their annual income on non-staple 
food, these purchases account for only 4% of their annual calories. Middle and better off households spend more 
on non-staple foods and consume them in higher quantities. In absolute terms, better off households spend more 
than four and a half times as much as very poor households on non-staple foods; as a proportion of annual income, 
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this is equivalent to around 18% of their total spending and it accounts for 11% of their minimum calorie needs. In 
other words, with almost the same proportion of annual cash as very poor households, better off households buy 
7% more value in annual calorie terms, achieving a much more diverse diet.     
 
Another thing to notice in the expenditure graph is that absolute and relative expenditure on inputs is much higher 
for better off and middle households than for the poorer two wealth groups. In order to maintain their livelihoods 
and to ensure income and food in the coming year, households need to spend money on seeds and tools, fertilizers, 
pesticides, animal drugs, and hiring labor. Of these, poorer households only spend money on seeds, tools, fertilizers 
and pesticides. Middle and better off households also invest in animal drugs and hiring labor. The biggest expense 
in this category for all households in the reference year was on fertilizers. Payment for fertilizers consumed 58%, 
47%, 48%, and 41% of the inputs budget for very poor, poor, middle and better off households, respectively. 
Fertilizers are used on maize, tobacco, and Irish potatoes during the main rainy season as well as on winter crops, 
such as maize, Irish potatoes and vegetables, in the western part of the zone. Better off households spend just under 
a quarter of their inputs budget hiring very poor and poor households to work on their farms. Middle households 
devote between 15% and 20% of their inputs budget to this purpose.  
 
A third point is that very poor and poor households need to spend a larger proportion of their income on household 
items (‘hh items’) than the two upper wealth groups. This category includes spending on basic household goods that 
need to be purchased on a weekly or monthly basis, such as tea, salt, soap, utensils, batteries, and grinding services. 
Of these, grinding and soap take the largest chunk of money for all households. Payment for grinding, when added 
up on an annual basis, accounts for around 40% of the household items budget for very poor households. Grinding 
and soap together make up 67% of this budget. These very basic requirements place a heavy strain on the budgets 
of poorer households. Finding ways to reduce these costs would help ease this burden and potentially free up money 
for investing in more productive pursuits. 
 
Social service payments (for school and health) increase in absolute terms as you move up the wealth spectrum. 
Better off households spend over 6 ½ times the amount that very poor households spend in this category. Most of 
this is allocated to schooling costs, including school fees, uniforms, stationery and other requirements to send 
children to school. Better off households tend to send more children to school than poorer households, and they 
send them for longer, able to afford the extra costs associated with secondary school. Spending on clothes and other 
miscellaneous items are the last two categories included here. The ‘other’ category includes things like beer, 
tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals. This is discretionary spending that can be reduced or redirected in 
bad years to buy more essential items if necessary. It is notable that the relative size of the ‘other’ category is 
comparable across the wealth groups, in line with the contention that poorer households in this zone still have some 
buffer to draw down on in a bad year. 
 

Hazards 

 
The main chronic hazard for all wealth groups in this zone is unreliable rainfall, with dry spells and early cessation 
to the rains becoming more frequent in recent years. When the dry spells occur at a critical stage of crop 
development, such as tasseling in maize, it can have a huge impact on the final production. Crop diseases such as 
Larger Grain Borer, Bean Beetle and Stalk Borer also cause significant destruction on a regular basis.  
 
Periodic hazards include drought, which leads to severe crop failures. Diseases affecting cattle, such as foot-and-
mouth and East Coast Fever, are a cause for concern in the area, as cattle play an important role in the food economy 
of this zone; they are used for ploughing, they provide milk and they are sold to generate cash income. New Castle 
disease, which can decimate an entire flock of chickens, is also a periodic problem. Heart water is a common disease 
affecting goats in this zone, resulting in lost income. 
 

Response Strategies 
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In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items and to use that money to buy the cheaper 
staple – maize – instead. 
 

 Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more work; this may be local 
agricultural labor, or migratory work, found in South Africa. Just how much people can increase their income in 
this way is limited in bad years because of the increase in labor supply as more and more people look for work, 
which puts a downward pressure on wages. So even if people do find more days of work, they may earn less 
per day, making it hard to substantially increase cash income above normal year levels. 

 

 Very poor and poor households also try to increase the cash income they derive from charcoal and firewood 
sales by concentrating more on this activity. However, with more people selling this commodity, prices tend to 
be depressed, limiting the effectiveness of this strategy. 

 

 In bad years, middle and better off households try to increase their cash income by selling more livestock. In 
order to retain a viable breeding stock, even these upper two wealth groups cannot afford to sell more than a 
few animals. In addition, the value of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as 
more people try to earn cash in the same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and 
water resources decline. 

 

 Middle and better off households also try to increase their income from small businesses. The prices of the 
goods that better off households sell in their kiosks tend to actually increase in bad years, however, the amount 
people have to spend locally is reduced, which means the volume of sales goes down. 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Mzimba Self-Sufficient Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Irrigated maize – amount 
produced 

 Rain-fed Beans – amount 
produced 

 Irrigated beans – amount 
produced 

 Cassava – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount 
produced 

 Irish potatoes – amount produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Soya – amount produced 

 Vegetables – amount produced 

 Millet – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price 

 Beans – producer price 

 Pigeon peas – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Irish potatoes – producer price 

 Ground nuts – producer price 

 Soya – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 

 Millet – producer price 

 Tobacco – producer price 

 Tomatoes – producer price 
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 Tobacco – amount produced 

 Tomatoes – amount produced 
 

Livestock  Cow’s milk - yield 

 Cattle – herd size 

 Pigs - numbers 

 Goats – numbers 

 Chickens – numbers 
 

 Cow’s milk - price 

 Cattle - price 

 Pig prices 

 Goat prices 

 Chicken prices 

Other food and cash income  Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation jobs available 

 Construction jobs – number 
available 

 Remittances - number of times 
sent back 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates in food 
and cash terms for land prep, weeding, 
etc. 

 Wage rates for construction 

 Remittances – amount sent back each 
time 

 Returns on self-employment 
 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
All wealth groups suggested: 

 Provision of reliable and decent health clinics service. All households see the need for substantial 
improvements in the health infrastructure and access to emergency medical care. 

Very poor households suggested: 

 Drilling of boreholes. Access to water for drinking and hygiene is a priority for these households. 

 Access to farm inputs at affordable prices. Poorer households have trouble finding the money to spend on 
the inputs that would increase the productivity of their land. 

 Livestock programs that would help poorer households build up and maintain a household herd. This is an 
important source of cash income that very poor households are currently not able to draw down on. 

Poor households suggested: 

 Start-up loans to support the creation of small businesses and to develop local income generation 
opportunities through improved production and alternative off-farm business endeavors. 

 Building of local secondary schools. Education is a priority for all wealth groups, but particularly for poor 
households, whose prospects for securing a viable future for their children rests on prospects beyond the 
local agricultural economy. 
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 Investment in market infrastructure to ensure that local farmers have a reliable source of demand for their 
production with reasonable producer prices. 

Middle households suggested: 

 Infrastructure improvements – especially improvements in roads and bridges – which would improve 
marketing capacity and general transportation. 

 Investment in market infrastructure to ensure that local farmers have a reliable source of demand for their 
production with reasonable producer prices. 

 Provision of electricity throughout the district. 

Better off households suggested: 

 Agricultural and business loans and support to small businesses to promote entrepreneurship and 
alternative livelihood options. 

 Investment in building schools and educational infrastructure.  

 Provision of electricity throughout the district. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone (NKH) December, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone stretches from the central 
region of Malawi to the north covering parts of Nkhotakota, 
Mzimba, Khata Bay, Rumphi, and Karonga districts. The zone is 
bordered by Lake Malawi to the east, Mzimba Self-Sufficient 
Livelihood Zone to the west, and Central Karonga Livelihood Zone to 
the north. The zone lies in the upland area, and thus mountains and 
hills, as well as the lakeshore, are common features. The zone is 
mainly characterized by rocky soils and comprises an escarpment 
leading down from the Viphya Mountains to the lakeshore. The 
vegetation is mainly forest and savannah grassland. The main 
geographical and hydrological features in the zone include Lake 
Malawi, Livingstonia Escarpment and Plateau, Kaning’ina Hills, 
Kawiluwilu Hills, Makuzi Hills, Limphasa River and Valley, and 
Mkuwazi. Soils are generally poor, which is the main limiting factor 
for agriculture; however, the zone has a fairly moist climate with 
high rainfalls mostly suitable for agriculture.  
 
The main economic activity in the zone is crop production, and 
cassava, maize, bananas, sweet potatoes, beans, and tobacco are 
the main crops grown in the zone. The zone is a predominantly high 
agriculture production zone, which makes it one of the richest zones 
in Malawi. If all food and cash income from all sources in the 
reference year were translated into a common currency, the number of calories that people could purchase if they 
were buying the cheapest staple would equal 1,457 percent of the minimum food requirements for better-off 
households. Further, almost 70 percent of this would come from crop production. In this respect, it is clear that the 
biggest chunk of food and cash income generated from this zone is through crop production.  
 
There is one main rainy season which stretches from November to April. Annual precipitation averages  
1,400 millimeters (mm) (1,152mm-2,645mm), and rainfall is spread out over a longer period than in other parts of 
the country, thus giving more opportunities for agriculture. Rainfed agriculture is predominant, but irrigated 
agriculture is also practiced from May through November. Temperatures are mostly favorable for crop production, 
usually ranging from 8oC to 32oC. The zone has a food surplus because of the predominance of the  
drought-resistant cassava which most households rely on even in bad years. Households in this zone grow and sell 
a greater variety of crops than in other zones, enabling them to receive profitable returns. This also allows them to 
diversify their diets, not relying as much on maize and cassava, and helps them respond to any climatic shocks.  
 
Land area owned and cultivated varies2 by wealth group. Land rental arrangements are also typical, with poor 
households renting out their land to wealthier households. The rocky, hilly terrain is not well-suited to animal 

 

                                                           

 
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in August 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for at least five years (i.e. until 2019). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 

2 Wealthier households own more land than poor households  
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traction, and further there are limited numbers of cattle (and therefore draught power) in the zone. As a result, the 
most common method of land preparation is digging by hand using hand tools. 
 
The most important crops grown for food and cash crops are cassava, maize, rice, bananas, and tobacco. Other 
crops, such as sweet potatoes, Irish potatoes, vegetables, and beans are also grown in the zone. Agriculture inputs 
(mainly fertilizers, seeds, and herbicides) are common, and they are typically sourced from the Ministry of 
Agriculture and the general market. Access to inputs is usually through own cash as well as subsidies. Though 
production is fairly high, the main factors affecting yields include uptake of inputs, type and quality of seed, 
availability of labor, and soil type.  
 
Though limited in numbers compared with other zones, the main livestock are cattle, goats, pigs, and poultry. Pigs 
are usually stall-fed while the rest are mainly fed by free range or grazing with a bit of stall feeding. Unlike most 
zones, very poor households in this zone own pigs which they also sell to earn income. Water for livestock is available 
from Lake Malawi, the Limphasa River, streams, seasonal pools, and shallow wells. Households access their water 
from separate sources than those used for livestock-mainly boreholes and wells. All households make periodic 
contributions to maintain boreholes. 
 
Pests and diseases include army worms, white flies, maize streak virus, cassava mosaic, and banana bunchy top 
disease. Cassava mosaic and banana bunchy top diseases are unique to this area. Households in the zone use both 
traditional and modern methods to fight pests and diseases. The main sources of herbicides when non-traditional 
methods are to be used are the open market and the Ministry of Agriculture. 
 
Other important economic activities include agricultural labor, petty trade, and brick production. Most households 
looking for labor opportunities find them within the zone as the demand for labor somewhat exceeds supply given 
the importance of manual agricultural production. The main labor-demanding activities are land preparation, 
weeding, and threshing. Labor opportunities are usually available throughout the year; men and women from poor 
households mainly supply labor, and wealthier households supply labor opportunities. Petty trade is done 
throughout the year within the communities, especially during specific major market days. Fishing is most common 
along Lake Malawi as well as in major rivers such as the Limphasa and North Rumphi. 
 
 

Markets 

 
The zone is networked with mostly good roads connected to urban and peri-urban centers. The road infrastructure 
in the zone includes tarmac, gravel, and paved earth roads as well as bridges that are still in fair condition. The 
zone’s geographical location and good roads make it easier for it to be linked to the major highway which connects 
the central and northern region. Therefore, market access for this zone is generally good. Though some roads 
become impassable for days at a time during the wet season, the disruption is minimal compared with other 
northern zones. Mzuzu City is the main market, and it attracts a lot of produce from the zone. Traders from Mzuzu 
circulate the zone to purchase produce for resale or to trade in non-agricultural products. Markets are relatively 
well-organized, with a large number of daily markets (i.e. Chiweta, Mphopha, Mhunju, Lura-Nchenachena, Mpamba, 
Nkhata Bay, Chintheche, Tukombo, and Malaza) and several weekly markets (i.e. Mphoka, Chinyolo, Luwichi, and 
Mlowe).  
 
This zone sells a wider range of crops than most other zones in Malawi. These include maize, rice, beans, cassava, 
sweet potatoes, Irish potatoes, bananas (plantains), ground nuts, and tobacco. While all the other food crops are 
sold by all wealth groups, tobacco is only sold by the middle and better-off households. Rice is mainly sold during 
the post-harvest period (May to October), whereas cassava and bananas are sold throughout the year. Trucks of 
traders flock into the zone to buy bananas, especially plantains, which are taken for resale to Mzuzu and other 
nearby towns within and outside of the zone. Other than crops, livestock trade is an important income-earning 
activity in the zone, although herd sizes are lower than in other northern zones. The most common livestock which 
provide income are cattle, goats, pigs, and chickens. Though they sell all types of livestock, wealthier households 
receive more income from the sale of cattle while very poor and poor households sell mostly goats, pigs, and 
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chickens because they do not own cattle. The market for livestock is not seasonal, and therefore selling is done 
throughout the year. 
 
Purchases do not represent a significant source of food given that most households produce enough to cover more 
than three-quarters of their food needs. Most households purchase basic necessities, such as salt, cooking oil, and 
sugar. In addition, many households purchase rice locally as a preferred food to vary their diets. Poor households 
rarely purchase rice because maize is cheaper; they purchase maize locally, particularly when own-produced stocks 
run low, usually between October and February.  
 
Due to the relatively high reliance on manual agricultural production and agro-climatic conditions favoring 
agriculture, the demand for labor is relatively high over eight months of the year; in fact, this is a labor-deficit zone. 
The demand for labor peaks between October and January during the season for land preparation, ridge-making, 
planting, and weeding. These activities require most of the labor in the zone and therefore contribute significantly 
to food and cash income for the poor households. Industrial farms and plantations within the zone also attract labor 
which adds to the demand. Because of this local demand for labor, poor households earn almost all of their labor 
income from within the zone. However, in bad years, poor households may migrate outside the zone in search of 
labor. In normal years when there is a high need for labor and poor households have average production, there is 
an inadequate supply of labor within the zone. As a result, people from outside the zone, especially from Mzimba, 
come to work for food. 
 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a specific time period called the reference year. In the Nkhata Bay Cassava 
Livelihood Zone, the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. All information on food, 
income and expenditure profiled for this baseline therefore refer to this period.  
 
During community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance with a ‘1’ indicating a poor season and a ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below shows a summary of 
the results of the ranking exercise. The reference year was rated as a good or above-average season for food 
security.  
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014-Mar 2015 2 
Late onset of rains, late planting, persistent rain breaks, early cessation of rains, 
and crop disease outbreak. Coping responses: continuous planting of tubers, 
use of residual moisture, and replanting 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 
Good rains and floods. Coping responses: continuous planting of tubers, 
irrigated crops using residual moisture, and replanting 

Apr 2012-Mar 2013 4 
Good, timely, and well-distributed rains, timely availability of farm inputs, good 
harvest.  

Apr 2011-Mar 2012 4 
Good, timely, and well-distributed rains, timely availability of farm inputs, good 
harvest. 

Apr 2010-Mar 2011 3 
Good rains and floods. Coping responses: continuous planting of tubers, 
irrigated crops using residual moisture, replanting 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields) 
4 = a good season or above-average season for household food security 
3 = an average season for household food security 
2 = a below-average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
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Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The agriculture season is dependent on the rains which begin in November and stretch all the way to May. Land 
preparation takes place between September and November; however, the bulk of land preparation activities are 
completed before the onset of the rains in November, at which point the main-season planting begins. Weeding for 
maize usually occurs between January and February, but continues until March for rice and beans. In March, 
households consume green maize and Irish potatoes, thus easing the lean season until the main harvest for maize, 
beans, and Irish potatoes which starts in April. Cassava, one of the main food crops, and sweet potatoes do not 
necessarily follow the same calendar as other crops because they are almost perennial crops. These are replanted 
and harvested eight months of the year, thus ensuring food availability for most of the year. Bananas are a perennial 
crop which households enjoy consuming and selling throughout the year. These nearly year-round agricultural 
activities drive a high demand for unskilled labor which is provided by very poor and poor households within and 
from outside the zone.  
 

 
 
During winter (usually June to August), households grow irrigated maize in the wetlands locally known as dimbas,  
and this provides an opportunity to sell green maize from which households earn cash income from the second 
crop. Vegetables are also grown at this time using irrigated water. Livestock sales, an income source from August 
through March, coincide with high expenditure periods driven by the lean season and the need to buy agriculture 
inputs. During the off-season, usually May to October, households in the zone engage in activities such as brick 
production, fetching water for bricks, and firewood sales.  
 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed h h lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w gh gh

Maize - irrigated p p w

Rice h h lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w w

Beans h h p

Irish potatoes h h lp lp p w h h

Cassava 4 4 4 4

Sweet potatoes 4 4

Banana

Vegetables 4

Livestock

Cattle milk peak m

Cattle sales peak

Goat sales peak

Pig sales peak

Chicken sales peak salesalesalesalesalesalesalesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak

Brick making

Wild food collection

Petty trade

Firewood sales peak

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp sp sp
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Lean season

Legend sp High staple prices ls Lean season 
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The consumption year begins in April at the start of the main harvest and stretches to March of the following year. 
Very poor and poor households usually rely primarily on their own production for food between April and 
December, while the middle and better-off households consume throughout the year. The period between 
December and February is the lean season when very poor and poor households rely more on the market for food 
purchases after their stocks run dry. During this period, very poor and poor households also rely on the labor market 
to obtain food through payment-in-kind. Given the increase in demand for cereals during this period, staple food 
prices increase in the zone at this time.  
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 
Very poor and poor households constitute 58 percent of the zone’s population, while the middle and  
better-off households make up 42 percent. Household size generally decreases by wealth, with the very poor having 
households of eight people, the poor and middle households having seven, and the better-off households having 
six. With larger household sizes, the very poor have more people doing work than the other wealth groups in the 
zone. However, the better-off households can afford to hire more labor and cultivate on larger land sizes than all 
the other wealth groups.  
 
In this zone, cultivated land and livestock (especially cattle) are the most important assets. Land is owned by all 
households, but cattle are owned only by middle and better-off households. Though all households generally 
cultivate on more land than in other zones in Malawi, the amount of land cultivated increases by wealth and thus 
determines the potential production of each wealth group. In this regard, land area cultivated is the major wealth 
determinant for the zone which distinguishes the poor and the rich. Middle and better-off households also rent 
additional land from the lower wealth groups to increase the amount of land they cultivate. 
 
Middle and better-off households can generate more capital income by selling cattle and pigs which provides a 
source of income that helps households meet input expenditure demands. In this way, having livestock enables 
households to cultivate more land. Other livestock owned are goats, pigs, and chickens. These are owned by all 
wealth groups, but the numbers increase with wealth. Chickens are a source of income for all wealth groups, but 
especially for very poor households who do not have diversified sources of income. Most importantly, the very poor 
and poor in this zone own pigs which provide more cash income than goats and chickens. 
 
The most limiting factor on land tillage is the hilly and rocky terrain. Because of this terrain and also because there 
is limited draught power due to low cattle ownership, hand digging is the most common method of land tillage in 
the zone. Because hand digging is a very labor-intensive activity, there is a high demand for labor in the zone. Better-
off and middle households hire additional labor to assist them so that they can manage larger pieces of land. Further, 
better-off households supplement hand digging by hiring ploughs from the available extension services in the zone, 
which the very poor and poor cannot afford to do. Also, the very poor and poor households cannot afford to hire 
labor or to prepare all their land through hand digging with their available household labor; as a result, they are 
unable to cultivate all of their land.  
 
Other assets (e.g. access to inputs) are also key drivers in determining a household’s capacity to cultivate on larger 
or smaller pieces of land, and hence they contribute to wealth generation. Because of their more limited capacity 
to access inputs, rent more land and pay labor, the very poor and poor households cultivate smaller pieces of land 
than do the middle and better-off households. The upper wealth groups also typically have access to microcredits 
which enhance their capacity to access inputs, while the lower two wealth groups do not have access to that 
financing option.  
 
As a result of all these differences, the very poor and poor households typically are not able to cultivate on all their 
land; they rent their fallow land to middle and better-off households who have capacity. This continued cycle leaves 
very poor and poor households with significantly lower production than the middle and  
better-off households.  
 



Nkhatabay Cassava Livelihood Zone Profile   
 

6 

Other assets owned are bicycles and cell phones. Typically all households own bicycles as they are an important 
mode of transport in the zone and the country as a whole. All wealth groups except for the very poor own cell 
phones which increase access to market information and social networks in times of need.  
 

 
 
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2013 to March 2014. April represents 
the start of the consumption year because 
it is when the harvest of the main food crops 
occurs, marking an end to the hunger 
season. Food is presented as a percentage 
of 2,100 kcal per person per day for the  
12-month period. The reference year was a 
good year, and the consumption of maize 
was relatively high. 
 
Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone is a 
food surplus zone with all wealth groups 
able to meet their minimum annual food 
needs from various sources in normal years.  

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum 
food requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2,100 
kcals per person per day.                                      
 

The food-sufficient nature of this zone is largely driven by a combination of unique factors including: generally high 
crop production, a larger diversity of crops, and a good balance between drought-vulnerable crops (maize) and 
drought-resistant crops (cassava and bananas). It is important to note that the consumption of cassava increases in 
bad years when harvests for maize and other crops are low, and this balance between maize and cassava ensures 
food security for households in the zone. Furthermore, the existence of irrigated crops helps offset the risk of rainfall 
failures, while perennial crops like bananas and cassava ensure food availability all year round, reducing the impact 
of the lean season.  
 
In the reference year, which was a good year, households in Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone typically obtained 
their food through own crop production, payment-in-kind, purchases, and own milk/meat. In addition to that, there 
was a small contribution of food aid to the zone, but this was only typical for the very poor households. Among 
these sources, crop production contributed the most to household annual food needs. While the very poor and poor 

 

HH size
Land owned 

(acres) 

Land 

cultivated 

(acres)

Poultry

Very 

poor
6 - 8 3 - 4 1 - 2

9 - 10                

chickens

Poor 6 - 8 3 - 4 1.5 - 2.5
9-12                            

chickens

Middle 6 - 8 3 - 5 5 - 6
14 - 16 

chickens

Better 

off
5 - 7 3 - 7 7 - 9

15-20 

chickens

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Other

none

0-1 bicycles, 1 

cellphone

1 bicycle, 1-2 

cellphones

1-2 cell phones; 1-

2 bicycles

Livestock

0-2 pigs

1-3 goats, 2-5 pigs

7-9 goats, 4-10 pigs, 1-

3 cattle 

9-11 goats, 6-12 pigs, 

5-6 cattle

0% 20% 40%
% of households
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households obtained 75-78 percent of their food from crops, the middle and better-off households obtained 92-95 
percent from this source.  
 
Maize and cassava were the main crops contributing most of the calories for households in the zone. As the zone’s 
name suggests, cassava production is high and, because of its drought-tolerant nature, it usually ensures the food 
security of the zone even in bad years. In the reference year, the two lower wealth groups produced 540-600kg of 
rainfed maize while the two upper wealth groups produced 1,250-1,700kg-among the highest in Malawi. After 
selling and other uses, maize contributed 29-31 percent of annual food requirements for all wealth groups in the 
zone. Households in this zone also produced significant amounts from irrigated maize which normally constitutes a 
second crop. In the reference year, the two lower wealth groups harvested 95-180kg while the upper wealth groups 
harvested 400-530kg, from which they obtained 6-11 percent of their annual needs after selling and other uses. The 
two lower wealth groups produced 1,400-1,540kg of cassava while the upper wealth groups produced  
2,170-2,380kg. After sale and other uses, households in the zone obtained 20-29 percent of their annual food needs 
from cassava, making it the second-most important crop to maize.  
 
In the reference year, households in this zone grew other food crops such as rice, beans, sweet potatoes, Irish 
potatoes, bananas, and ground nuts which are also important food sources in the zone. Among these crops, rice is 
typically an important crop grown by all wealth groups. In the reference year, the very poor and poor households 
produced 95-180kg of rice while the middle-income and better-off households produced 400-530kg. Given the  
high-value nature of this crop, most of it was sold, and the portion that was consumed only contributed 1-2 percent 
of annual food needs for lower wealth groups and 6-7 percent for upper wealth groups. Beans, sweet potatoes, 
bananas, and ground nuts were also harvested in significant amounts, with the consumed portions contributing 
between 1 percent and 9 percent of annual food requirements for households in the zone. However, most of these 
crops are usually sold to earn cash income.  
 
Purchases were the second important source of food in the zone from which households obtained 12-18 percent of 
their annual food needs. Though this is typically an important food source, most of the purchases for this zone were 
for diversity purposes unlike in other zones where very poor and poor households rely more on purchases as a 
source of staple food. This is attributed to the high crop production of this zone in the reference year, which allowed 
the lower wealth groups to not rely much on the market for staple food purchases. For instance, the total crop 
production for the very poor and poor households in the reference year would be enough to cover 134-191 percent 
of their annual food needs if it were all to be consumed.  
 
Likewise, very poor and poor households in this zone typically do not depend much on labor; payment-in-kind only 
contributed 8 percent of their annual food needs. Nevertheless, this was the third most important source of food 
for the two lower wealth groups in the zone. Given their fairly low engagement in labor activities, households from 
other zones typically travel to fill the demand for labor in this zone. Milk and meat also contributed 1-2 percent of 
annual food needs for the middle and better-off households in this zone who own more livestock. Despite the high 
production, the very poor households obtained food aid in the reference year through some school feeding 
programs which contributed 2 percent of their annual food requirements.  
 
Comparing the reference year to the previous baseline which was conducted in the same livelihood zone in 2005, it 
can be concluded that the picture has remained almost the same. Food sources have not changed; there is a high 
contribution from crops followed by purchases, and a small contribution from payment-in-kind for the lower wealth 
groups. Cassava remains one of the crops that households can fall back on in bad years.  
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Sources of Cash Income 

 

 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income 
showing the relative importance of each option by wealth 
group. 

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in 
Malawian Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to 
cash income. 

The average annual income earned by each wealth 
group is presented in the table to the right. In the 
reference year, a typical better-off household in this 
zone earned annual income which is eight and a half 
times what a typical very poor household earns. This 
difference reflects a highly skewed income distribution 
between the richest and the poorest households in the 
zone.   

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth 
group 

Very 
poor 

Poor Middle Better-off 
households 

Annual 
income per 
household3 

189,560 282,575 925,700 1,612,500 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the 
nearest ten. 

 

It is clear from this table as well as the graph above on the right that cash income earned in the zone increases by 
wealth with huge differences between the two lower and two upper wealth groups. The major sources of these 
huge differences as shown in the graph are income from crop sales, livestock sales, and milk/meat sales. Because 
the two lower wealth groups have no or few livestock as well as lower crop production, their income earned from 
these sources is far less than the upper wealth groups, and this leads to huge discrepancies in total earnings.  
 
While the graph to the right shows average annual income earned in absolute terms in the reference year, the graph 
to the left shows the relative importance of each source to total household income in the zone. From these graphs, 
it can be seen that there are typically five main sources of cash income in the zone: crop sales, casual labor, livestock 
sales, milk/meat sales, and petty trade. Given the high productive nature of the Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood 
Zone, households typically depend on crop sales as the most important source of income, contributing 50-67 percent 
of annual income for all wealth groups. While the very poor and poor households earned  
MWK941-MWK157,325 from crop sales, the middle and better-off households earned  
MWK553,650-MWK1,084,000, which represents about four to eleven times the amount of crop income for the 
lower wealth groups. As highlighted earlier, this is one of the sources of the huge difference between total income 
for the lower and upper wealth groups. While the lower wealth groups earn all of their income from food crop sales, 

                                                           

 
3 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK420. 
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the middlemiddle-income and better-off households typically earn significant income from the sale of tobacco, the 
only important cash crop grown in the zone. In the reference year, income from tobacco accounted for 23 percent 
and  
44 percent of crop income for the middle-income and better-off households respectively. However, the very poor 
and poor households typically cannot afford the burden of tobacco inputs.  
 
The most important food crops which contributed significantly to household income in the reference year were 
maize, rice, beans, bananas, sweet potatoes, and cassava. While all these food crops were sold by all wealth groups, 
the lower wealth groups relied more on the sale of bananas, cassava, and sweet potatoes. In fact, 36-37 percent of 
their crop income came from the sale of bananas and 16-19 percent from the sale of cassava. Another important 
crop for the zone is rice from which the middle-income and better-off households generated MWK83,750 and 
MWK136,250 respectively, contributing 13-15 percent of their crop income. The two lower wealth groups also grew 
and sold rice, but because of their low production, they generated significantly less income from this than the upper 
wealth groups.  
 
The second important income source for the middle-income and better-off households is livestock sales, from which 
they generate 15-18 percent of their annual income. The very poor and poor households also typically rely on 
livestock sales (accounting for 10-12 percent of their annual income), although they generate significantly less 
money from this source than the upper wealth groups. These differences are because middle-income and better-
off households owned cattle in the reference year, while the very poor and poor households did not. As a result, 
the upper wealth groups earned income from cattle sales, while the lower wealth groups generated income from 
pigs, goats, and chickens. Though the two lower wealth groups did not generate as much income from livestock 
sales as did the upper wealth groups, income from pig sales was quite significant to this group, unlike in most other 
zones in Malawi. Furthermore, ownership of cattle typically provides the upper wealth groups an opportunity to sell 
milk and meat, another important income source which contributed 8-9 percent of their annual income in the 
reference year. 
 
Whereas the lower wealth groups did not have milk sales and had little from livestock sales compared to their upper 
wealth group counterparts, they relied more on agriculture-based casual labor from which they generated  
13-19 percent of their annual income. In this respect, agriculture-based casual labor is typically the second 
important income source for the lower wealth groups in this zone. In addition to this, “other labor”, which consists 
of brick production and domestic labor, also contributed 6-7 percent to the lower wealth groups’ income in the 
reference year.  
 
Another source of income is petty trade, which contributed 3-7 percent of annual income for households in the 
zone. Households from Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone typically rely less on petty trade than households in 
other northern zones. Also, self-employment is relatively less important in this zone than in other zones. The only 
self-employment activity which was typical in the reference year was firewood sales which was done by the very 
poor and poor. However, these wealth groups generated only 1-2 percent of their annual income from this source.  
 
Tobacco is a new cash crop which was not grown in the zone during the last HEA baseline conducted ten years ago. 
Without tobacco, the middle-income and better-off households used to rely more on bananas and cassava sales, 
but this has shifted to the lower wealth groups who are now more reliant on these crops since they don’t grow 
tobacco. Another notable change is the decline in the contribution of labor and self-employment income for poor 
households which is now being compensated by an increase in crop sales. In 2005, the lower wealth groups used to 
obtain only 20 percent of their annual income from crop sales but this has increased to about 50 percent, 
compensating for the huge decline in the contribution of labor (from about 50 percent to 25 percent). However, it 
should be noted that the reference year was a good year and this might have contributed to these changes. The 
relative contribution of income from petty trade for the middle-income households has also declined from about 
40 percent to 7 percent in the current baseline. This has been replaced by income from livestock and livestock 
products which has generally increased across wealth groups.  
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Expenditure patterns 

 
The graph on the right presents 
expenditure patterns in this zone for 
the reference year April 2013-March 
2014. While absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in line with total 
cash income, the expenditure 
breakdown by percent in this graph 
shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.  
 
The most important unique feature 
about this zone is the lower 
expenditure on staple food as a result 
of the sufficient production by the 
very poor and poor households. In 
many zones, the lower wealth groups 
normally supplement production with 
more staple purchases.  
 

 

 
 

The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure.  

Even though relative expenditure on staple food decreased with wealth, the very poor and poor households spent 
only 7-12 percent of their income on staple food which is quite low compared with most zones. The main staples 
bought by wealth groups in this zone are maize and rice. While the very poor and poor households bought more 
maize than rice, the middle-income and better-off households bought only rice and no maize since they harvested 
more than their needs. One important point to note is that all wealth groups in this zone typically were able to 
produce in excess of their annual needs in the reference year; however, the lower wealth groups typically sell some 
of their crops to cover immediate expenditures, creating a small gap which they compensate for by making 
purchases later in the year. On the same note, the middle-income and better-off households typically purchase rice 
later in the year after depleting their production through sale and consumption.  
 
All households in the zone spent on non-staple food in the reference year. While relative expenditure on  
non-staples was higher for the lower wealth groups, the actual expenditure in absolute terms was higher for the 
upper wealth groups. In the reference year, the very poor and poor households obtained 3-4 percent of their calories 
from non-staple purchases, while the middle-income and better-off households obtained 9-10 percent. Even though 
this reflects that the upper wealth groups accessed more diverse foods than the lower wealth groups, non-staple 
purchases are relatively lower in this zone compared with others. In general, households in this zone spend relatively 
less on food compared with most zones in Malawi.  
 
All households in the zone spend on household items which include tea, salt, soap, lighting, grinding, firewood, and 
utensils. This expenditure category takes about 16-19 percent of the lower wealth groups’ income and  
6-8 percent of the upper wealth groups’ income. Among the items in this basket, soap and grinding are the major 
items making up a significant proportion of expenditure on household items. It is also worth noting that only the 
middle-income and better-off households incurred expenditure on firewood which they normally purchase from 
the very poor and poor households.  
 
Households in the zone also spent significantly on production inputs which include animal drugs, land rental, 
seeds/tools, fertilizers, pesticides, labor, loan repayment, phone credit, and livestock purchase. While relative 
expenditure on food decreased by wealth as previously highlighted, relative expenditure on inputs increased by 
wealth as presented in the graph. The two lower wealth groups spent only 2-9 percent of their income on inputs 
while the two upper wealth groups spent as much as 46-49 percent on inputs. In fact, most of the expenditure items 
under inputs were purchased by the upper wealth groups. For instance, only the upper wealth groups spent on 
animal drugs, land rental, labor, loan repayments, and pesticides. Loan repayments were a significant portion of the 
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inputs budget for middle-income and better-off households in the reference year. On the other hand, the two lower 
wealth groups only spent on seeds, tools, fertilizers, and phone credit. Phone credit accounted for the majority of 
their total inputs budget while expenditure on fertilizers was relatively low given that they were not growing 
tobacco. The differences in inputs expenditure patterns between these wealth groups explain the differences in 
production which also contributes to the differences in cash income earned from crops. One unique feature about 
this zone is that livestock purchase was typical across all wealth groups. In most zones, the very poor and poor 
households typically do not invest much in livestock sales, but in this zone, these wealth groups had livestock 
purchases in the reference year.  
 
Households in this zone also spend on social services (i.e. health and school for children) which accounted for  
11-13 percent of their annual expenditure in the reference year. Even though all wealth groups spend on school, 
the middle-income and better-off households spend three to six times what the very poor and poor spend, reflecting 
a high investment in quality education for the upper wealth groups’ children. The upper wealth groups typically can 
afford to take their children up to tertiary education, whereas the children of the two lower wealth groups typically 
go up to the ordinal level.  
 
Expenditure on clothes is also important to all wealth groups, constituting 5-9 percent of relative expenditure in the 
reference year. Households in the zone also had significant expenditure on “other expenses” which include 
gifts/obligations, beer/tobacco, and transport. Looking at the chunk of “other expenditures”, it is clear from the 
graph that households in this zone typically have more discretionary income as reflected by high relative 
expenditure on non-essentials. This indicates the resilience potential of these households because this income could 
be channeled towards staple food in bad years. 
 
 

Hazards 

 

Chronic/frequent hazards  Periodic hazards  
 Floods (especially the southern parts of the 

zone) 
 Strong winds  

 

 Crop pests and diseases (including army 
worms) 

 Livestock diseases  
 Destruction of crops by wild animals 

 
 

 

Response Strategies 

 
Households faced with a significant harvest deficit try to make up the gap by increasing other food or income 
sources. In this zone, households expanded existing income sources, however, the particular income sources 
expanded differed by wealth group.  
 
Poor and very poor households 

 Increased casual labor (local) 
 Increased labor migration  
 Increased livestock sales  
 Increased petty trade  
 Reduced staple sales (including cassava) in favor of own consumption 
 Reduced expenditure on non-essentials  
 Continuously replanted cassava 

 
Middle and better-off households  

 Increased livestock sales  
 Increased petty trade  
 Reduced staple sales (including cassava) in favor of own consumption 
 Reduced expenditure on non-essentials  
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 Continuously replanted cassava 
 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate potential 
losses or gains to local household economies, either through ongoing monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize rainfed – amount produced 

 Maize irrigated – amount produced 

 Rice – amount produced 

 Cassava – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount produced 

 Irish potatoes – amount produced 

 Bananas – amount produced 

 Ground nuts – amount produced 

 Beans – amount produced 

 Vegetables – amount produced 

 Tobacco – amount produced 

 Maize rainfed – producer price  

 Maize irrigation – producer price 

 Rice – producer price 

 Beans – producer price 

 Cassava – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Irish potatoes – producer price 

 Bananas – producer price 

 Ground nuts – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 

 Tobacco – producer price 
 

Livestock  Cow milk from season 1 – yields 

 Cow milk from season 2 – yields 

 Pork sales – quantity  

 Goat meat sales – quantity 

 Pigs – number owned  

 Goats – number owned 

 Cattle – number owned 

 Chickens  –  numbers owned 
 

 Cow milk from season 1 – price  

 Cow milk from season 2 – price  

 Pork sales – price  

 Goat meat sales – price  

 Pigs –  prices 

 Goats – prices  

 Cattle – prices  

 Chickens  –  prices  
 

Other food and 
cash income 

 Agriculture labor cultivation – 
availability of labor opportunities  

 Construction labor – availability of 
labor opportunities 

 Land rental – amount rented out  
 Petty trade  – availability of 

opportunities  

 Microcredit – amounts given 

 Agriculture labor cultivation – wage 
rates  

 Construction labor – wage rates  

 Land rental – prices per acre 

 Petty trade – rate of return on trade 

 Microcredit – terms of credit 

Expenditure - 
food 

  Maize grain – consumer price 

 Oil – consumer price 
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Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field. All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies: 

 

 
 

 Education support  
 Establishment of more health facilities 
 Improvement in water facilities  
 Improvement in roads infrastructure (including 

bridges) 
 

 Provision of inputs and agriculture loans  
 Provision of market support  
 Improvement in extension services  
 Establishment of irrigation schemes  
 Provision of housing facilities (shelter) support 

   



Northern Karonga Livelihood Zone Profile   
 

1 

 

Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Northern Karonga Livelihood Zone (NKA) December, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
As the name suggests, the Northern Karonga 
Livelihood Zone is found in the north of Karonga 
District covering only this one district. With a 
population density of 80 persons per square 
kilometer, it is one of the densely populated 
zones in northern Malawi. Geographically, it is a 
relatively small zone compared to other northern 
zones, covering only two EPAs, namely Kaporo 
North and Kaporo South. The zone is located to 
the far eastern corner of north Malawi with 
Misuku Hills Livelihood Zone to the west, Lake 
Malawi to the east and Central Karonga 
Livelihood Zone to the south. The northern part of 
the zone shares its boundary with Tanzania. The 
zone is mainly serviced by the M1 highway which 
connects the northern and central parts of 
Malawi. More importantly, this highway also 
provides a strategic connection to Tanzania via the Kasumulu/Songwe border. In this regard, the M1 highway 
facilitates a high level of trade between the zone and other zones and cross-border trade between Malawi and 
Tanzania. Karonga is the main local urban center which provides the biggest market for most local trading activities 
in the zone. Nonetheless, the M1 highway through Karonga town provides a connection to Mzuzu City which is the 
biggest external urban market to the greater northern region of Malawi.  
 
This zone has a coastal area by the lake, and so the coastal part of the zone is a low-lying area while the interior part 
is characterized with lowlands, plains and hills, especially along the border with Tanzania. Bushes and grasslands are 
the common vegetation for the zone while Lake Malawi, North Rikuru River, Lufilya River, Songwe River, and the 
Songwe border are the main geographical features in the zone. Because of the access to the lake, fish are one of the 
zone’s natural resources, although fishing is not practiced as much as in the southern parts of the lake. Crop and 
livestock production are the main economic drivers in the zone, and Central Karonga is generally considered a food 
surplus zone. The zone has a high rice-producing capacity, which provides significant income.  
 
Agricultural production here is supported by favorable rainfall ranging from 1,000-1,400 millimeters (mm) per year, 
stretching from November to May. In addition, temperatures are favorable for agriculture with winter (June – July) 
recording between 12 and 20oC and summer recording between 25 and 30oC. Soils are mainly sandy clay, loam, and 
sandy loams across the zone. With agriculture being fundamental to household livelihoods, it follows that land is 
one of the important assets to all households in the zone. However, land sizes are relatively smaller in the zone with 
ownership of between 1.7 and 2 acres. In this case, the middle-income and better-off households have to rent more 
land from the lower wealth groups who cannot afford to use all of their land.  
 

 

                                                           

 
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in August 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for at least five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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Land preparation is typically done using plough–oxen and hand digging. Wealthier households typically own cattle 
with oxen and ploughs, while the poorer households do not. Though rainfed agriculture is the most dominant in the 
zone, irrigated agriculture along the wetlands (locally known as dimbas) is also common. The zone is best known for 
rice production; however, maize, cassava, sweet potatoes, and bananas are other main crops grown for 
consumption and sale, with rice and bananas bringing significant income to the zone. In addition to these crops, 
pigeon peas and ground nuts are minor crops grown in the zone with the latter being grown by the middle and 
better-off households only. To increase production, agriculture inputs such as seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides 
accessed from local and external markets are used. Nonetheless, yields are affected by various factors including 
erratic rainfall, dry spells, flooding, use of unimproved seed, late planting, late weeding, pests and diseases, as well 
as inadequate or lack of inputs. 
 
Livestock production is another important livelihood strategy for the zone. Cattle, goats, pigs, and chickens are the 
most common livestock kept by households, and livestock are typically fed by tethering and free grazing/range. In 
the wet season, water is available for livestock from major and minor rivers and seasonal pools, while in the dry 
season the main source is the major rivers. Livestock is important to the zone’s livelihoods as they provide a source 
of meat, milk, and, most importantly, cash. However, livestock production is affected by common parasites and 
diseases such as Newcastle, African swine fever, and ticks, and so households use livestock drugs through 
vaccination and spraying to protect livestock from these diseases. Other than crops and livestock production, 
agriculture (land preparation, weeding, and harvesting), non-agriculture labor (especially casual labor related to the 
timber industry), and trade are also important economic activities in the zone. Labor is performed locally (in the 
fields and timber plantations) and outside the zone, especially in Chitipa. Trade is also done locally and across the 
zone with cross-border activities between Malawi and Tanzania.  
 
Services in the zone are very basic because of the area’s remoteness. Though the zone is served by a major M1 
highway, most of the dirt roads are not in the best condition, which limits accessibility. Water for humans is accessed 
from piped sources, boreholes, streams, and rivers. Households must pay subscription fees to maintain the pipes 
and boreholes for drinking water. Access to sanitation is poor, especially for poor households which cannot afford 
to build proper facilities. Access to health is also poor, particularly for the poor households which cannot afford to 
access private health institutions. Available primary and secondary schools provide basic education. 
 
 

Markets 

 
Daily markets are found at Pussi where households exchange different food and non-food commodities. The weekly 
markets include Mutulekeshe, Munganda, Lushagha, Kitwika, and Kasebwe which operate on specific days of the 
week. The M1 highway which passes the zone promotes trading activities between the zone and other zones as well 
as with neighboring Tanzania. More importantly, the M1 highway connects the zone to Mzuzu City which is the 
biggest external urban area. Overall, market access is good in the dry season when most roads are passable. In the 
wet season, market access is difficult due to poor road conditions and lack of bridges in some areas. As a result, 
trading activities for the entire zone peak during the dry season when accessibility is good. Nonetheless, trade 
remains considerably high throughout in markets along the M1 highway and areas around the Kasumulu/Songwe 
border. 
 
The main crops sold in the zone include rice, bananas, and cassava. Rice is the main cash-earning crop, contributing 
significantly to zone income. Maize production is relatively low compared to rice, and as a result, households sell 
rice (a high-value crop) to earn more income with which they purchase maize to obtain cheaper calories. Traders 
flock into the zone to buy rice which they transport as far as Mzuzu and Lilongwe for resale. In addition, some of 
the rice is exported to Tanzania through cross-border traders. Maize, bananas, and cassava are mainly sold locally, 
although cassava and bananas are also taken to neighboring zones. Although crops are sold year round, the peak 
periods are mainly during the post-harvest period, between April and September.  
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Livestock trade is also an important income-earning activity in the zone. Cattle, goats, and chickens are sold through 
local markets all year, with high volumes traded between December and February. These are the months when 
there is high demand for cash to pay for food, inputs, and school fees for most households. Traders also buy from 
the local markets and transport to Karonga and Mzuzu where they sell to butcheries and abattoirs. Households in 
the zone also engage in petty trade and small business where they sell a variety of commodities including groceries, 
clothes, and other basic items for household use.  
 
Households in the zone also buy various food and non-food commodities locally and from outside markets including 
Mzuzu and Tanzania. However, Karonga town is the main supplier of most basic commodities bought in the zone. 
Maize is the most important cereal bought locally and from outside the zone (from the Chitipa Maize and Millets 
Livelihood Zone) by all wealth groups. As highlighted above, all households supplement their low maize production 
through market purchases throughout the year, although purchases become more important in the lean season. 
Some of the commodities bought by households in the zone include maize, cooking oil, sugar, salt, and inputs. 
  
In the reference year, the labor market was mostly local, providing an estimated 85 percent of labor opportunities 
for the zone. The most labor-demanding activities were on-farm, including land preparation, weeding, and 
harvesting. The middle-income and better-off households hired poorer households to help them on their farms 
during these critical times of the year. The timber plantations also provided households with labor opportunities 
(timber ganyu) during the dry season. In addition, some households obtained short-term employment (mainly 
domestic) in the local town of Karonga. 
 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a specific time period called the reference year. In the Northern Karonga 

Livelihood Zone, the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. All information on food, 

income, and expenditure profiled for this baseline therefore refer to this period.  

 
During community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance with a ‘1’ indicating a poor season and a ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below shows a summary of 
results of the ranking exercise. The reference year was rated as an average to good season for food security.  
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 1 
Dry spells and late onset of rains. Coping responses: winter cropping, 
livestock sales, casual labor 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 4 Good rainfall distribution, adequate farm inputs(fertilizer) 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 3 Good rainfall distribution.  

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 2 
Dry spells, livestock diseases, earthquakes. Coping responses: relief, casual 
labor, sales of livestock 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 2 Dry spells. Coping responses: casual labor, sales of livestock 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields) 
4 = a good season or above-average season for household food security 
3 = an average season for household food security 
2 = a below-average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
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Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The start of the rain season marks the beginning of most agriculture-related activities which depend on the rains. 
The rains start in November and extend to May, giving a longer agriculture season for the zone. Prior to the onset 
of the rain, around October, households begin land preparation for maize, rice, and pigeon peas. This is followed by 
planting which comes after the soil has received enough moisture. Maize, pigeon peas, and ground nuts are planted 
between November and December, whereas rice and cassava are planted from December to January. While land 
preparation is usually timed before the rains, combining land preparation and planting is a common approach in the 
zone especially for maize, rice, cassava, and pigeon peas. Planting is followed by weeding which happens between 
December and January for most crops but extends through March for rice given the late planting of this crop. The 
agriculture activities happening concurrently during this period usually trigger a high demand for labor which opens 
more opportunities for the very poor and poor households. In this case, agriculture labor is at a peak during this 
period, especially between December and March. The harvest period in the zone extends from April to September 
– a long harvest period as it is scattered differently for various crops. Unlike other crops, maize is harvested early 
over a short period of time in April. During the same period, ground nuts harvesting begins but extends to May. 
Rice, which is the main cash-earning crop, is harvested over a relatively longer period which extends from May 
through July. This also provides opportunities for harvesting labor to the very poor and poor households.  
 

 
 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize rainfed h h lp lp p w gh gh

Maize irrigated lp lp p p p p w w

Rice h h h h h h p p w w

Cassava w w h h p p

Pigeon peas h p w

Ground nuts lp lp p p w w

Sweet potatoes irrigated lp lp p p w w h

Bananas

Livestock

Cattle milk peak m m m m m m m m

Cattle sales peak

Goat sales peak

Chicken sales peak salesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak

Construction labor 

Firewood sales peak 4 4

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

High staple prices sp sp sp sp

Lean season ls ls ls ls

Festival season

Human diseases

Livestock diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5

Livestock vaccination 2 2 2 2

Legend sp High staple prices ls Lean season 

Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.

MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov Dec Jan Feb

r

lp
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p w

h

h
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It is important to note that during this period of multiple agriculture activities and high labor demand, households 
are also experiencing the lean season when access to food is limited, especially in January and February before the 
green harvest is available. Additionally, staple food prices are usually high at this time as a result of low supply and 
high demand; this adds to the burden of limited food access, especially for the very poor and poor households. 
Human diseases such as malaria and diarrhea also peak almost during the same period (December and February) as 
a result of the rain and humid conditions. Livestock diseases also peak between January and March (as well as 
between June and September). Therefore, livestock vaccination is done from November to December in order to 
protect livestock. All of these cash-demanding activities add financial burden to households that are also facing the 
need to buy food and agriculture inputs. Nonetheless, during February most households begin to consume green 
maize through March, bringing relief to the lean season as the main harvest approaches.  
 
Milk production in the zone peaks between May and August, providing a source of food and cash for the middle-
income and better-off households during this period. Livestock sales, one of the main sources of income, peaks 
during the agriculture season when the demand for cash to buy food and inputs is high. Cattle and goats are sold 
between December and February, while chicken sales peak between January and February. However, many goats 
are also sold between June and July as households prepare for the festival season, which is another high expenditure 
period.  
 
After the rains tail off, households start experiencing the dry season. This is when households engage in most of the 
non-agriculture activities which include brick production, firewood sales, and petty trade. Bricks are usually molded 
at the peak of the dry season between August and November, while firewood sales peak between August and 
September, with another peak in December. As the rainfall starts again in November, these activities tail off and 
households begin to focus on crop production once again.  
 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
Very poor and poor households together make up 57 percent of households in the zone while middle and better-
off households comprise 43 percent. The population distribution between the lower and upper wealth groups is not 
very much skewed as in most zones; in fact, it is almost half and half. Compared with 2005 baselines, the population 
distribution for households in the zone remains almost the same, although the proportion of lower wealth groups 
has slightly shifted upwards (from 50 to 57 percent).  
 
Since agriculture is the backbone of livelihoods in the zone, land is the most important asset which determines a 
household‘s production. In this case, land cultivated is the major determinant of wealth for households in the zone. 
Related to this, capacity to hire more labor is also an important characteristic of wealth in the zone. Despite owning 
almost the same amount of land (1.7-2.0 acres), the better-off households cultivate 1.4 times as much land as the 

 
HH size

Land owned 

(acres) 

Land cultivated 

(acres)
Poultry

Very 

poor
5 - 7 1 - 3 1 - 1.5

5 - 10                

chickens

Poor 5 - 8 1 - 3 1 - 2.5
7 - 20                            

chickens

Middle 5 - 7 1 - 3 2 - 3
10 - 20 

chickens

Better 

off
4 - 9 2 - 3 2 - 4

15-30 

chickens

2-4 goats, 2-5 pigs, 2-4 

oxen, 2-5 cattle 

3-5 goats, 2-7 pigs, 2-4 

oxen, 6-9 cattle

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Other

0-1 bicycle, 0-1 

cellphone

1 bicycle, 1 

cellphone

1-2 bicycles, 1-2 

cellphones, 1 ox 

cart, 1-2 plows

2 cell phones, 2 

bicycles, 2 plows, 1 

ox cart

Livestock

0-1 goat, 0-1 pig

0-2 goats, 0-2 pigs, 0-1 

cattle

0% 20% 40%

% of households
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poor and as much as twice as much land as the very poor. Likewise, the middle households cultivate  
1.2 times as much land as the poor and 1.8 times as much as the very poor households. The differences in land area 
cultivated are determined by a household’s capacity to hire additional labor to work on more land as well as its 
capacity to access quality inputs. Furthermore, ownership of oxen and productive assets such as ploughs also 
determine the capacity of a household to cultivate on more land and as such, they are also important determinants 
of wealth in the zone. The very poor and poor do not own oxen or ploughs and therefore rely on hand digging, which 
is quite an intensive process. Added to that, these households have to spend much of their agricultural season 
working on other households’ farms to generate enough cash to meet their basic needs, which takes away from 
time they could spend on their own farms. Coupled by their lack of capacity to hire more labor, they can only afford 
to cultivate 1.25 and 1.75 acres respectively. On the other hand, given their capacity, the middle and better-off 
households rent additional land to cultivate on 2.25 and 2.5 acres respectively. 
 
Livestock is also an important determinant of wealth in the zone. Among the livestock owned, cattle are the most 
important. To begin with, oxen are a source of draught power which also determines a household’s capacity to 
cultivate on more land. Secondly, the sale of cattle is one of the major sources of income, contributing 20 percent 
of annual income for the upper wealth groups. Milk sales also provide income for households in the zone. Ownership 
of cattle implies that a household has the means to earn significant income which then increases its capacity to hire 
additional labor, rent more land and spend on other inputs. In this zone, the poor own zero to one cattle, which 
does not provide significant benefits in terms of income or draught power. The middle households own from two 
to five cattle and two oxen, while the better-off households own from six to nine cattle and three oxen. Other 
livestock owned by all wealth groups except the very poor are goats and pigs, with wealthier households owning 
more than poor households. These small livestock also provide income which enhances a household’s capacity to 
meet input expenses.  
 
Due to differences in wealth characteristics discussed above, the middle and better-off households are able to 
generate more food and income than the very poor and poor households. Better-off households were able to 
generate twice as much total income as the poor and three times as much as the very poor in the reference year. 
Likewise, the middle households generated 1.3 times the total income as the poor and 1.7 times as much as the 
very poor. Total income in this case refers to the combined contribution of all food and cash earned by a household 
and expressed in one currency, either in monetary value or as a percentage of annual food needs. 
 
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2013 to March 2014. April represents 
the start of the consumption year because 
it is when the main food crops are 
harvested, marking an end to the lean 
season. Food is presented as a percentage 
of 2,100 kcal per person per day for the 12-
month period.  
 
North Karonga is a food-sufficient 
livelihood zone as all wealth groups were 
able to cover their annual minimum food 
needs from various sources in the 
reference year, although not with crop 
production alone. The  

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum 
food requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2,100 
kcals per person per day.                                      
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amount of food accessed in the reference year increased by wealth, with the very poor and poor households 
accessing 100-105 percent of their minimum calorie needs and the middle and better-off households accessing 117-
126 percent of their annual food needs.  
 
In the reference year, households in Northern Karonga Livelihood Zone obtained their food from crop production, 
market purchases, payment in kind (food in exchange for labor), and livestock products (milk and meat from their 
own animals). Crop production was the main source from which very poor and poor households obtained 51-62 
percent of their annual food, while middle and better-off households obtained 77-81 percent of their annual food 
needs. Among the crops, cassava, maize, and rice (in that order) were the most important in terms of contribution 
to household food. Unlike in most northern zones, maize production was relatively low in the reference year with a 
production of 185-597 kg across the zone. After selling, some households obtained 12-26 percent of their annual 
calorie needs from their own maize, which is relatively low compared with most zones in the northern region. The 
zone is one of the highest rice producers in the north, with a production of 275-706 kg in the reference year. After 
selling and other use, households obtained 10-18 percent of their minimum calories from their own produced rice. 
As highlighted earlier, rice sales typically compensate the low maize production in the zone. Cassava, which is a 
drought-resistant crop, contributes significantly to zone food security as households increase the consumption of 
this crop during dry years. In the reference year, households in the zone obtained 17-25 percent of their annual 
food needs from cassava. In addition to consuming the crops harvested after April, households obtained 1-3 percent 
of their annual food needs earlier in February from consuming green maize.  
 
The second most important source of food, after crop production, was purchasing, which accounted for  
36-41 percent of annual food needs for households in the reference year. Food purchases are split into staple and 
non-staple purchases, with the former being the most important for the zone. Maize grain was the main staple 
purchased, with the two lower wealth groups obtaining 16-20 percent of their annual food from maize purchases 
and the two upper wealth groups obtaining 20-26 percent. The two lower wealth groups also obtained  
10-14 percent of their calories from purchased cassava, which is cheaper than maize. However, the two upper 
wealth groups did not purchase much cassava given that it is a less-preferred staple for them. Staple purchase in 
this zone was higher (25-26 percent) for the two upper wealth groups compared with other northern zones (around  
2-11 percent). This does not necessarily reflect poor production for the zone but is simply a result of low maize 
production, although rice and cassava can cover the gap. For instance, households in the zone would not purchase 
as much as this if they were to consume all rice produced. But given that they would make more money selling rice 
(which is a high-value crop) than consuming, households typically sell rice and then later purchase maize which is 
cheaper. In addition, some of the staple purchases were also to compensate for some of the crop sales done 
immediately after harvesting by the lower wealth groups. Typically, lower wealth groups sell some of their crops to 
cover immediate needs but then have to compensate for these sales later during the lean season. 
 
In the reference year, crops and purchases were not sufficient to meet the very poor households’ annual food needs, 
and hence payment in kind was also an important source of food for this group. In the reference year, the very poor 
obtained 13 percent of their annual food needs from payment in kind. The most important activities for which 
households exchanged their labor for food were land preparation, weeding, and harvesting which were done during 
the main agriculture season. This typically coincides with the lean season and represents an important source of 
food for the very poor during the most difficult period when households get closer to the next harvest. Most 
importantly, it is worth noting that because this work takes place in the lean season, when staple grain prices are 
highest, it benefits very poor households to be paid in food rather than in cash because the food-value of cash would 
be lower at this time. Poor households in this zone did not engage much in labor for food in the reference year as 
they obtained only 2 percent of their annual food from payment in kind through harvesting. Above all the other 
sources, the middle and better-off households also obtained 1-3 percent of their annual food from the consumption 
of milk from their own cattle.  
 
The information about food access for this baseline was also compared to the previous baseline which was 
conducted in the same livelihood zone in 2005. Food sources remained the same as in 2005 when crops, purchases, 
payment in kind, and livestock products were the main sources. In addition, crop production remained the major 
source of food for households in the zone. However, there is a notable decline in the contribution of food from 
crops from a range of around 68-90 percent to 51-81 percent. Though this is a bit challenging to explain, this may 
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be attributed to the notable decrease in the consumption of rice from a range of around 24-30 percent to  
10-18 percent. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 

 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash 
income showing the relative importance of each 
option by wealth group. 

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income 
in Malawian Kwacha, showing the contribution of each 
source to cash income. 

 

The table to the right presents the total annual income 
for households in the zone in absolute terms, 
expressed as the mid-point of a range for each wealth 
group. From this table, it can be seen that cash income 
increases by wealth. In the reference year, a typical 
very poor household earned around MWK188,830 
while a typical poor household earned MWK252,349. 
As for the upper wealth groups, a typical middle 
household earned around MWK431,884 whereas a 
typical better-off household earned MWK577,250.  

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth 
group 

Very poor Poor Middle Better-
off  

Annual 
income per 
household2 

188,830 252,349 431,884 577,250 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the 
nearest ten. 

 

 
The graph above on the left presents the relative importance of each income source by wealth group, while the 
graph to the right shows income from various sources in absolute terms. From these graphs, it can be seen that a 
diversity of income sources exists in the zone which includes crop sales, livestock sales, livestock products sales, 
self-employment, and petty trade. Among the five sources, crop sales, livestock sales, and petty trade were the 
most important sources for households on the upper end of the wealth spectrum, and crop sales, agricultural labor, 
and petty trade were most important for those on the lower end. Crops sales were an important source for the 
zone, contributing 30-35 percent of households’ income. In the reference year, the very poor and poor households 
obtained MWK56,090 and MWK87,993 from crop sales respectively while the middle and better-off households 
obtained MWK141,684 and MWK178,290 respectively. All households in the zone sold almost the same type of 
crops but the income obtained increased by wealth group because of differences in production between wealth 
groups. Rice, bananas, maize, cassava, and sweet potatoes were sold by households in the zone. However, among 
these crops, only rice, cassava, and bananas were the chief income-earners; rice contributed  
15-17 percent of the zone’s income while bananas contributed 6-8 percent of the zone’s income in the reference 
year.  
 

                                                           

 
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MK420 
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Small business (petty trade and bicycle taxiing) was another important source of cash which accounted for  
25-34 percent of the zone’s income. In Northern Karonga, households are typically involved in petty trade activities 
which include buying and selling a variety of food and non-food items locally as well as cross-border trading around 
the Kasumulu/Songwe border. In addition to petty trade, bicycle taxiing (kabaza) was a common activity for the 
very poor and poor wealth groups, especially around the main urban area of Karonga. This is usually done by men 
who use their bicycles as taxis to provide short-distance transport services to local people for a small fare. In the 
reference year, this provided more income to the very poor who engaged in this activity more frequently.  
Middle and better-off households generate significant income from petty trade given their capacity to access capital 
to inject in small business.  
 
In the reference year, the sale of livestock and livestock products was also an important income source, especially 
for the two upper wealth groups. The middle and better-off households obtained 35-42 percent of their annual 

income from the sale of livestock and 
livestock products. In absolute terms, 
these wealth groups generated 
MWK180,200 and MWK202,760 from 
the two sources respectively. Sales of 
cattle and pigs contributed 
significantly to income from livestock 
sales. Although the very poor and 
poor households also owned and sold 
livestock, they obtained only  
4-8 percent of their annual income 

from livestock sales. Given that they do not own cattle, they sold mainly small livestock which did not suffice to earn 
significant income; this was also because they owned only small numbers of these livestock in the reference year. 
Also because they did not own cattle, the two lower wealth groups did not enjoy income from milk sales as did the 
middle and better-off households.  
 
Nonetheless, the very poor and poor households compensated for this by engaging in casual labor which was one 
of their important sources of income in the reference year, accounting for 21-25 percent of their annual income. 
During the main agricultural season, very poor and poor households are normally hired by the middle and better-
off households to work in their fields mainly for land preparation, planting, weeding, and harvesting. The wage rates 
are usually charged per unit area and may fluctuate according to availability of work and demand. In the reference 
year, the wage rates ranged between MWK4,000 and MWK9,000 per acre across the zone, depending on activity. 
The table above presents detailed information about the wage rates per activity. Land preparation (which involves 
digging) is the most intensive and therefore best-paid activity in the zone. 
 
Compared to a baseline conducted in the same livelihood zone in 2005, sources of income have not changed in the 
last 10 years as crop sales, labor, livestock sales, self-employment, and trade remain the major sources of income 
in the zone. Further, the relative contribution of crop income remained almost the same, with slight changes from 
around 35-40 percent in 2005 to 30-35 percent in the current baseline. The contribution of income from livestock 
sales also remained almost the same though with small variations – from around 30-35 percent to about  
33-38 percent. However, there has been a decline in the contribution of labor income for the lower wealth groups 
from around 40 percent in 2005 to about 23 percent in the current baseline. 

Rates for different types of agricultural labor (ganyu) 

Agricultural labor 
paid in cash 
(Kwacha) 

MWK9,000 per acre Land preparation 

MWK4,000 per acre Planting  

MK5,000 per acre Weeding 

MWK5,000 per acre Harvesting 

Agricultural labor 
paid in kind (food) 

20-liter pail of 
unpolished rice per 
90kg bag harvested  

Harvesting 
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Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph to the right presents 
expenditure patterns for the reference 
year April 2013 to March 2014. While 
absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, 
the expenditure breakdown by percent 
in this graph shows the relative amount 
of income spent on different 
categories.  
 
In the reference year, food was the 
most important expenditure for most 
households in the zone. The graph 
shows that the expenditure share for 
food typically decreases by wealth, 
indicating the difference in importance 
for the different wealth groups. In the 
reference year, expenditure on food 
accounted for  
49-54 percent of the two lower wealth 
groups’ expenditures while it 
accounted for 35-36 percent of the two 
upper wealth groups’ expenditures. 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

 
Further, it is important to note that food expenditure is split into two categories: staple and non-staple. Although 
the share of expenditure on staples decreases by wealth, it is important to note that for this zone, staple purchase 
was important for all wealth groups as the middle and better-off households also purchased basic staples. As 
highlighted in the “sources of food” section above, despite the moderate production of other staples like rice and 
cassava, production of the most preferred and cheapest staple (maize) is low in the zone, and therefore households 
have to compensate for this with purchases. In the reference year, the two lower wealth groups purchased 200kg 
and 258kg of maize respectively while the middle and better-off households purchased 256kg and 385kg 
respectively. In addition to maize purchases, the very poor, poor, and middle households also purchased cassava 
which contributed significantly (10-14 percent of calories) to their annual food needs, especially for the two lower 
wealth groups. Households in the zone also purchased a variety of non-staple food items such as beans, sugar, meat, 
oil, fish, and vegetables. Although all wealth groups spent on these items, the quantities and quality bought differed 
by wealth group, resulting in the middle and better-off households spending significantly more (MWK116,415-
MWK168,651) than the very poor and poor (MWK61,787-MWK83,995).  
 
The second category of expenditure is household items which accounted for 12-17 percent of annual expenditure 
for households in the reference year. The main items purchased in this category were tea, salt, soap, torches and 
bulbs for lighting, firewood, utensils, and grinding. Among these items, soap and grinding took the most from this 
budget for all wealth groups. In the reference year, the very poor and poor households spent 15-17 percent of their 
income on household items while the middle and better-off households spent 12-14 percent.  
 
One of the most important expenditure categories is inputs, especially for the middle and better-off households. In 
the reference year, this included spending on animal drugs, land rental, ploughing, seeds/tools, fertilizers, phone 
credit, and labor. In this zone, land rental and labor are expenditures common for the  
middle and better-off households who cultivate on bigger pieces of land; they therefore have to rent more land 
which also demands more labor than they have in their households. Hiring labor is important for the upper wealth 
groups: better-off households spent on labor 12 times the amount the very poor households spent on all their inputs 
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combined. At the same time, expenditure on ploughing is normally incurred by the poor and middle households who 
do not have or have inadequate draught power and yet can afford to pay for ploughing. Overall, the two upper 
wealth groups invest more in agriculture which explains their higher production than the lower wealth groups. In 
the reference year, the middle and better-off households spent MWK96,300 and MWK112,758 on inputs 
respectively, accounting for 20-22 percent of their expenditure. Comparatively, the very poor and poor households 
spent as little as MWK2,543 and MWK14,500 on inputs respectively, which accounts for 1-6 percent of their 
expenditure. Out of this expenditure, 50 percent of the inputs budget for the two lower wealth groups was taken 
by phone credit, leaving only the other 50 percent to be allocated towards all other input items.  
 
In the reference year, all households in the zone spent on social services which included education and health. 
Households spent on school fees, uniforms, stationery, and other school-related costs. It is typical for all households 
regardless of wealth to have around three children in school, except for the better-off households who have four 
because of their larger household size (i.e. seven) compared to other wealth groups (i.e. six). All households also 
spent on health, although health expenditure (only 1-2 percent of annual income) was significantly lower than 
education expenditure (8-10 percent of annual income). Although the relative expenditure for social services was 
almost the same across wealth groups (11-12 percent), absolute expenditure for these services increased by wealth, 
with lower wealth groups spending MWK20,200-MWK29,500 compared with MWK46,200-MWK56,857 for the 
upper wealth groups. Lastly, households in the zone also had discretionary income in the reference year, which they 
spent on other items such as transport, gifts/community obligations, beer, and cigarettes. Other expenditures also 
increased by wealth, reflecting the capacity of the upper wealth groups to cope with shocks because this 
discretionary income can be switched to purchase essentials in bad years. 
  
 

Hazards 

 
Dry spells and livestock diseases are the main chronic hazards affecting the zone. Dry spells directly affect crops 
which ultimately reduce yields. In addition, dry spells also add the burden and cost to farmers of re-planting as they 
attempt to compensate for the affected crops, especially during early crop stages. Recurring livestock diseases (e.g. 
Newcastle and African swine fever) are also drawbacks to livestock production, especially for the lower wealth 
groups who cannot afford adequate vaccination and treatment. Floods and strong winds are the most intermittent 
hazards affecting the zone. Floods occur once every two years while strong winds occur once every three years. In 
contrast to dry spells, floods result in wash-aways and waterlogging which is a major cause of rotting for tubers. 
 
 

Response Strategies 

 
Households faced with a significant harvest deficit try to make up the gap by increasing other food or income sources. 
In this zone, households expanded existing income sources, although the particular sources differed by wealth group.  
 
Very poor and poor households 

 Increased casual labor (local) 
 Increased labor migration (Chitipa Maize and Millets and  Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zones, Karonga town 

and Mzuzu City) 
 Increased sale of firewood 
 Increased sale of small livestock, especially chickens  
 Reduced expenditure on non-essentials 

 
Middle and better-off households  

 Increased sale of livestock (goats, pigs, and cattle) 
 Increased trading activities including cross-border trade 
 Reduced expenditure on non-essentials  
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Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to the 
household economy in the Northern Karonga Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate potential losses 
or gains to local household economies, either through ongoing monitoring systems or through periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize, rainfed – amount produced 
 Maize irrigated – amount produced 
 Rice – amount produced  
 Cassava – amount produced 
 Bananas – amount produced 

 

 Maize, rainfed – producer price  
 Rice – producer price  
 Cassava – producer price  
 Banana – producer price  

 

Livestock  Cow milk – yields  
 Cattle – number owned  
 Pigs – number owned  
 Goats – number owned  
 Chickens – number owned 
 

 Cow milk – prices   
 Cattle – prices 
 Pigs – prices 
 Goats – prices  
 Chickens – prices 

 

Other food and 
cash income 

 Agriculture labor cultivation (land 
preparation, planting, and weeding) – 
availability of labor opportunities  

 Agriculture labor harvesting – 
availability of labor opportunities 

 Construction labor (brick production) –  
availability of labor opportunities 

 Firewood sales – 
frequency/opportunities available  

 Petty trade and small business – 
frequency/opportunities available  

 Agriculture labor cultivation (land 
preparation, planting, and weeding) – 
wage rates  

 Agriculture labor harvesting – wage 
rates  

 Construction labor (brick production) – 
prices 

 Firewood sales – prices  
 Petty trade and small business – prices  

Expenditure - 
food 

  Maize grain – consumer price 
 Cassava – consumer price 
 Oil – consumer price 

 

 

 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field. All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies: 
 

 Improved access to credit to allow farmers to access inputs and boost agriculture 

 Provision of safe drinking water through drilling more boreholes and rehabilitation  

 Improved livestock ownership for the poor through livestock pass-on programs 

 Improved roads and bridges to improve market access 

 Improved access to inputs  

 Rehabilitation and establishment of new irrigation schemes  

 Rural electrification  

 Improved access to education through increasing nursery, primary, and secondary schools 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Northern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone (NLS) September, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Northern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone comprises a narrow strip of land that hugs 
the western shore of Lake Malawi extending five to six kilometers inland, starting 
in Nkhata Bay Boma in the north and ending at the Nkhotakota-Salima border. The 
zone includes Tukombo, Chintheche and Nkhata Bay Boma EPAs in Nkhata Bay 
District; and Nkhunga, Linga and Zidyana EPAs in Nkhotakota District. Lake Malawi 
forms the western boundary and the Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone forms 
the western boundary. The topography here is mostly flat, dotted with lowland hills 
on the western side of Nkhata Bay. Grasslands are the dominant land cover, but 
forests and bush scrub are also found. The major geographical features include 
Lake Malawi and Chia Lagoon. A number of rivers, such as Bua, Dwangwa, 
Dwambadzi, Lweya, Kawiya and Limphasa also pass through the zone. Nkhotakota 
Game Reserve is found to the west of the livelihood zone and rubber plantations 
are located in the north. Fish and game are important natural resources exploited 
by local households. The population density is around 65 – 71 people per square 
kilometer.  
 
The soils are relatively fertile, ranging from sandy to clay loams depending on 
proximity to the lakeshore. Rainfall levels are high, averaging 1200 to 1600 mm per 
year. The area becomes hot during the summer months, reaching 30 −  39oC; 
minimum temperatures vary from 15 - 24oC.  
 
Crop production, fishing and livestock form the foundation of the local household economy. The combination of 
relatively fertile soils, high rainfall levels, and access to irrigated land in the dry season makes this an area where 
food surpluses are generally expected on an annual basis. Households here have the particular advantage of 
balancing out the year with maize and cassava, depending on cassava when maize harvests run out, and replacing 
cassava with maize with the April maize harvest starts. People plant a large number of crops for consumption and 
sale, including maize, cassava, rice, beans, sweet potatoes, groundnuts and vegetables and production levels tend 
to be relatively good. A fairly successful practice of irrigated farming (from May to August) also helps to fill intra-
annual gaps. Livestock ownership has increased in the past decade, with cattle, pigs, goats, sheep, chickens and 
ducks contributing at variable levels depending on household wealth. Livestock provide meat, milk (for both 
household consumption and sale), and cash income from the sale of live animals. Fishing, while diminished in 
importance over the past decade, still provides an important source of cash income for all households and a source 
of labor demand for poorer households. Because households here have a wide range of cash income options here 
along with fairly good market access and a strong agricultural base, income levels are higher here than in other 
livelihood zones of Malawi.  
 
Services in this livelihood zone are better than in many rural areas of Malawi. Households have relatively good 
access to drinking water, mainly from boreholes and both protected and unprotected wells. Rivers, unprotected 
wells and boreholes are used to draw water for washing and laundry. Pit latrines are used by all. Most people have 
access to public hospitals, but the distance can vary depending on location within the zone. Better off households 
tend to use the private clinics and hospitals and can afford to buy medicine from the pharmacies. Almost all 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in July 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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households have cell phones. School attendance is relatively high through primary school, but most poorer 
households do not send their children to secondary school. Better off households almost always send their children 
through secondary school and can afford to send them to better schools, boarding them if necessary. There are 
Village Savings and Loans (VSL), COMSIP, banks, microfinance institutions and cooperatives that provide a moderate 
amount of access to investment funds, but these tend to be available mostly for better off households. Poorer 
households rely on credit from relatives and informal predatory lenders who charge much higher rates. A number 
of NGOs and aid organizations are present in this zone, including: Concern Worldwide, Water Aid, the Red Cross 
Society of Malawi, YONECO, Save the Children, and Muslim Association.  
 

Markets 

 
The main weekly markets in this livelihood zone include Kande, Kalimanjira, Tukombo, Limphasa, Chombe, and 
Sanga. Linga (Nkhotakota Boma), Chia, Dwangwa, Chintheche, and Malaza are daily markets where local households 
bring their produce to sell and come to buy essential items. The transportation infrastructure here is better than in 
many areas, with tarmac roads connecting the main towns and gravel and earth feeder roads providing access to 
villages. All the main markets are linked to an all-weather road, the M3 (Lakeshore Road), which helps ensure access 
to markets even in the rainy season. 
 
Households here sell a range of crops as well as fish and livestock. Fish are sold to middlemen who re-sell in markets 
as far away as Lilongwe and Mzuzu. The main crops sold include maize, rice, beans, groundnuts, cassava, sweet 
potatoes, and vegetables. All of these are bought up by middlemen who sell on to larger traders at a profit. The 
main period of crop sales is from April through December. Cassava tends to circulate locally, whereas maize and rice 
are sold across district lines in larger quantities.  
 
Livestock are also sold to middlemen who transport animals to the main markets or on to slaughterhouses. Pigs and 
chickens are sold in higher quantities from September to January; goats are sold from December to February; and 
cattle are sold from October to December. The cash earned from these sales goes towards funding the purchase of 
agricultural inputs (especially from September through December), school fees (especially in January), medicine 
(during the rainy season, when malaria is most prevalent), food (when stocks run out for poorer households in 
October or November) and other essential goods. 
 
The labor market is dominated by local agricultural seasonal activities, as well as some fishing labor. This local 
demand accounts for most of the work found by local households in the zone. Poorer households work for better 
off and middle households during labor-intensive periods of the year, helping with land preparation, weeding, rice 
transplanting and threshing. Local towns provide seasonal employment for a very small proportion of the local 
population. Only in bad years do people travel outside the zone to find work to place like Mzimba, Kasungu, Ntchisi, 
Lilongwe and Salima. Some people also migrate into this livelihood zone in search of work opportunities, finding 
jobs on local farms and in the fishing sector. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Northern Lakeshore 
Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. During community leader 
interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating 
a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the community 
leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as an above average year, with good production resulting from 
good rains and input support from the government. The reference year followed another above average year and 
one average year. The most recent consumption year, which ended in March 2015, was reportedly above average, 
with good rains and good input uptake. 
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 
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Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 
Above average year due to relatively good rainfall and government’s fertilizer input loan 
and subsidy program 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 4 
Above average harvests with good winter crop production and good input support from 
government 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 4 Above average harvest 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 3 
Dry spells, armyworm attacks and banana bunchy top led to average production overall 
with pockets of below average production. 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 3 
Dry spells, flooding and army worm attacks led to average production overall, with pockets 
of below average production 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The main agricultural season starts in November, when the rains begin, and it lasts through May, when many crops 
are harvested. Maize and cassava are the main staples; this area benefits from complementary harvests of these 
two crops, with maize planted in December and harvested in April, and cassava harvested in November and eaten 
through March. This means that the traditional ‘lean season’ experienced through much of Malawi from November 
through February, when much of the population’s maize stocks run out, is not experienced in the same way here. 
In addition, most households cultivate a certain amount of irrigated maize and rice, which also gets harvested in 
October and November as the rain-fed maize stocks dwindle. This array of strategically-timed harvests throughout 
the year helps buffer households against intra-annual food gaps. 
 

Livestock sales occur throughout the year, but they peak from September through February. This is when 
households need extra cash for a number of season-specific expenditures, including agricultural inputs, school fees, 
and (for poorer households) staple food purchases. Livestock sales provide an immediate infusion of cash for 
households, allowing them to cover these larger-than-normal expenses. 
 
Fishing provides another substantial source of cash income. Fishing takes place on Lake Malawi throughout the year 
using fishing nets and lines. It is done predominantly by men, with poorer household members working for middle 
and better off households who provide the boats and equipment. There is a break in fishing activity during 
November and December when fishing is suspended in order to allow fish to reproduce, and in any case people are 
fully engaged in agricultural labor during these months. Fishing is also much reduced in September and October as 
households devote more labor to preparing their fields.  
 
People pursue a range of other income earning opportunities throughout the year, including construction and brick 
making, sand mining, firewood sales, small business and petty trade. The dry season is when construction and brick 
making occur; petty trade takes place during the months following the April to June harvest, when people have the 
time to devote to selling their wares and the raw materials and extra cash are available to generate goods for sale. 
Firewood is sold most intensively during the December through March period, which is when poorer households 
are especially in need of extra cash to buy food and pay for school fees. This is also a time when human illnesses 
tend to peak, especially malaria, putting even more pressure on the household budget. 
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Wealth Breakdown 

 
Although in general people in this livelihood zone share a similar set of options for obtaining food and cash income, 
each household’s ability to exploit these options depends on its wealth and status. Two main factors mediate a 
household’s wealth in this livelihood zone. The first is the size of land it is able to cultivate; the second is its 
ownership of livestock. How much land a household can cultivate is determined by the amount of land it owns and 
its capacity to rent additional land, as well as the amount of intra-household labor it can draw on, and how much 
extra labor it is able to hire in. An additional factor is the ownership of plow oxen which can substantially increase 
the area of land it can cultivate as well as its capacity to cultivate in a timely way. Access to credit is also important 
as this provides the financial base necessary to pay for improved agricultural inputs – especially fertilizers - and to 
hire labor. Having extra cash is important also in order to buy and maintain fishing equipment, which supplies an 
additional source of cash income in this livelihood zone. Middle and better off households may also have a small 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w gh gh

Maize - irrigated lp lp lp p p w w h h h h h h

Rice - rainfed h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p p p w w

Rice - irrigated lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w h h h h

Cassava h h h h h h h h h h

Sugar cane lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w w w h h h h

Ground nuts h h h h h h lp lp lp p p w w w

Vegetables lp lp lp lp p p w w w w h h h h h h h h h h lp lp p p

Livestock

Cattle milk peak m m m m m m m m m m

Cattle sales peak salesale salesale

Goat sales peak salesalesalesalesalesale salesale salesale

Chicken sales salesalesalesalesalesalesalesale salesale salesale

Pig sales salesalesalesalesalesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4

Labor migration 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Construction labor peak 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Peak fishing 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Peak remittances 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Brick making 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Peak firewood sales 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Petty trade 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Sand mining 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Small business 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Relief food distributions 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Pesk attacks 1 1 1 1

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land preparation Sowing Weeding Green Harvest Harvest

Dec Jan Feb MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov
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kiosk out of which they sell a range of commodities, and better off households typically have an oxcart that they 
rent out for transporting goods. 
 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
On average, better off households cultivate twice as much land as poor and very poor households and they are the 
only wealth group that owns plow oxen. Better off households own substantially more livestock in general than 
poorer households. Middle and better off households own cattle, goats, sheep, pigs, chicken and ducks, whereas 
poor households own only goats, pigs, chickens and ducks, and very poor households are unlikely to own more than 
a goat and a few fowl, if that. Poorer households do not have sufficient cash to purchase livestock, nor do they have 
adequate crop residues to maintain a larger herd, or the extra cash to treat the livestock diseases which are 
prevalent in this area. Livestock function as a kind of bank account, allowing households to cash them in during 
times of the year when extra income is needed – and cattle are also used for milk, which is both consumed and sold, 
providing an additional source of cash income. Some animals are also slaughtered throughout the year, although 
meat is not a significant source of calories for most households.  
 
Both the area cultivated and the numbers of livestock owned appear to have increased over the past ten years.  For 
example, in the last baseline, conducted in 2005, better off households cultivated around 3 acres by hand using 
household and hired labor. Now they cultivate 6 – 8 acres using plow oxen and local hired labor in addition to their 
own household labor. Ten years ago these households owned 1 – 6 cattle, 5 – 7 goats and some chickens, but now 
they own 1-3 oxen, 8 – 10 cattle and 12 – 20 goats, along with sheep and pigs, ducks and chickens. Middle 
households at that time cultivated 2 acres and owned 1 – 5 goats and some chickens; but now they cultivate 5 – 6 
acres and have 2 – 3 cattle, 8 – 15 goats, sheep, pigs, ducks and chickens. Even poorer households have increased 
the area they cultivate and the livestock numbers they own; a decade ago these households were planting around 
1 acre and had only 4 – 6 chickens. Now they are cultivating around three times as much and may own goats, pigs, 
chickens and ducks. All households typically own at least one cell phone these days, and those on the upper end of 
the spectrum often own a bicycle or two as well. 
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Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2013 - March 2014. April represents the 
start of the consumption year because it is 
when the harvest of the main food crops 
occurs, marking an end to the lean season.  
Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 
kcal per person per day for the 12-month 
period.  
 
Households draw on two main sources of 
food in this livelihood zone: their own crop 
production and market purchases. The two 
bottom wealth groups also rely on payments 
of food in exchange for work and the two top 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       

wealth groups supplement their own crops and market purchases with a small amount of food from the fish they 
catch and their own milk and meat.  
 
Over the past ten years, since the last HEA baseline, this area has seen an increase in crop production and in livestock 
holdings, and that is reflected in the graph above. Ten years ago, better off households covered just under 80% of 
their food needs with their own crop production with the remainder comprised of purchased food and fish and 
mangoes. Now these households meet almost 100% of their calorie needs with their own crop production, and milk 
has taken on increasing importance. Poor households ten years ago covered 60% of their food needs with their own 
crops; today it is between 60 and 80%. Middle households today cover around 90% of their needs with their own 
crops, whereas ten years ago they covered only around 60%. 
 
Households’ own crop production is the most important source of food for all wealth groups with maize and cassava 
making almost equal calorie contributions. Maize takes center stage from April and continues to feature heavily 
through October. Cassava picks up from then, providing the staple food in the diet until the next April rolls around. 
Rice also makes a small contribution across the board, meeting calorie needs for around a month of the year. Other 
crops that are grown and consumed include beans, sweet potatoes and groundnuts.  
 
Poorer households supplement their own crop production by working for others, receiving payment in the form of 
both food and cash. Land preparation, weeding and harvesting activities may all be paid in food (at least in part) 
and very poor households typically send at least one family member to work on the farms of middle and better off 
households during these periods. Over the year this adds up to around 140 kg of grain, enough to cover around one 
month of the year, or 9% of annual calorie requirements. Poor households get half of that amount, working less on 
others’ land because they produce more of their own food and devote more labor to their own plots.  
 
Another important source of food for all households is the market. Households purchased 16 – 30% of their annual 
calorie requirements in the reference year. However, households on the upper end of the wealth spectrum and 
those on the lower end do not purchase food for the same reasons. Very poor households purchase food in order 
to meet their basic food needs and to fill an actual food gap: they do not produce enough food, or obtain enough 
additional food from payments for labor, to cover all their calorie requirements. Better off households, on the other 
hand, produce more than enough to cover their own calorie requirements. In fact, if better off households did not 
sell any of their produce and consumed it all instead, they would be able to meet over 300% of their minimum 
calorie requirements in a year like the reference year. Even poor households cover over 130% of their minimum 
needs. Very poor households, on the other hand, are still left with a calorie gap representing around 15% of their 
minimum annual energy needs, even assuming they consumed all of the food they produced. Thus, the better off 
the household, the more it buys food in order to consume items it would otherwise not be able to produce, such as 
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oil or sugar. The poorer the household, the more likely it is to be buying food to meet minimum calorie 
requirements. This is reflected in the balance of commodities purchased: 26% of the annual food needs that very 
poor households purchase comes in the form of maize and cassava (out of a total of 30% of food needs purchased); 
whereas only 3% of the annual food needs of better off households is in the form of purchased maize (out of a total 
of 21% of minimum calories that are purchased). The majority of what better off households buy (in calorie terms) 
is comprised of oil, sugar, beans, meat and dried fish. 
 
Finally, better off households also obtain some of their annual calories from their own milk and meat. With 2 to 3 
cows milking for much of the year, they produce a good deal of milk, selling most of it, but consuming the rest. They 
also catch around 300 kg of fish a year, selling most of it, but benefiting from the consumption of around 40 kg over 
the year. Households in the lower three wealth groups also fish, but the amount they consume is not significant in 
calorie terms. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
The poorer two wealth groups depend on a 
wide range of cash income sources, 
including: sales of their own crops; livestock 
sales; labor sales in both the agriculture and 
fishing sectors; self-employment, petty 
trade, fish sales and a small amount of land 
rental. The two upper wealth groups also sell 
their own crops and livestock, and they sell 
fish and engage in petty trade as well. In 
contrast to the bottom groups, though, they 
do not engage in labor sales, nor do they 
pursue self-employment activities. Another 
source for the upper wealth groups is milk 
sales. These households also draw on credit 
to supplement their income, although this is 
balanced by the obligatory re-payment along 
with interest. Total cash incomes in this 
livelihood zone are higher than in other rural 
areas of Malawi due in part to the 
contribution from fishing sales and in part 
due to high crop sales. 
 
Over the past ten years a significant change 
has taken place in the range of sources of 
cash income drawn on by local households, 
and especially the relative importance of 
different categories. A decade ago fish sales 
were the largest source of cash for all wealth 
groups, making up 75 – 85% of annual cash 
income across the board. Crop sales 
contributed only 5 – 10% of annual cash, and 
the rest was made up with livestock sales (for 
only the better off), ganyu (for the poor), and 
small contributions from remittances, self-
employment and small business. Now, as 
shown in the graphs, fish sales make up no 
more than 25% for any group. This decline is 
due to dwindling fish stocks. The relative 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 
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importance of crop sales has grown 
significantly, with rice an especially vital crop 
in terms of cash income. Very poor 
households sell only maize, rice, beans and 
groundnuts and make almost as much from  

Annual income per 
household2 

152,550 163,500 643,700 1,175,300 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest 
ten 

 

their rice sales as they do from their fish sales. The other three wealth groups also sell (in addition to these crops) 
cassava, sweet potatoes, and vegetables. 
 
Livestock are also sold by all households, but the type and number sold varies according to wealth. Cattle are sold 
only by better off households. These high value animals bring in around 75,000 MWK per head. The next most 
valuable animal – pigs – bring in around 20,000 MWK per head. Middle and better off households both sell pigs as 
well, exchanging around four pigs a year for a total of around 80,000 MWK. Very poor and poor households own 
neither cattle nor pigs, relying on goat and chicken sales to generate extra cash. Very poor households sell on 
average around one goat per year and poor households sell two, at around 11,000 MWK per head. Both of these 
households also sell around five chickens per year, at around 1,100 MWK per fowl. September through February is 
the time of year when people sell most livestock because this is a period when people need extra money for 
productive inputs (in October and November) and towards the end of the year, they need money to buy food. Most 
households also sell some of their eggs, which raises a small amount of cash. Middle and better off households sell 
milk, bringing in considerably more money than eggs can garner. Better off households earn in milk sales 84 times 
more than very poor households earn selling eggs. 
 
Very poor and poor households have less land and livestock, which means they end up needing to find cash income 
in other ways. One important avenue for these households is to work for middle and better off households, who 
hire people to help both on their farms and on their fishing boats. At least one member from very poor and poor 
households is engaged in land preparation, planting and weeding activities not only on their own farms, but also in 
the fields of middle and better off 
households. The rates for different 
types of ganyu are listed in the table 
to the right. Poorer households, in 
addition to working for others, find 
other ways to generate money during 
the dry season, making bricks or 
engaging in other construction 
activities, such as selling grass for 
thatch. They also sell firewood. These 
sources are included in the ‘self-
employment’ category in the graphs 
above.  
 
Petty trade is important for all households, but the type of trade engaged in varies by wealth group. Better off 
households may act as traders, buying up local harvests and re-selling at a higher price; or they own small kiosks, 
where they sell a range of household items, such as batteries, stationery, salt, and sugar. The profits on these 
activities are much higher than the petty trade pursuits that poorer households are active in, such as selling 
homemade doughnuts or other food products. As such, better off households’ absolute earnings from petty trade 
are over 11 times higher than poorer households’. The ‘credit’ bar in the graphs above tends to be associated with 
cash that better off households take out on loan to invest in their petty trade activities, helping them buy in bulk 
the items needed to stock their kiosks, or to buy up large amounts of grain after harvest for onward sale. These 
households also use credit to ensure they have adequate inputs and labor to invest in their own fields, enabling 
them to produce significant surpluses. 
 
Another notable change since 2005, in addition to the range and relative importance of cash income sources is the 
degree of income inequality among households. At that time, better off households were earning five times more 

Rates for different types of ganyu 

 
Agricultural 
labor paid in 
cash (Kwacha) 

70 per ridge Weeding  

400 per day Harvesting, Fertilizer application 

1,500 per 10m x 10m plot Transplanting rice 

5,000 per acre Land preparation 

2,000 per day Harvesting & threshing rice 

Agricultural 
labor paid in 
kind (food) 

30 kg of unshelled maize 
per garden 

Harvesting 

30 kg of maize per acre Weeding 

50 kg of maize per acre Ridge making 

Other paid in 
cash (Kwacha) 

2 per brick Brick making 

1.50 per brick Drawing water for brick making 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 377 
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than poor households on an annual basis. Now they earn almost eight times more. While this is not yet an extreme 
difference, it nevertheless points to a trend towards increasing inequality. 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns for 
the reference year April 2013 – March 2014.  
While absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.   
 
All households need to buy a range of 
essential goods over the year, such as staple 
and non-staple foods, household items, 
agricultural inputs and clothing; and they 
spend money on a basic services, like 
schooling and health. Very poor households 
spend the largest proportion of their annual 
cash income on staple food, whereas middle  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

and better off households spend the largest proportion of their budget on inputs.    
 
The two bottom wealth groups spend more money on staple foods than the top wealth groups in both absolute and 
relative terms. As explained in the ‘Source of Food’ section, above, better off households are able to produce over 
three times their minimum calorie requirements in a year like the reference year, which means they do not have to 
buy any staple foods at all. To the extent that they buy any grain at all, it is only a very small amount. Very poor 
households, on the other hand, buy a bag of maize grain (50 kg) each month for five to six months of the year, 
starting in September, when their own maize stocks run out, and lasting through February. They also buy cassava 
for two months of the year and a very small amount of rice, although at two and a half times the price of maize and 
cassava, rice is too expensive to afford on a regular basis. Better off and middle households spend, in absolute terms, 
significantly more than poorer households on non-staple foods, such as beans, sugar, meat, oil, dried fish, vegetables 
and sweet potatoes. These items all tend to be more expensive than maize, thus limiting their consumption on the 
lower end of the wealth spectrum. Overall, poor households spend around 14% of their total cash income on non-
staple foods, but derive only 5% of their annual calories from them. Better off households, on the other hand, spend 
more money in absolute terms on non-staple food, but because their level of cash income is so much higher, the 
relative proportion of cash spent on this category is equivalent to only around 7% of annual income; nevertheless, 
even though they spend less in relative terms than poor households, they derive much more value, covering 17% of 
their annual calories with non-staple foods. These non-staple foods tend to be higher in nutrients and fats, thus 
better off households are able to ensure a much more diverse diet.  
 
One thing that is striking about the expenditure graph is the very high relative expenditure on inputs for better off 
and middle households compared to poorer households. The ‘inputs’ category in this livelihood zone includes 
spending on animal drugs, land rental, fishing gear and maintenance, seeds and tools, fertilizers, pesticides, labor 
hire, livestock purchases to replenish herds, and loan repayments. The poorer two wealth groups do not spend 
money on animal drugs, land rental, pesticides, labor hire, livestock purchase or loan repayments. For these poorer 
groups, the majority of their inputs spending goes to fishing gear and maintenance. The upper two groups, however, 
not only have more land and livestock to begin with, but they invest in obtaining as much value as they can from 
them, spending on all items in this category. Better off households in this zone spend more on inputs than better 
off households in other livelihood zones in Malawi because of the need to invest in not just agriculture and livestock 
but also fishing. They also obtain higher cash incomes as a result. The biggest single expense for better off 
households is the repayment of loans they take every year to fund their investments in fishing, trade and agriculture. 
They need to set aside around 350,000 every year for just this purpose – more than the total annual cash income of 
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a typical poor household. The next largest line items for these households are investments in fishing gear and 
payments for fertilizer, each of which comprises around 15% of their inputs budget. Fertilizer costs are higher for 
these households because much of what they buy is at full price since the amounts they need for their larger land 
areas exceed the limits that apply to subsidy coupons. These households also spend part of their inputs budget 
hiring very poor and poor households to work on their farms, for land preparation, sowing, weeding, harvesting and 
threshing. A typical poor household earns around 22,750 MWK a year from agricultural labor; better off households 
spend around 97,000 MWK a year on labor, which means that every better off households supports around four 
very poor households. This exchange of cash within the community, while important in helping poorer households 
meet their immediate cash needs, does not appear to result in a longer term redistribution of wealth, if we are to 
go by the increasing wealth inequality within the zone over the past ten years. (See ‘Source of Cash’ section.) 
 
The third main category of expenditure is ‘hh items’, which includes basic household goods, such as tea, salt, soap, 
utensils, batteries, kerosene, firewood, and grinding services. These types of items are usually purchased on a 
weekly or monthly basis, with the cumulative costs to the households often a surprise due to the incremental nature 
of the expenses. Within this category, very poor and poor households spend the most on grinding, which comprises 
over 30% of the household items budget. After that, firewood and utensils take the most money for these 
households. Better off households spend the most on soap, followed by utensils and then grinding.   
 
There are also payments for school fees, uniforms, stationery and other requirements to send children to school. 
These, along with any costs associated with health, are included in ‘social services’. Better off households spend 
around eight times more on schooling than very poor households because they tend to send their children on to 
secondary and tertiary levels, where children are often required to board away from home – a very expensive 
proposition. They also spend almost five times more on medical costs, despite, on average, having fewer household 
members. This is because better off households can afford to send their household members to private hospitals 
and to purchase drugs at pharmacies, whereas poorer households rely mostly on public health institutions.  
 
Spending on clothes and other miscellaneous items are the last two categories included here. The ‘other’ category 
includes things like phone credit, beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals. This is discretionary 
spending that can be reduced or redirected in bad years to buy more essential items if necessary. This category, in 
relative terms, is bigger than in many other livelihood zones, reflecting the higher cash incomes of local residents.  

 

Hazards 

 
There are three main periodic hazards. First, a damaging dry spell may occur during key moments of the agricultural 
cycle in some years. If this hits at a key point in the development of a crop it can significantly reduce yields. 
 
Floods pose periodic threats in low-lying flat areas along the lake. Flooding can damage crops and it makes roads 
impassable, curtailing market access, and leading to high prices.  

Crop pests and diseases and livestock diseases are problems as well. Cassava is affected by cassava mosaic virus 
(CMV), cassava brown streak virus, cassava green mite, termites and elegant grasshoppers. Rice is damaged by rice 
blast and green grasshoppers. Maize is afflicted with army worm and maize streak virus. The main livestock diseases 
in this area are African swine fever in pigs; Newcastle disease, which commonly affects chickens here; Black Quarter 
and Lumpy Skin in cattle. 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items first, buying less rice, for instance, and using 
that money to buy the cheaper staple – maize – instead. 
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 Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more work; this may be local 
agricultural labor, or employment in Mzimba, Kasungu, Ntchisi, Lilongwe or Salima. They also try to work more 
in the fishing sector, drying fish for sale or working on fishing boats. The expandability of these labor options 
are limited in bad years because of the increase in labor supply as more and more people look for work, which 
puts a downward pressure on wages. So even if people do find more days of work, they may earn less per day, 
making it hard to substantially increase cash income above normal year levels. 

 

 Middle and better off households try to increase their cash income through selling more livestock. In order to 
retain a viable breeding stock, households cannot afford to sell more than a few animals. In addition, the value 
of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the 
same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 Middle and better off households also try to sell more of their crops. In a good year these households have 
plenty of surplus to sell; in bad years they concentrate on selling higher value crops like beans in order to buy 
cheaper staples.  

 

 All households also try to increase their income from petty trade. Better off households may have more luck 
with this strategy than poor since they tend to operate in arenas where the prices of the goods they are selling 
increases in bad years. Poorer households, on the other hand, tend to have to buy inputs for petty trading at 
higher prices, and are forced to sell at lower prices given the increased number of suppliers also seeking to sell 
more wares in a bad year. 

 

 Better off households try to replant crops and engage in winter cropping, using their extra cash income to hire 
labor and buy more seeds. These households are the ones who own land in areas where irrigation is possible. 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Northern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate potential 
losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Irrigated maize – amount 
produced 

 Rice – amount produced 

 Beans – amount produced 

 Cassava – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount 
produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Vegetables – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price 

 Rice – producer price 

 Beans – producer price 

 Cassava – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Groundnuts – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 
 

Livestock  Cow milk - yields 

 Pigs - numbers 

 Cattle - numbers 

 Goats – numbers 

 Cow milk - price 

 Pig prices 

 Cattle prices 

 Goat prices 
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Other food and cash income  Fish - yields 

 Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation and harvesting jobs 
available 

 Fishing labor – number of jobs 
available 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Petty trade – opportunities 
available 

 Loans – availability of loans 

 Fish – price 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates for land 
prep, weeding, etc. 

 Fishing labor – wage rates 

 Returns on self-employment 

 Returns on petty trade 

 Loan rates 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
Very poor and poor households suggested: 
 

 Subsidized or free inputs in order to lower the costs of production and increase the profit margin for poorer 
wealth groups. Given the high costs of fertilizers and fishing gear in this zone, this would be a logical way 
to support poorer households.  

 Cash transfers to provide poorer households with additional cash resources for investment in productive 
activities. 

 Livestock stocking program to increase poorer households’ herd sizes, thereby given them access to more 
livestock income. 

 Boreholes to improve access to clean water for all households. 

 Health clinics to improve access to and availability of high quality health care for all households 

 Schools to improve access to and availability of education for all children. 
 
Middle and better off households suggested: 
 

 Better produce markets to increase bargaining power of local producers and improve their profit margins. 

 Access to better credit opportunities with lower interest rates and better lending terms. 

 Gravel or tarmac roads to increase market access and improve transportation infrastructure. 

 Rural electric services  

 Vocational schools to increase opportunities for securing employment outside the agriculture or fishing 
sectors and for diversifying livelihood options. 

 Support to irrigation farming to reduce the risks associated with rain-fed agriculture and provide ensured 
access to food and cash income from agricultural production. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Phirilongwe Hills Livelihood Zone (PHI) June, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Phirilongwe Hills Livelihood Zone is found in most upland parts of 
Mangochi District, including Chilipa, Mthilamanja and the southern 
portions of Nansenga, Mbwadzulu, Maiwa and Nambumba EPAs. The 
Mangochi Hills, Mandimba River and Namizimu Forest are major 
geographical features. The hills are heavily forested, and timber is 
found throughout. A single rainy season brings considerable amounts 
of precipitation, ranging from 800 - 1400 mm. In years when the 
upper end of this range is reached, water logging and flooding can 
occur. Temperatures range from a maximum of 25-300 C in November 
to a minimum of 10-200 C in July. Soils are fertile, consisting of mainly 
sandy loams.  
 
Given the relatively good rainfall levels and generally good soil 
fertility, this zone has the potential for high levels of production. Most 
agricultural production is rain fed, with limited areas of irrigated 
cropping undertaken by households on the upper end of the wealth 
spectrum. Maize, sorghum, cassava, sweet potatoes, pigeon peas, 
groundnuts and leafy vegetables are all grown for food consumption. 
Tobacco and cotton are the main cash crops, but a number of food 
crops are also sold, including maize, pigeon peas, cassava, sweet potatoes, ground nuts and vegetables. Crops are 
cultivated by hand. Ridging, weeding, and the tobacco harvest are the most labor intensive activities, and better off 
and middle households hire both men and women from poorer households to work in their fields during these labor-
critical times. Households all buy improved seeds and fertilizers, but the degree to which it is possible for poorer 
households to purchase these inputs in adequate amounts is limited. The timing of agricultural activities is also 
critical for ensuring good yields; better off households, who hire labor to help in their fields tend to optimize their 
yields; poorer households, who need to work on both their own farms and in the fields of others to earn cash and 
food, are typically not able to do both to maximum effect, sacrificing the yields on their own plots in order to meet 
their immediate cash and food needs. Crop pests and diseases limit yields for many households; cassava mosaic and 
maize streak virus are two chronic threats. 
 
The high potential of this zone notwithstanding, only those in the upper two wealth groups manage to produce 
enough food to meet their minimum requirements, even in a good year. Poorer households are left with a chronic 
gap, which appears especially from November to February, the lean months. During these times people seek casual 
labor opportunities on larger farms through a system of casual work arrangements referred to throughout Malawi 
as ganyu. Demand for ganyu is highest from October through April, the agricultural season. During the dry season, 
people find work making bricks for the construction sector. Trade - both local and cross-border - takes place 
throughout the year, usually undertaken by men. Firewood sales are an especially important source of cash for 
poorer households. Both men and women contribute to this activity throughout the year.  
 
Most households in this zone own a small number of livestock; goats and chickens are most common, although 
cattle are kept in some of the EPAs. These livestock provide meat during festivals in July and August, and a source 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in May 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2014 and ended in March 2015. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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of cash income at critical times of the year. The main sources of water for livestock are seasonal pools and minor 
rivers. Livestock diseases are a common hazard, with goats plagued by worms, and chicken flocks occasionally wiped 
out by New Castle disease.  
 

Markets 

 
In addition to ADMARC, the main markets serving this zone include the daily market at Mangochi Boma and weekly 
markets in Katema, Chilipa, and Makawa. Crops are sold by farmers at these local markets and purchased by urban 
traders or middlemen who sell commodities on to the larger traders. Getting to these local markets is not always 
easy, however. Most local residents walk or ride bicycles to market, but larger traders, who buy up the goods, or 
bring in larger quantities of grain, come in trucks. Some roads are tarmac, but others are dirt, and conditions vary, 
both by season and by geographic area. Chilipa, Maiwa and Mthiramanja are far from urban centers and reached 
via a rocky, mountainous road that is especially challenging in the wet season. The road to Maiwa EPA is also in bad 
repair. In most parts of the zone bridges exist, but are in poor condition. Access to Mbwadzulu and Nankumba is 
relatively good.  
 
Households here sell a range of crops, as well as livestock and their own labor; middle and better off households 
sell tobacco and cotton as well. Food crops and livestock are sold through the same route: from farmer to 
middleman (at local markets) to bigger trader. Food crops are sold after the harvest. Tobacco sales begin in April 
and cotton sales start in May. Tobacco is sold at the Limbe Auction floor, which serves the whole southern region. 
Cotton is sold to ginning companies, who buy seasonally. Households buy maize from ADMARC markets, but when 
these points run out of maize, they buy from local markets or other households (middle and better off) within the 
zone. Prices for grains are highest during the lean season, from November through February and lowest just after 
harvest.  
 
Livestock are sold from June through February, peaking especially at times when households need to buy food, or 
when they need to generate cash income for things like school fees and agricultural inputs. 
 
The labor market is mostly local, and predominantly agricultural, accounting for 80% of the demand for this 
livelihood zone. This labor demand is strongest during land preparation, weeding and harvesting time. Poorer 
households find work on the farms of better off and middle households, who hire households for a range of seasonal 
activities. Some labor demand comes from local towns (15%) and the remaining comes from outside the livelihood 
zone (5%). These areas outside the zone include mainly Balaka and Liwonde in the Middle Shire Livelihood Zone, 
where people may go from January to March. There is some labor migration into the zone from the Shire Highlands 
Livelihood Zone, particularly from Katuli and Masuku areas to do domestic work in Mangochi Boma. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Phirilongwe Hills 
Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2014 to March 2015. During community leader 
interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating 
a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the community 
leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as an above average year, with good production resulting from 
good rains and access to farm inputs, facilitated by MADREF loans, in the production year leading up to this 
consumption year. The reference year followed on two average to good years, although there was some flooding 
and a dry spell affected production in the preceding year. In the past five years only one was considered below 
average. 
 
 
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 
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Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 
Good rains, good crop yields, good access to farm inputs (MARDEF loans) in the production 
year leading up to this consumption year. 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 Rains were decent, but floods and dry spells reduced production potential. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 4 Good rains 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 2 
Erratic rains and prolonged dry spells; in response people intensified irrigated farming if 
they could, increased ganyu, fishing and petty trade; some relief food was distributed 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 3 
Erratic rains, dry spells and scarcity of fertilizers; in response people intensified irrigated 
farming if they could, increased ganyu, fishing and petty trade 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
The timing of different activities in this agricultural livelihood zone is tied closely to the rains. This is a unimodal 
zone, where rains start in November and last through April. The overall pattern is that crops are planted in 
November and harvested in April. Most food crops, including maize, sorghum, pigeon peas, groundnuts and soya, 
are planted at roughly the same time when the rains begin in November and December. The two exceptions are 
cassava and sweet potatoes, which are planted later in the year, in January and February. A few months before the 
start of the rains, people begin to prepare land for the coming agricultural season. This is a time of increased labor 
demand, and households in the top two wealth groups commonly hire those in the bottom two groups to help with 
land preparation and ridging. Another major labor demand period follows soon after, as weeding requirements for 
the main food crops emerge in November, December and January. During these last two months, middle and better 
off households, who grow tobacco and cotton, hire additional labor to help with transplanting tobacco shoots and 
weeding cotton.  
 
November is when the lean season begins for poorer households, who typically run out of their harvest by this time 
and begin to buy maize to meet their food needs. The extra demand, combined with decreasing supplies, pushes 
prices up, making this the period when staple prices are also highest. Able-bodied people who cannot find 
employment locally typically migrate to find work during these months, often to South Africa, sending back 
remittances to household members left behind. Poorer households also increase their sales of firewood during 
these months and livestock are sold by those who have them to raise additional cash. To add to the strain, people 
are most likely to get sick at this time of year, the rains bringing an increased incidence of malaria. Having a sick 
household member, especially one who usually contributes to the labor pool, can be extremely problematic at any 
time of year, but especially in this period, since it can reduce by a half or a third the cash income derived from 
agricultural labor sales, while at the same time increasing the expenditure burden if households seek medical 
treatment. 
 
February’s arrival brings some relief as households begin to eat maize fresh from the field. Cassava is also harvested 
at this time after having been in the ground for around a year. The new cassava crop is planted simultaneously as 
the old crop is harvested. Very poor households are particularly dependent on the green maize harvest, covering a 
month of their calorie requirements with fresh maize. However, the more households take from the field during 
these early months, the less they will be able to harvest later in April, when the dry harvest begins; so better off 
households hold back, eating fresh maize sparingly and relying instead on their food stocks. (See graph in ‘Sources 
of Food’ section below.) In April the main food crops are harvested; at this time tobacco is also reaped and cured, 
and cotton is picked. This is another time of peak labor demand, and very poor and poor household members find 
themselves very busy in the fields of others. Better off and middle households start to cash in on their tobacco in 
April, selling to the Limbe Auction floors up until July. Cotton is sold from May until September to ginning companies. 
Food crops are sold at this time as well and, depending on the crop, this continues through August. Winter cropping 
is not significant in this livelihood zone as there is not enough residual moisture for growing these crops; however 
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in some areas along the rivers, very small areas of irrigated crops are planted in April as well, but only by middle and 
better off households. 

 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize/Sorghum/Pigeon Peas/Groundnuts

Land preparation lp lp lp lp

Ridging lp lp lp lp

Planting p p p p

Weeding w w w w w w

Fertilizer application 4 4 4 4 4 4

Green consumption gh gh gh gh

Harvest h h h h h h

Sales 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Irrigated Cropping lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp

Tobacco

Nursery Management lp lp lp lp lp lp

Transplanting 4 4 4 4

Fertilizer application 4 4 4 4 4 4

Reaping & curing h h h h h h

Grading & baling 7 7 7 7 7 7

Sales 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Cotton

Land preparation

Ridging lp lp
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Pest control
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Other

Livestock sales

Labor migration
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Relative wealth is a key factor influencing both food and livelihood security. Almost everywhere, the bulk of 
production is concentrated in the hands of a minority of ‘better-off’ households; these households cultivate the 
largest land areas and own the largest numbers of livestock. This group can afford agricultural inputs, and can 
employ the additional labor required for timely and proper completion of the various agricultural activities. It is this 
– the timely use of inputs and labor – that is typically the key to securing better yields in Malawi.  
 
Thus, the main determinant of wealth in this livelihood zone is the area of land cultivated. All households own 3 – 5 
acres. However, not all households are able to cultivate this amount of land. Given that cultivation here takes place 
by hand, the amount that a household is able to cultivate is determined by the amount of labor it has, combined 
with the number of outside laborers who can be hired. Better off households cultivate around 4 – 6 acres of land in 
rain fed areas, and possibly a small plot irrigated plot as well. Very poor households only cultivate 1 – 2 acres, all of 
it with intra-household labor, and all of it rain fed. Better off and middle households rent in some land from very 
poor and poor households since these households are unable to fully utilize all the land they own. The main 
distinction between poor and middle households is that middle households hire outside labor, whereas poor 
households are the ones doing the off-own-farm work. The cut off point for labor self-sufficiency is around 3 acres, 
beyond which it is necessary to bring in extra help. The ability to hire labor, therefore, is a critical factor in moving 
up the wealth scale. More important than this, even, is the ability to buy inputs, such as fertilizers and improved 
seeds. This depends, in most cases, on access to credit, which only better off households are able to obtain in 
sizeable amounts every year. (See graph in ‘Sources of Cash Income’ section below.) 
 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
A secondary factor is ownership of livestock, although livestock holdings are relatively small. The wealthier the 
household, the more animals it tends to own, but no household interviewed owned more than 46 goats and even 
this number was unusual.  Better off households typically own 12 – 21 goats and 14 – 25 chickens, whereas very 
poor households own no goats and only a few chickens. Livestock are used for meat, especially during festival times, 
and – more importantly – as a way to store money, cashed in at various times of year to generate small amounts of 
income. Cattle is found in three out of six EPAs in the zone, including Nthiramanja, Nankumba and Maiwa, and it is 
concentrated in the hands of the better off. There are no cattle in the other EPAs, largely due to a lack of adequate 
grazing land. Pigs are not kept due to religious reasons. Thus, livestock contribute only marginally to the local 
economy and to household income.  
 
There have been no substantial changes in land cultivated since the last HEA baseline, which was conducted around 
a decade ago. Better off households at that time cultivated 4 – 6 acres using household and hired labor, as they do 
now. Middle households cultivated 3 – 5 acres as they do now. It is more difficult to compare the poor group because 
the population was only divided into three wealth categories during that assessment, and it is likely that the middle 
group from the previous assessment included some of the upper poor group from this assessment; the very poor 
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and poor were grouped in one large category. There do appear to be small changes in livestock ownership; at the 
time of the previous baseline, better off households owned 5 – 15 goats, whereas now they own 12 – 21. This same 
increase is not evident in the middle and poor groups. One thing that is almost certain is that a decade ago 
households did not own the same non-productive assets as they do now, such as cell phones and solar panels.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the 
sources of food for households in 
different wealth groups in the livelihood 
zone for the period April 2014 – March 
2015. April represents the start of the 
consumption year because it is when the 
harvest of the main food crops occurs, 
marking an end to the hunger season.  
Food is presented as a percentage of 
2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-
month period.  
 
There are three main sources of food for 
households in this livelihood zone and 
two minor ones: own crop production, 
purchased food, and payment in kind 
provide 90-115% of food needs; food aid 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per person 
per day.                                       
 

and a very small amount of gifts (for poorer households) makes up the rest. Own crop production is the central 
source of food in this livelihood zone, and that applies to all households. Maize is overwhelmingly the most 
important single crop, as shown in the graph above, accounting for 30-80% of annual calories (increasing with 
wealth). Other food crops include sorghum, pigeon peas, cassava, sweet potatoes and ground nuts. Combined these 
other crops make up 5 – 20% of annual calories (more for better off households, less for poorer households). Better 
off households, who have more land, are able to hire labor and use inputs in a timely and effective manner, 
producing more than they need for their own consumption. In fact, if better off households did not sell any of their 
maize, cassava or sweet potatoes, they would be able to cover more than 170% of their minimum calorie needs in 
a good  year such as the reference year. Very poor households, on the other hand, would still be left with a gap of 
40% of their minimum calorie needs even if they sold none of their harvest.  All households, however, do sell a part 
of their harvest to generate cash income. Poorer households typically sell just after harvest as they need to pay back 
loans taken during the cultivation season or to cover other essential time-sensitive expenditures. The timing of their 
sales means they cash in their crops when prices are lowest suggesting that they get the least cash for their efforts; 
better off households are able to store their harvest for months at a time, selling only when prices become 
advantageous during the following lean season (December through February).  
 
Purchased food makes up the second most important source of calories for households in this livelihood zone, 
accounting for 20 – 30% of food needs in the reference year. The poorer you are, the more food you need to 
purchase in order to make up the gap left by a production shortfall. The households on the upper end of the wealth 
breakdown do not need to purchase food to fill a gap; they do so rather to diversify their diets. In fact, whereas very 
poor households buy maize (the cheapest staple) to cover around a fifth of their calorie needs, spending very little 
on other food items, better off households do not buy any maize at all. Instead they buy cassava, rice, beans, sugar, 
meat, oil, dried fish, potatoes and other vegetables.  
 
Very poor and poor households also depend heavily on payment in kind. These households get paid directly in food 
(at least in part) for work they do on a number of different of activities, including land preparation, ridging and 
weeding. For both land preparation and weeding, the rate during the reference year was 50 kg per acre. Ridging 
brings in twice as much, providing 100 kg per acre. Very poor households do enough of this work to bring in around 
250 kg of grain, enough to cover just over two months of the year, or 17% of annual calorie requirements. Poor 
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households bring in slightly less than that, in part because they produce more of their own food and also because 
they conduct more of their labor for cash rather than food.  
 
A meaningful contribution is also made by the school feeding program that services households in this livelihood 
zone. Poorer households, who still have a deficit even after taking into account their own crops, payment in kind 
and purchases, benefit especially from the extra food provided to their children at school. Each child attending 
school receives a meal a day during the school term. This food assistance accounted for around 3-5% of total food 
income in the reference year. 
 
Compared to the last HEA baseline, which was conducted around ten years ago, household sources of food, and the 
relative reliance on each source, have not changed very much. At that time, poor households derived around half 
of their food from their own crops, just over 20% from ganyu, or payment in kind, and the rest from purchase; better 
off households obtained over 100% from their own crops and they also purchased additional food to diversify their 
diets. The amount coming from payment in kind has dropped slightly in the recent reference year, and the addition 
of school feeding has boosted total food income for poorer households slightly, but otherwise the patterns are much 
the same. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
From the graphs to the right it is possible to 
see both the absolute and the relative 
importance of different sources of cash 
income for this livelihood zone. Tobacco 
sales are the most important single source 
for better off households; and middle 
households derive more from their tobacco 
sales alone than very poor households make 
in an entire year. Cotton and other crop 
sales provide additional cash, as do a range 
of other options, including livestock sales, 
labor sales, remittances, petty trade, self-
employment and credit (for better off 
households). It is notable that, although this 
is primarily an agricultural zone, no wealth 
group earned more than 60% of its annual 
cash income from combined crop sales in 
the reference year, which was a relatively 
good year. In a below average year, crop 
production would provide even less cash 
income. This pattern has changed from a 
decade ago, when the last HEA baseline was 
conducted. At that time, over half the 
annual cash earnings of poor households 
came from the sale of crops and crop sales 
made up over 75% of middle households’ 
and over 90% of better off households’ 
annual cash earnings. 
 
Aside from this significant decline in the 
primary role of crops as an engine of the 
household economy, the pattern to notice is 
that the main cash crops – tobacco and 
cotton – are really the domain of the top 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 
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two wealth groups. It takes money to grow 
these crops – money to pay for the seeds, 
fertilizers and pesticides, and also to hire the 

Annual income per 
household2 

147,635 219,000 586,1000 1,131,250 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

extra labor involved in all aspects of production. This requirement is reflected in part by the ‘credit’ bar for better 
off households, who take out loans to fund the supply of agricultural inputs (including timely labor) associated with 
tobacco and cotton production, as well as their trade activities. Poorer households do not have the means to grow 
tobacco, and to the extent that poor households invest in cotton, it does not cover more than 5% of their annual 
cash intake. This means that poorer households have only the option of selling their other crops – all of which could 
be used for food instead. These households generally do not sell maize, and the majority of their cash from ‘other 
crop sales’ comes from groundnuts, followed by cassava, sweet potatoes and finally pigeon peas, in that order of 
importance. 
 
For poorer households four significant sources of cash, and one minor source, bring in the remaining annual income. 
The combined income from labor sales, remittances, petty trade and firewood sales accounts for 65 - 75% of annual  
cash income for the poorer two wealth groups. This off-own-farm cash income is the foundation of poorer 
household livelihoods here. Seasonal agricultural work on local farms makes up around half of the labor category; 
the other half is from work undertaken in the construction sector, mainly making bricks during the dry season. Land 
preparation and weeding are particularly labor-
intensive times on local farms; middle and better 
off households need to hire additional labor to 
ensure their farms are prepared and maintained 
in optimal ways. Very poor and poor household 
members send two people, sometimes three, to 
work on others’ farms during much of the 
agricultural season. Because payment is on a 
piecemeal basis, rather than a daily basis, poor 
households, with slightly more labor than very poor households, can usually bring in more cash since they undertake 
ridging labor, which pays more (see table above) and generally complete more tasks. Over the year, very poor 
households earn around 13,000 MWK engaged in agricultural labor; poor households bring in almost twice as much, 
averaging around 25,000 MWK. Whereas ganyu made up around a quarter of poor household cash income a decade 
ago, it makes up closer to a fifth or less now. With an increasing population competing for work on a limited number 
of farms, at the household level there is less work to be found, and one might also expect a downward pressure on 
wage rates, which ultimately limits earnings from this sector.   
 
Petty trade activities for poorer households include things like food preparation and sales, or engaging in very small 
margin re-selling. In absolute terms, poorer households make considerably less from ‘petty trade’ activities than 
middle and better off households, who take on larger transactions, and often run small shops throughout the year, 
selling batteries, salt, sugar and other household items. In fact, petty trade brings in almost as much for middle 
households as tobacco sales, making it the second most important income source for these households. The 
importance of this ‘informal’ economy has grown over recent years and reflects, in part, the expanding need to 
‘trade to eat’ (and in order to cover other basic needs). 
 
Particularly surprising is the relative importance of firewood sales, which makes up around a quarter of very poor 
household cash income. This firewood tends to be sold outside the zone, rather than within local villages, 
transported to zonal towns, like Mangochi, on bicycles and sold there. The critical nature of this income source 
raises concerns about local environmental degradation and the sustainability of this option in the long run. 
 
Remittances also play an important role for all wealth groups, accounting for 5-10% of annual cash income. In 
absolute terms, better off household derive more from remittances than poorer households; this is, in part,  because 
members from these households find better jobs in South Africa, where they migrate to find work, and are able to 
send back more money. However, in relative terms, remittance income is more important for very poor households. 
This is especially so during the months of January and December, when these households need cash to buy food 

Rates for different types of ganyu 
Agricultural 
labor paid in 
cash (Kwacha) 

4,000 per acre Land preparation 

10,000 per acre Ridging 

4,000 per acre Weeding 

Agricultural 
labor paid in 
kind (food) 

50 kg of maize per acre Land preparation 

100 kg of maize per acre Ridging 

50 kg of maize per acre Weeding 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 377 
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after the stocks from their harvests run out.  
 
Livestock sales also bring in a small amount of cash for all households. Goats are sold by the top three wealth groups, 
along with chickens. Poor households may only sell a goat once every other year, whereas middle and better off 
households sell 1 – 4 goats a year. Each goat can bring in around 15,000 MWK, which can more than cover basic 
school fees and other expenses for poor households. Very poor households do not have goats, and rely instead on 
their chickens, earning around 1,500 MWK per chicken and selling around 4 a year. 
 
When we compare the data from the current reference year to the baseline from a decade ago, we see two major 
differences. First, there has been a significant decline in the degree to which households are able to cover their cash 
needs with crop production. Better off households, who used to rely on own crop sales to cover over 90% of their 
cash needs now cover less than 60% of their annual cash with crop sales; in place of this the relative importance of 
petty trade – especially – has grown, along with livestock sales, remittances and credit. On the poorer end of the 
spectrum, the relative importance of petty trade, firewood sales remittances and livestock sales has increased as 
both ganyu and crop sales have decreased. Second, income inequality has grown substantially.  Ten years ago better 
off households earned six times as much cash income as the poorest households; now they bring in seven and a half 
times as much. To the extent that the reference years were similar in nature (both relatively good years) this 
indicates that economic growth – to the extent that there is any in this livelihood zone – is benefitting better off 
households more than poorer households. 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns 
for the reference year April 2013 – March 
2014.  While absolute expenditure 
increases with wealth in line with total cash 
income, the expenditure breakdown by 
percent in this graph shows the relative 
amount of income spent on different 
categories.   
 
Households need to spend money on a 
range of goods and services in this 
livelihood zone, including food (both staple 
and non-staple), household items, 
agricultural inputs, social services, clothes 
and other less essential items.  
 
There are four main points to make about  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

the information presented in the graph to the right. First, the proportion of cash spent on staple food is much 
higher for very poor and poor households than it is for middle and better off households. In both absolute and 
relative terms the two bottom wealth groups spend more on staple food than the top wealth group. As explained 
in the section on ‘Sources of Food’, better off households produced more calories than they needed in the 
reference year. The only staple food that better off households purchase is rice, and they only buy a small amount 
of that. Very poor households, on the other hand, bought maize grain (the cheapest staple) for four to five months 
of the reference year, starting in October, when their own harvest ran out, and continuing through March. Rice is 
also purchased in very small amounts by poorer households, but it costs over three times as much as maize, making 
it a luxury item that is too expensive to buy on more than just a very occasional basis.  
 
Non-staple foods, such as cassava, beans, potatoes, other vegetables, fish (both dried and fresh), meat, sugar and 
oil are purchased by all households as well. Better off households spend five times more in this category than very 
poor; but as a proportion of total cash, it comprises a larger proportion of total expenditure for the poorer 
households because their total cash income is so much lower. Middle and better off households derive a lot more 
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nutritional value from their non-staple food expenditures than poorer households. Overall, poor households spend 
over 20% of their total cash income on non-staple foods, but derive less than 10% of their annual calories from 
them. Better off households, spend around 11% of annual cash on non-staple foods and nevertheless derive 18% 
of their annual calories from these sources, supplying them with a much more diverse diet. 
 
Second, better off and middle households’ high relative expenditure on inputs is striking. In Malawi, the application 
and timing of agricultural inputs is an especially critical factor for obtaining higher yields. Higher absolute and 
relative expenditure on inputs reflects the capacity of households on the upper end of the wealth spectrum to 
obtain these higher yields. Better off households spend 50 times more on inputs than very poor households, and 
24 times more than poor households. The spread is not as extreme between middle and poor household, but still 
significant at seven times higher. All households spend money on seeds, tools and fertilizers. Only middle and 
better off households, however, also spend money on pesticides, animal drugs, land rental, and – most importantly 
– labor. Better off households pay out, on average, 116,000 MWK a year to hire seasonal labor. Given that poor 
households make around 25,000 MWK a year from agricultural labor, this means that better off households support 
just over four poor households in a good year. The degree to which this transfer of cash within the community is 
resulting in a meaningful redistribution of wealth is questionable. The increased inequality of cash income over the 
past ten years suggests that poor households continue to just get by, while better off households appear to be 
gaining in wealth.  
 
Third, basic household goods, such as salt, soap, utensils, batteries, and grinding services (included in the ‘hh items’ 
category) take up a surprising proportion of poorer households’ available cash. Because these items tend to be 
purchased on a weekly, or even daily, basis, and each transaction is relatively small, it is easy to fail to notice the 
accumulated amounts over time. Payment for grinding takes the most from this annual budget, adding up over the 
weeks to comprise around a third of the annual expenditure on this category for poor households. People obtain 
water from boreholes in all areas; no direct payments are made for water, but every household makes a monthly 
contribution for borehole maintenance, also included in this category. 
 
Fourth, the ‘other’ category, which includes things like beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals, is 
surprisingly large for very poor and poor households in this zone. This represents the discretionary spending that 
can be reduced or redirected in bad years to buy more essential items if necessary. The relative size of this category 
is similar across all wealth groups, reflecting, perhaps, the fact that the reference year was above average. In a bad 
year this ‘buffer’ would quickly disappear for very poor and poor households.   
 
The last two categories are ‘social services’ and clothes. Payments for school fees, uniforms, stationery and other 
requirements to send children to school, along with any costs associated with health, are included in ‘social 
services’. In absolute terms spending in both these areas increases with wealth. 

 

Hazards 

 
The main chronic hazard in this zone is water logging, resulting in increasing soil infertility due to leaching and a 
declining crop yield for most crops. In addition, a damaging dry spell during key moments of the agricultural cycle 
and early cessation of the rains are common occurrences. When the dry spells last for two or more weeks, and 
especially when they occur in February, as maize is at the tasseling and cobbing stage, this can signal a serious 
problem for the agricultural season. If rains cease by the end of February or early March, this is another signal that 
the season has gone wrong. Crop pests, such as army worms and grasshoppers, are another threat to production 
every year. Animal diseases, especially Newcastle Disease, which can wipe out the entire chicken flock, constrain 
livestock production. In addition, the rising costs of agricultural inputs are a chronic concern. 
 
Severe flooding poses a periodic threat, especially in the low-lying flat areas. Flooding makes roads impassable, 
curtailing market access, and leading to high prices. This occurs once every 3 – 5 years. Droughts undermine crop 
production once or twice every five years. 

Because of the high reliance on markets to meet food needs, price shocks are another periodic hazard that severely 
affect livelihoods in this zone, becoming especially problematic during floods, when roads become impassable and 
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prices soar. A rapid increase in staple food prices that starts as early as August or September indicates the likely 
onset of a particularly harsh upcoming lean season. This is typically accompanied by an increase in the number of 
people looking for work and an unusual increase in the sales of livestock.  
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These include reducing expenditure on non-essential items, 
using consuming, instead of selling, existing food stocks or eating reserve crops like cassava, and increasing cash 
income through a number of means. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items first, buying less rice, for instance, and using 
that money to buy the cheaper staple – maize – instead. This also means that better off households reduce 
spending on labor, which can have negative effects for poorer households. 
 

 At the same time that better off households try to reduce the number of people they hire, or the number of 
days they hire people to work, very poor and poor households try to increase payment in kind and cash income 
by finding more work; this may be local agricultural labor or work in local towns. The more severe the situation 
is locally, the farther people go to find work. The expandability of this option is limited in bad years because, 
as more and more people look for work, a downward pressure is exerted on wages. So even if people do find 
more days of work, they earn less per day, making it hard to substantially increase cash income above normal 
year levels. 

 

 All household also try to increase their cash income through selling more livestock. For poorer households this 
option is limited by the number and type of livestock they own. Better off, middle and poorer households own 
goats (although very poor households do not even own these) and chickens, but only in limited numbers. In 
order to retain a viable breeding stock, they cannot afford to sell more than a few animals. In addition, the 
value of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash 
in the same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 In really severe circumstances, households might also begin to consume wild foods, sell household assets, such 
as bicycles or even clothes, and reduce their consumption of food.  

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Phirilongwe Hills Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate potential 
losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Pigeon peas – amount produced 

 Cassava – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount 
produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Vegetables – amount produced 

 Cotton – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price 

 Pigeon peas – producer price 

 Cassava – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Ground nuts – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 

 Cotton – producer price 

 Tobacco – producer price 
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 Tobacco – amount produced 

Livestock  Pigs - numbers 

 Cattle - numbers 

 Goats - numbers 

  

 Pig prices 

 Cattle prices 

 Goat prices 

Other food and cash income  Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation jobs available 

 Construction labor – number of 
jobs available 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates for land 
prep, ridging & weeding 

 Brick prices 

 Remittances – amount sent back 

 Returns on self-employment 

 Loan rates 

Expenditure – food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 

 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 

1. Additional school facilities, with a particular need for new school rooms and primary schools, was noted by 
multiple villages and wealth groups as a critical priority. 

2. Improved health center facilities and supplies was also repeatedly mentioned. 
3. The need for improved water facilities and access to clean water with new boreholes was mentioned in 

almost every village. 
4. Many people also called for an increase in rural electric service provision. 
5. Road upgrading – especially on feeder roads – is seen as essential for improving market access. Further to 

this point, improved market access, through infrastructure, marketing facilities and better 
telecommunications network is a widely-voiced priority; the lack of good local market opportunities, where 
households can sell their crops and buy food at a reasonable price, has resulted in the exploitation of local 
households.  

6. Vocational training and adult literacy were noted as priorities in a number of villages. 
7. Access to capital for business development was mentioned by better off households in some villages. 
8. Irrigation scheme development could help increase the planting of winter crops, increasing access to food 

during the lean season. 
9. The need for a police unit was mentioned in a few areas. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Rift Valley Escarpment Livelihood Zone (RVE) September, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Rift Valley Escarpment Livelihood Zone follows the rift valley escarpment from 
Mawnza through Neno, Ntcheu, Dedza, Salima, and Ntchisi down to Nkhotakota in 
the south. It includes the following EPAs: Sharp Valley, Kandeu, Nsipe, Bilila, 
Manjawira, Mwansambo, Chipoka, Makande, Katerela, Chinguluwe, Chiluwa, 
Matenje, Makande, Kalira, Mwanza, and Neno. The landscape consists of 
undulating plains and lowland areas covered with bush scrub. Part of the zone 
borders the Northern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone, and the southern parts of the 
zone have access to cross-border trade with Mozambique. Temperatures are hot - 
between 25° C and 35° C - and rainfall is unreliable, often starting late, ending early 
and punctuated with dry spells.  
 
The hot climate, combined with poor rainfall and infertile, sandy soils results in less 
than ideal conditions for agricultural production. Nevertheless, agriculture is the 
main economic activity for most households. Almost all production is rain-fed, 
although small amounts of flood recession and irrigated cropping also occur along 
the rivers. Maize, sweet potatoes, groundnuts, cow peas, pigeon peas, and soya 
beans are grown for consumption. Tobacco is the main cash crop for wealthier 
households; cotton is also sold by all wealth groups. Groundnuts, maize, and soya 
beans bring in additional cash income across the board. Land is cultivated by hand 
and land preparation and weeding are the most labor-intensive activities 
undertaken throughout the year. Better off households hire women and men from 
poorer households to help them with these undertakings. The timing of the main agricultural activities and the 
application of inputs are crucial determinants – along with the rains – of who manages to obtain a good harvest. 
Poorer households spend much of their time working on the farms of others instead of taking care of their own 
fields, which they do to earn cash to buy food and other essential goods and services. Wealthier households can 
afford to supplement the government-subsidized farm inputs (seed and fertilizer) with their own purchases of 
inputs; poorer households struggle to afford these additional costs. 
 

Although this is considered an agricultural zone, production potential is relatively poor and households depend on 
more than just crop production to meet their food and cash requirements. The poor production potential combined 
with increasing land pressure means that, year by year, the need to diversify away from crop production becomes 
more acute. Livestock sales, small-scale trade, self-employment (such as brick making), and a range of casual 
seasonal employment opportunities (ganyu), mostly on local farms, but also in construction, and migration to 
central Malawi, towns, and (in the southern parts of the zone) Mozambique, provide households with additional 
cash income. 
 
Armyworms, termites, weevils, and stalk-borer pose a threat to crops every year. Livestock diseases, such as New 
Castle in chickens, African Swine Fever in pigs, and diarrhea in goats are common. Late onset and early cessation of 
the rains along with a prolonged dry spell during the agricultural season are common hazards in addition to crop 
and livestock pests and diseases.   
 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in July 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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The services in this zone are basic. The main sources of water for humans are boreholes and shallow wells, with 
some people relying on the rivers; livestock drink from reservoirs and shallow open wells throughout the year. 
Payment for maintenance of the boreholes is made once a year. Most households have their own latrines, although 
this varies from village to village. Free government health centers are available in some villages, but hospitals for 
managing more complicated illnesses are farther away. There is no electricity and people use battery-operated 
torches for light and firewood for cooking. Almost all better off households have cell phones and service; some 
poorer households also have phones, but more limited access to service. There is universal access to primary school, 
but not all households can afford to send their children to secondary school. Better off households send their 
children to secondary school and even on to university in some cases, but poorer households only send their children 
through primary school. Credit is available through the Village Savings and Loans (VSL) facilities, CUMO and the 
cotton companies. Loans are used to start small businesses, make payments towards education and health, and to 
cover agricultural inputs. Loans from cotton companies are used for buying inputs to produce cotton.  
 

Markets 

 
Daily markets are found in Kasinje, Golomoti, Sharpe Valley, Bilila, Pengapenga, Manjawira, Mtonda, Manjawira, 
Senzani, Nsipe, Ntcheu Boma, Kampepuza, Kandeu, Mpepo Zinayi, Tsangano, Mlangeni, Lizulu, Kambilonje, Siya 
Siya, Ngozi, Chipoka, Lifidzi, Kaphatenga, Chitala, Chinguluwe, and Mwansambo. Almost all markets operate daily, 
but they have specific days of the week when most traders come to exchange goods. Two tarmac roads pass through 
the livelihood zone, but most of the other roads are gravel or dirt road. During the dry season 4X4 vehicles make it 
around easily, but in the wet season road conditions deteriorate substantially, making it difficult to reach more 
remote villages. 
 
Households sell a range of crops, as well as livestock and their own labor. All crops and livestock are sold through 
the same route: from farmer to middleman to bigger trader. Maize is sold from April to July; sweet potatoes are 
sold from May to September; and cotton is sold from May to July. Prices for grains are highest during the lean 
season, starting in October and extending through February. Cotton is sold directly to cotton companies, with which 
farmers have previous arrangements. Chickens, goats and pigs are sold all year round, with transactions in goats 
especially high from December to February, when grain prices are highest.  
 
Maize, cassava and rice are purchased by local households from August to February, when stocks from local harvests 
have run out for poor and very poor households. This is also when prices are highest. Purchased maize originates in 
the northern highlands, where surplus production is the norm.  
 
The labor market is predominantly agricultural, with around 60% of the demand coming from the local rural area, 
mostly from better off and middle households who hire members of poorer households to help with land 
preparation, weeding and harvesting. There is also some labor demand from local towns (20%) and from areas 
outside the livelihood zone (20%), including central Malawi, where people seek work on tobacco estates, and the 
Northern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone, where people can find work on local farms and on fishing boats.  Some people 
go to these areas outside the zone every year starting in October and returning in February, but the flow increases 
in bad years. There is no labor migration into the zone. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Rift Valley Escarpment 
Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2014 to March 2015. During community leader 
interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating 
a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the community 
leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as a good year for crop production. The rains started on time 
and were evenly distributed, inputs were available and applied in a timely fashion. The reference year followed an 
average year and a below average year. Armyworms have been a problem in recent years causing significant damage 
to crops.  
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Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 Good rains although some areas experienced armyworm infestations 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 Decent rains but a lack of inputs limited production 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 2 A high incidence of armyworms and maize diseases reduced crop production substantially 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 3 Good rains, but an armyworm outbreak reduced yields 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 3 Dry spells occurred during critical periods of the production cycle 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 

 
The timing of agricultural activities are tied to the rains, which occur between November and March in this unimodal 
zone. June through October is when land preparation occurs for almost all crops. Planting starts in November with 
maize, pigeon peas, cow peas intercropped, followed by sweet potatoes in December. A critical, labor-intensive 
period of weeding takes place from December through January, or – in the case of sweet potatoes – January through 
March. Cotton is planted in November and December and weeded in January. The peak period of ganyu corresponds 
to the main weeding season from December through February. Not only is labor in high demand at this time, but 
poorer households are in dire need of extra cash.   
 
December through February is a particularly difficult time for poorer households who, driven by a need for extra 
cash to pay for food – their food stocks from the previous harvest having run out by October and sometimes as early 
as August– seek casual work opportunities off their own farms; but at the same time, in order to ensure a harvest 
in the coming April, they need to tend to the requirements of their own fields. Balancing these competing demands 
stretches the labor resources of poor and very poor households. Adding to the strain, this is also a period in which 
people tend to fall sick with malaria and other sicknesses. Staple food prices also peak at this time. It is during this 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w gh gh gh gh

Soya Beans h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w

Sweet potatoes h h h h h h lp p w w w w w w

Ground nuts h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w

Cotton lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w h h h h

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4

Construction labor peak 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Peak firewood sales 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

High staple prices sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land preparation Sowing Weeding Green Harvest Harvest

Dec Jan Feb MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov
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period of stress that many poorer household members look for work in other parts of Malawi and sometimes 
Mozambique. They also sell livestock, if they can, to raise additional funds. 
 
By February and March, with the commencement of the green maize harvest, households begin to feel some relief. 
However, April brings the main reprieve, as all the main harvests become available. The main off-season income 
opportunities, such as construction labor, firewood sales, and brick making, are undertaken from May through 
August, although firewood sales extend throughout much of the year. Mandasi (home-made donuts) sales also peak 
during this period since flour (one of the main inputs) is cheaper at this time and women have a bit more time 
available. It is at this time, after the harvest and before the next agricultural season, that festivals, marriages and 
other community events are most likely to occur. 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
The table above details the differences in wealth in this livelihood zone, based on how people obtain access to food 
and cash income. The primary determinant of wealth is how much land a household is able to cultivate. This is, in 
turn, determined by the amount of land owned and the capacity to rent additional land, as well as how much intra-
household labor is available, and how much extra labor can be hired. It is not just the amount of land that differs, 
but the productivity of that land. Better off households are able to obtain access to more land in areas where 
irrigation is possible, around the rivers, and even rent some land outside their villages. Better off and middle 
households are also able to invest in their land, applying fertilizers at the right time of year, hiring extra labor to 
prepare, plant and weed at optimum times. Land pressure here is an issue, with each generation increasingly 
confined to smaller areas of land from which to derive their livelihood. Ten years ago, when the last HEA baseline 
was conducted, poorer households were cultivating around 2 – 3 acres, but now they cultivate only 1 – 2 acres. At 
that time better off households planted 4 – 7 acres, but now only 3 – 4. Nevertheless, better off households still 
cultivate two to four times more than very poor households, who manage to plant only around an acre or two of 
land. 
 

A second determinant of wealth is ownership of livestock. Here again better off and middle households own 
substantially more than poorer households. Only better off households own cattle, which bring in significant cash 
income for them. They, along with middle households, also own pigs, another relatively high value local animal and 
goats. But poorer households own only a few goats and chickens, which severely limits the income they can generate 
from livestock sales. Livestock ownership amongst the better off households appears to have increased in the past 
ten years. A decade ago better off households had 5 – 10 goats, 4 – 6 pigs and 10 – 15 chickens. Now they have 3 – 
5 cattle as well as slightly higher numbers of animals in the other categories.  For the other wealth groups livestock 
ownership has remained more or less the same. 
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A critical distinction between poor and middle households is whether the household hires labor, or is hired by others 
to carry out seasonal labor activities. Better off and middle households hire labor, and poor and very poor 
households are the ones who get hired. A certain amount of intra-community redistribution takes place through 
these labor arrangements, with better off households depending on poor household labor to ensure they receive 
the maximum gain from their land, and poor households depending on better off households for cash income which 
they use to get through the lean season and buy essential goods and services.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2014 - March 2015. April represents 
the start of the consumption year because 
it is when people harvest the main food 
crops, marking an end to the lean season.  
Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 
kcal per person per day for the 12-month 
period.  
 
There are three main sources of food for 
households in this livelihood zone: own 
crop production, purchased food, and 
payment in kind in exchange for labor.  
 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       

During the reference year, own crops made up the most important single source of food for all wealth groups, and 
rain fed maize made up the majority of these calories. Keeping in mind that the reference year was a good year, this 
gives us a sense of the maximum contribution that households in this livelihood zone can expect from crop 
production. It is notable, therefore, that the two poorer groups could not produce even half of their own calorie 
requirements. Very poor households produced around 425 kg of maize, selling on average 35 kg and consuming the 
rest. Poor households produced around 690 kg of maize, selling around 150 kg and consuming the rest. The amounts 
these households managed to obtain from their maize alone, including the proportion that was eaten green in 
February and March, covered 30 – 38% of their minimum annual calorie requirements. The middle and better off 
wealth groups produced considerably more: 1,250 kg and 2060 kg respectively (on average). A sizeable portion of 
this production was sold, leaving them with enough maize to cover 65 – 70% of their calorie requirements. A range 
of other crops, such as pigeon peas, cow peas, sweet potatoes, ground nuts and soya beans contributed an 
additional 8 – 15% of calories, increasing with wealth.  
 
Payment in kind is critically important for very poor and poor households. Providing food in exchange for work is 
common in Malawi, and in this zone at least part of the work done on land clearing and weeding is paid in food.  At 
least one member from very poor and poor households works several times a month on middle and better off 
households’ land during the land preparation and weeding periods, receiving food in exchange for this work. Over 
the year, the contribution from payment in food adds up to around 380 - 390 kg for these poorer households, 
covering around a quarter of the year’s calorie requirements. More of this food is received during the land 
preparation period than the weeding period, but both contributions are important. 
 
What households do not produce themselves or receive in exchange for work, they needed to purchase. The market 
supplied 22 - 32% of households’ calories in the reference year. Most households in this livelihood zone, with the 
exception of better off households, purchase food because they need to fill an actual food gap: in other words they 
do not produce enough food, or obtain enough additional food via payment in kind, to cover all their calorie 
requirements. If households did not sell any of their own production, consuming it all instead, very poor and poor 
households would still be left with significant deficits of around 55% and 37% of their minimum calorie needs, 
respectively. Middle and better off households could cover 121% and 212% of their minimum calories, respectively. 
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However, given the pressing need for cash, and limited options for generating income, middle households do need 
to sell part of their production so that they can pay for the many essential items associated with maintaining their 
livelihoods. Better off households, on the other hand, do not purchase food to fill an actual gap. They purchase food 
to diversify their diets. This difference is reflected in the choice of foods purchased in the reference year; poorer 
groups bought mostly maize grain, the cheapest staple, purchasing only small amounts of the more expensive foods. 
Better off households, in contrast, did not buy any maize grain, spending their money on beans, meat, dried fish, 
sugar, sweet potatoes, rice, fruits and vegetables, oil and cassava. Their objective in purchasing food, therefore, is 
to obtain extra protein, sugars, fats and nutrients, not to meet their minimum calorie needs. 
 
The sources of food graphs shown above are similar, although not identical, to those from ten years ago, when the 
last HEA baseline was conducted. At that time poorer households were able to cover just under 60% of their own 
calorie requirements with their own crop production. This capacity has clearly diminished somewhat. Ganyu and 
purchase made up the gap at that time as it does now. Better off households ten years ago derived a small 
contribution from milk and meat, which does not appear to play a role now, but otherwise the sources of food for 
better off households have remained largely unchanged. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
Although this is primarily an agricultural 
zone, most households earn less than half of 
their annual cash from selling crops. 
Livestock sales and petty trade are the other 
two source of cash income common to all 
households. The poorer two wealth groups 
also rely on agricultural and other labor, 
such as house construction and brick making 
(paid labor, not brick making for direct sale), 
along with self-employment activities, such 
as mat making and grass, firewood and 
charcoal sales. Credit is an additional source 
of income for all households here, although 
this needs to be paid back every year with 
interest, so it is more appropriate to view 
this component as debt rather than income. 
 
Compared to ten years ago, the proportion 
of cash earned from crop sales has 
diminished significantly. Middle and better 
off households covered around 60 – 75% of 
their cash income with crop sales alone at 
that time; now – in a good year - crop sales 
represent only 35 – 50% of cash income for 
these wealth groups. Nevertheless, better 
off households are still able to earn far more 
cash from selling crops than poorer 
households because they grow much more 
of every crop, they grow higher value crops, 
and they sell their food crops at the time of 
the year when prices are highest. 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

They sell far more maize than any other 
wealth group, trading around 1,150 kg of 
their maize in the reference year compared 
to 35 kg for very poor households, 150 kg for 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 
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poor households and 400 kg for middle 
households. Sweet potatoes are sold only by 

Annual income per 
household2 

161,630 209,960 454,930 717,330 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

better off households; and groundnuts, a high value crop worth over three and a half times as much as maize, is 
grown and sold most intensively by better off households. Groundnut seeds are expensive, making them a stretch 
for poor and very poor households, who plant only small amounts of this crop. Cotton and tobacco is also expensive 
to grow and takes a lot of labor. Better off households earned around 80,000 MWK from cotton during the reference 
year, whereas very poor households brought in only around 16,000 MWK, five times less. Tobacco is only grown by 
middle and better off households, who made around 88,000 MWK and 152,000 MWK, respectively, on this crop in 
the reference year. 
 
The other productive asset (aside from land) owned by local households is livestock. Chickens, goats and pigs are all 
raised in this zone, used in part for meat and eggs, consumed in small quantities throughout the year, but more 
importantly sold when cash needs arise. Better off households also own cattle, mostly the local zebu variety, which 
are used for meat and for sale rather than milk. Goats are sold as yearlings, and pigs are sold soon after weaning 
since the cost of feeding them once crop residues run out (requiring purchases of bran during the rainy season) is 
high. June and July is a period when people need extra money for productive seeds and tools; in November through 
February they need to buy staple foods. Livestock are sold in both periods to raise this cash. Better off households 
sell cattle, making around 80,000 MWK with the exchange of one animal each year. Middle and better off 
households sell goats, chickens and pigs. Of these, pigs are the top earners, with one selling for around 12,000 MWK; 
households in the upper groups sell around 6 – 7 pigs per year. A goat also brings in only around 12,000 MWK, but 
fewer animals are sold. Middle and better off households sell 2 – 4 goats per year. The poorer wealth groups typically 
do not have pigs, relying instead on selling no more than 1 goat a year and a number of chickens. Chickens only 
bring in around 1,500 MWK per fowl and households in the two lower wealth groups do not sell more than 5 
chickens a year. Thus better off households are able to make over sixteen times more money from livestock sales 
than very poor households make.  
 
Very poor and poor households have less 
land and livestock which means that they 
turn to the one form of capital they control 
– their own labor. Not only do these 
households obtain food in direct exchange 
for ganyu, as discussed in the ‘Sources of 
Food’ section above, but they also depend 
on it to generate around 20 - 25% of their 
cash income for the year. During the entire 
cultivation period, 1 - 2 members from very 
poor and poor households are engaged in land preparation, planting, weeding, banking and ridging activities not 
only on their own farms, but also in the fields of middle and better off households. Poor households tend to earn 
more in cash terms over the year than very poor households, both because they have more household labor to 
devote to ganyu and because they tend to get more done in a day. Much of the work is paid on a piecemeal basis 
which means that stronger, healthier people can earn more money. This high dependence on labor means that very 
poor and poor households need to stay healthy; and they are highly vulnerable to changes in wage rates, which 
depend on variable levels of supply and demand. 
 
During the dry season, poorer households also seek work off their farms, engaged in self-employment activities like 
making and selling bricks, which occurs in the dry season, from June to October. This is done by both men and 
women. Very poor households also might be engaged selling firewood, grass, charcoal, or in saw-milling. This is 
included in the ‘self-employment’ category in the graphs above.  
 
Petty trade is important for all households, but the type of trade engaged in varies by wealth group. Better off 
households may act as traders, buying up local harvests and re-selling at a higher price; or they might own small 

Rates for different types of agricultural ganyu 

Agricultural labor 
paid in cash (Kwacha) 

3,500 per acre Land preparation 

5,000 per acre Weeding 

500 per person per day Harvesting 

100 per 50 kg bag Maize shelling 

Agricultural labor 
paid in kind (food) 

50 kg maize per acre Land preparation 

50 kg maize per acre Ridging 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 417 
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kiosks, where they sell a range of household items, such as batteries, stationery, salt, and sugar. Poorer households 
sell home-made doughnuts (mandasi) or vegetables. Petty trade is most actively pursued from April to November 
and both women and men take part.  
 
The ‘credit’ bar in the graphs above provides a cash float to households to meet a variety of expenditure 
requirements. For better off households, credit may be used to invest in their petty trade activities, helping them 
buy in bulk the items needed to stock their kiosks, or to buy up large amounts of grain after harvest for onward sale. 
These households also use credit to ensure they have adequate inputs and labor to invest in their own fields, 
enabling them to produce significant surpluses. For poorer households credit may be used to buy fertilizer and 
inputs, but it may also be used to cover their intra-annual food gap during the lean season or to meet an unexpected 
medical expense. 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure 
patterns for the reference year April 
2014 – March 2015.  While absolute 
expenditure increases with wealth in 
line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in 
this graph shows the relative amount of 
income spent on different categories.   
 
The most notable thing about the graph 
to the right is the difference in the 
proportion of cash spent on staple food 
for very poor and poor households 
compared to better off households. In 
both absolute and relative terms the 
two bottom wealth groups spend more 
on food than the top wealth groups.  
This is because the gap that very poor  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure. 

and poor households need to fill is larger; they run out food from their own harvests earlier than middle and better 
off households and have to buy food to cover at least half of the year, with very poor households buying staple grain 
(maize) for seven months of the reference year, which was a good year. Better off households, on the other hand, 
did not buy any maize during the reference year, purchasing only small amounts of cassava and rice to supplement 
the maize they harvested.  
 
Non-staple foods, such as beans, fruit and vegetables, oil, sugar, meat, oil, dried fish and sweet potatoes, are 
occasionally bought by poorer households, but the higher expense of these items limits their consumption on the 
lower end of the wealth spectrum. Middle and better off households are much more likely to consume non-staple 
foods, spending, in the reference year 114,000 – 176,000 MWK on this category, whereas very poor and poor 
households spent only 38,550 – 54,400 MWK on non-staple foods. Given the much higher absolute income of middle 
and better off households, the relative expenditure on non-staple foods was around the same across the board, 
hovering around a quarter of total expenditure for all wealth groups. What households got in return for the same 
relative expenditure was not equivalent, however: with around 25% of their annual income, better off households 
bought around 18% of their minimum calorie requirements in the form of non-staple foods, which tend to be higher 
in nutrients, fats and proteins. Very poor households, on the other hand, with 25% of their annual income only 
bought 4% of their minimum calorie requirements. This highlights the much higher capacity of better off households 
to ensure a nutritious diet, in addition to covering their minimum energy needs.  
 
Better off and middle households spent a good deal more on inputs than poor and very poor households in the 
reference year. Not only do they have more land and livestock, but they invest in obtaining as much value from 
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them as they can, spending money on animal drugs, fertilizers, pesticides, seeds, and tools. Also included in the 
‘inputs’ category is money repaid for loans taken out in previous months or years and cash set aside for savings. 
Very poor households spent money on seeds, tools and fertilizers, but not on the other items. Their biggest expense 
(in the ‘inputs’ category), was on fertilizer, which took over half of this budget. The biggest inputs expenses for 
better off households was on hiring labor. They spent over 30% of their inputs budget hiring very poor and poor 
households to work on their farms, especially for land preparation, weeding and harvesting activities. The average 
better off household spent over 90,000 MWK on hiring labor in the reference year. Given that households in the 
poorer wealth groups typically earned 40,000 – 45,000 MWK from agricultural labor, each better off household 
covered a significant proportion of cash income for at least two of these poorer households.   
 
Households need to spend money on a range of other items and services as well. Basic household goods, such as 
tea, salt, soap, utensils, batteries, kerosene and grinding services are included in the ‘hh items’ category. Payment 
for grinding took the most from this annual budget for the poorer two wealth groups, adding up over the weeks to 
comprise around a third of the annual expenditure on this category for very poor households. For the two upper 
wealth groups soap purchases ate up the largest chunk of their household items budget, followed by grinding. There 
are also payments for school fees, uniforms, stationery and other requirements to send children to school. During 
the reference year better off households, who typically have 3 – 4 children in school, spent on education around six 
times as much as very poor households, who have 2 – 4 children in school. This difference is explained not just by 
the number of children in school, but also by the level of schooling attained. Better off households can afford to 
send their children beyond the primary school levels to secondary, and even university levels. Secondary school 
often requires boarding away from home, which adds substantially to costs. Education costs, along with expenditure 
on health, are included in ‘social services’. Spending on clothes and other miscellaneous items are the last two 
categories included here. The ‘other’ category includes things like beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and 
festivals. This is discretionary spending that can be reduced or redirected in bad years to buy more essential items 
if necessary. As shown in the graph, the ‘other’ category is biggest for better off households, and smallest for very 
poor households, reflecting the amount of cushion these households have to cope with various shocks. 
 

Hazards 

 
The main chronic hazard for all wealth groups in this zone is inadequate rainfall, often in terms of distribution, with 
the late onset, early cessation and a damaging dry spell occurring more years than not. Livestock diseases, like 
Newcastle and coccidiosis, which affect chickens, African Swine Fever, affecting pigs; and worms, which particularly 
affect goats, cattle and pigs, are also problems that undermine household income every year.  
 
Crop pests and diseases are periodic hazards; cotton production is undermined by mealy bugs, aphids and 
bollworms; maize yields are reduced by army worms, maize streak, termite, stalk-borers and weevils; and cassava 
yields are affected by Cassava Mosaic Virus Disease. Floods pose periodic threats in low-lying flat areas. Flooding 
makes roads impassable, curtailing market access, and leading to high prices.  
 
Because of the high reliance on markets to meet food needs, price shocks are another periodic hazard that severely 
affects livelihoods in this zone, becoming especially problematic during floods, when roads become impassable and 
prices soar. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items first, buying less rice, for instance, and using 
that money to buy the cheaper staple – maize – instead. 
 

 Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more work; this may be local 
agricultural labor, work found in the central region on tobacco estates, work along Lake Malawi, or work in local 
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towns. The expandability of this option is also limited in bad years because of the increase in labor supply as 
more and more people look for work, which puts a downward pressure on wages. So even if people do find 
more days of work, they may earn less per day, making it hard to substantially increase cash income above 
normal year levels. 

 

 All household also try to increase their cash income through selling more livestock. For poorer households this 
option is limited by the number and type of livestock they own. In addition, the value of livestock tends to drop 
in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the same way, and because their 
body condition deteriorates as fodder and water resources decline. 

 

 All households also try to increase their income from petty trade. Better off households may have more luck 
with this strategy than poor since they tend to operate in arenas where the prices of the goods they are selling 
increases in bad years. Poorer households, on the other hand, tend to have to buy inputs for petty trading at 
higher prices, and are forced to sell at lower prices given the increased number of suppliers also seeking to sell 
more wares in a bad year. Better off households also try to increase the amount of cross-border trade they do 
in a bad year, countering poor conditions in Malawi with potentially better off opportunities for sales in 
Mozambique. 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Rift Valley Escarpment Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Soya – amount produced 

 Tobacco – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price 

 Ground nuts – producer price 

 Soya – producer price 

 Cotton – producer price 

 Tobacco – producer price 

Livestock  Cattle - numbers 

 Pigs - numbers 

 Goats – numbers 

 Chickens – numbers 
 

 Cattle prices 

 Pig prices 

 Goat prices 

 Chicken prices 

Other food and cash income  Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation jobs available 

 Construction jobs – number 
available 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates in 
food and cash terms for land prep, 
weeding, etc. 

 Wage rates for construction 

 Returns on self-employment 

 Loan rates 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 
 

Development Priorities 
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The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
All wealth groups suggested: 

 Infrastructure improvements – especially improvements in roads and bridges – which would improve 
marketing capacity and general transportation. 

 Early childhood development programs and improved educational opportunities. Education is a priority 
for all groups because it is not possible to secure a profitable future for all of the zone’s children through 
local agriculture alone. 

 Improving access to water for drinking and hygiene is a priority for all households. 

Very poor and poor households (in addition to common priorities) suggested: 

 Livestock stocking and development programs to increase the capacity of poorer households to obtain and 
maintain livestock herds so that they can increase their cash income. 

 Inexpensive loans to provide cash inputs for investment in agriculture and livestock and to cover cash flow 
problems during the year 

 Adult literacy programs to increase the capacity of poorer households to manage their own business 
dealings and have greater control over their lives 

 The middle and better off wealth groups (in addition to common priorities) suggested: 

 Timely delivery of high quality agricultural inputs to increase the returns on their agricultural investments.   

 Market improvements to help households earn more cash income from their transactions. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Shire Highlands Livelihood Zone (SHI) June, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Shire Highlands Livelihood Zone is a large, densely populated zone in the south 
of the country, running from the Thyolo Escarpment in its southern reaches to 
Mangochi, bordering Mozambique, in its northern reaches. It includes Extension 
Planning Areas of Ntonda, Matapwata, Thumbwe, Mombezi, Dzaone, part of 
Chingale, Thondwe, Malosa, part of Ntubwi, part of Mbonechera, Masuku, 
Nyambi, Ntiya, Katuli and parts of Maiwa and Lungwena.  The zone has the highest 
population density in the country, and surrounds (but does not include) the 
important urban centres of Blantyre and Zomba.  

SHI Livelihood Zone is primarily a highland zone, with some lowland areas included 
within its boundaries. The vegetation is bush and shrubs, as well as forest in areas 
where deforestation – primarily due to charcoal and firewood collection – has not 
yet occurred. Natural resources in the zone include Domasi River in Zomba district 
and the Mombezi and Mbulumbuzi Rivers in Chiradzulu, as well as the Namizimu 
Forest hills and Mangochi hills. Mean annual rainfall is approximately 750mm to 
1400 mm, up from 1000mm in 2005.  The rains begin in November and end in April. 
Temperatures range from a minimum of approximately 9o C in June/July and a 
maximum of 32o C in October.  
 
Both rainfed and irrigated crop production exists in the SHI Livelihood Zone, but 
only households in the less prevalent lowlands have access to wetland irrigated 
production. The main food crops grown in the zone are maize, pigeon peas and beans, as well as sorghum, cassava 
and sweet potato. Cash crops include pigeon peas, vegetables (including tomato) and sweet cassava. Irrigated 
lowland crops include irrigated maize and vegetables; these are typically grown in the winter period. In 2005, 
tobacco represented the main cash crop in the zone; however, very few households cultivate it in 2015.  Diversity 
in crops cultivated in the zone has developed markedly since the 2005 baseline, when households grew mostly 
maize and small amounts of cassava. The zone has relatively high potential for crop production due to high rainfall 
and adequate access to inputs enabled by the proximity to the large urban centers.  However, high population 
density means land holdings are small throughout the zone, and pockets of deficit areas exist in some eastern areas 
bordering Lake Chilwa. Crop production is also affected by pests and diseases, including leaf eaters, army worms, 
and cassava mosaic virus disease. Households prepare land for cultivation by hand; all wealth groups are without 
oxen.  
 
Despite the high potential of the area for agricultural productivity, only the middle and better off wealth groups 
manage to produce enough food to meet their minimum annual food needs, even in a good year such as the 2015 
reference year. Poorer households face a significant food gap starting in December and lasting through February, 
when their food stocks from own crop production run out and they must turn to casual labor in the fields of the 
middle and better off. The constraints placed on poor households by their low land holdings and capital bases means 
that the need to work both on their fields and in the fields of the wealthier households, which enables them to 
secure income for immediate cash requirements, but compromises their crop yields for the year, entrenching the 
pattern of poverty in which they find themselves.   

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in May 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile 
is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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Livestock ownership is very low in the zone: the better off and some middle households keep a few goats, and 
chickens are kept by all wealth groups. Newcastle disease is present in the zone, affecting chicken production; swine 
fever restricts pig production. In a typical year, the main sources of cash income for the poor are ganyu (casual) 
labor, petty trade, and a small amount from crop sales and minimal chicken sales. Though petty trade and  is still 
important for the middle and better off, both wealth groups obtain a larger proportion of their cash income from 
crop sales, with the better off obtaining over half of their annual cash income from those sales.  
 

Markets 

 
Crops are sold throughout the year by farmers at local markets and purchased by traders and middlemen who sell 
goods to larger traders. Access of households to local and larger markets is moderate in this zone: good in the dry 
season, when roads are accessible, but poorer in the wet season, when some roads become impassable for periods 
of time due to road deterioration. Most roads, however, are passable, with some difficulties, and the proximity of 
Blantyre and other urban centers to the zone cuts down on transport costs somewhat. Areas that are located farther 
away from main towns and cities generally have poorer market access, particularly in the wet season.  
 
The main crops sold at market in the zone are maize, pigeon peas, and vegetables. Tobacco is also sold, though it 
represents a smaller proportion of total cash crops sold in the zone than it did in the past, and is not produced by a 
majority of households in any wealth group. Food crops are sold after harvest. Poultry and goats are the main type 
of livestock sold at markets. Both cash crops and livestock are routed throughout the year from local markets to 
markets in large towns and cities. Maize bought by households is routed from local markets through vendors and 
traders from larger markets in December through February, during the lean season when poorer households have 
run out of food stocks and demand for staple food (as well as prices) peak.   
 
As in 2005, price fluctuations are a common feature at main markets and smaller markets surrounding the urban 
centers. Private traders typically buy farm produce at low prices and sell at high prices at main markets during the 
hungry season and in bad years.    
 
The labor market is predominately local and rural, providing 70% of the demand for labor within the zone, mostly 
in the form of ganyu agricultural labor carried out by women and men from very poor and poor households who 
work on the fields of middle and better off households. Labor demand for this type of work is highest during ridging 
and weeding, which take place in July through October prior to planting, and December to January, respectively. A 
smaller amount of labor demand is present in small towns in the zone – around 20% – and a small proportion of 
demand – around 10% – is undertaken outside the zone, with those migrant laborers typically traveling to Lilongwe, 
Blantyre, South Africa and Mozambique during the lean season from October to January. Some laborers migrate 
within the zone to work in the tobacco estates in Mangochi District.  
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Shire Highlands 
Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. During community leader 
interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating 
a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the results of interviews with 
community leaders, shows that the reference year was considered a good year with good rainfall in the year leading 
up to the consumption year contributing to bumper (above-average) yields. Access to inputs was also available 
through FILP and Mardef during the reference year, which contributed to yields. The reference year was preceded 
by another good year with above-average yields, but two years prior was a poor season – the only year in five 
considered below average.   
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 Good rains with bumper yields 
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Apr 2013- Mar 2014 4 Good rains with bumper yields 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 1 Prolonged dry spells. Coping response: increased sales of firewood, charcoal, casual labor. 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 3 Dry spells 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 4 Good rains with bumper yields 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 

 
 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
Livelihoods activities in this agricultural zone revolve around the growing periods, and, by extension, the rains. The rains 
in the Shire Highlands Livelihood Zone are unimodal and last from November to late March. Land preparation for summer 
production – the main cropping period – takes place anytime from June to October, after which crops are planted in 
November with the start of the rains. Households intercrop rainfed maize, pigeon peas, beans, and sorghum as a means 
to maximize small land holdings. Rice and groundnuts are cropped in single stands. Demand for ganyu agricultural labor 
is highest during July through September, when labor-intensive ridging takes place, as well as in December and January, 
when weeding needs are highest. Poorer households typically work for middle and better off households during this time 
for sorely-needed cash to meet their food needs during the lean season.  
 
The lean season occurs from December to February or March, when poorer households run out of food stocks and must 
turn to the market to meet their food needs. However, because of the scarcity of food on the market in these months 
before the harvest, as well as the rising demand for food, prices of staple foods and other goods are at their peak. Poorer 
households typically resort to wild food collection during this time to increase calorie intake, even if marginally, and also 
engage in sand and quarry mining for income in the last months of the lean season – January and February. The lean 
season also coincides with the peak of human diseases, particularly malaria, which compromises the ability of households 
to both cultivate their own fields and work in the fields of others for cash in an efficient manner. If one of the productive 
adults in a household is sick during this labor-intensive time, cash income obtained from agricultural labor can be reduced 
by as much as 25 to 50% while at the same time placing strain on the household purse due to increased expenditure on 
medical treatment. Livestock diseases also peak during this period, placing additional expenditure burdens on 
households. Most livestock are sold in the months of December to February in order that cash becomes available for food 
purchase.  
 
Offsetting the burdens of the lean season somewhat is the harvesting of green maize by all wealth groups towards the 
end of February in some parts of the zone; this food source is particularly critical for poor households who have run out 
of their own maize crop stocks and for whom this constitutes a main meal. Indeed, for very poor households, green maize 
makes up 2/3rds of the household’s consumption for the last month before harvest. Reliance on green consumption 
decreases with wealth, with the better off only obtaining 10% of food energy needs from it during the month before the 
harvest. Cassava may also be harvested at this time as well – one year after planting. The harvest of rainfed maize – the 
most significant food crop produced in terms of annual calories consumed – occurs in April. Households sell cash crops 
from April onwards, with poorer households selling immediately for lower post-harvest prices when the market is flooded 
with produce; middle and better off households can afford to wait longer to obtain higher prices for their crops after the 
glut has receded.  
 
In addition to summer production, farmers also have a winter production season, consisting mainly of irrigated or flood 
plain cultivation of maize and vegetables. Irrigated maize is planted around May, June or July and is harvested in from 
September through March depending on planting month and whether the crop is cultivated through irrigation or flood 
plain / wetland cultivation. Cultivation of these wetlands begins as soon as the main rainy season ends in April. Winter 
production only contributes about a half-month’s worth of annual food energy needs to households for all wealth groups. 
Better off households, who produce slightly more irrigated maize than other wealth groups, also sell part of their crop for 
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around MWK 5000 in a good year like the reference year. Also during this post-summer production period, labor 
migration, petty trading, brick making, and cross-border trade are undertaken primarily in May through October, when 
households are not so heavily engaged in the main agricultural season.  

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w gh gh

Maize - irrigated lp lp p p p p p p h h h h h h h h h h

Sorghum h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p w w w

Rice h h h h h h p p p p w w

Cassava p p p w w w

Sweet potatoes h h h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w

Pigeon Peas h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p w w w

Ground nuts h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w

Tobacco p p p p h h h h h h

Livestock

Goats milk peak m m

Goat sales peak salesalesalesalesalesale

Chicken sales salesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

Labor migration 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Peak remittances

Brick making 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Peak firewood sales 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Petty trade 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Sand/Quarry mining

Cross border trade 1 1 1 1 1 1

Wild food collection

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases

Festival season

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land preparation Sowing Weeding Green Harvest Harvest

harvest one year after planting

Dec Jan Feb MarNovApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep

 

Wealth Breakdown 

 
Wealth in the Shire Highlands Livelihood Zone is not as dramatically concentrated in the hands of the better off as it is in 
other livelihood zones in Malawi: the better off, who make up 10% of the population, hold less than 2 times the wealth 
(measured in terms of total income: food + cash) as the very poor, who make up 49% of the population. While this is still 
a considerable skewing of resources towards a small percent of the population, it is far more unbalanced in other areas 
in the country.  
 
Wealth in this livelihood zone is determined primarily by land area cultivated. Very poor and poor households own similar 
land areas – around 1.1 to 1.5 acres. They also rent a portion of this land out to middle and better off households – around 
a quarter of an acre – as, faced with the imperative to seek out income generating labor that pays immediate cash during 
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the lean season, they are not able to both hold those laboring responsibilities and cultivate their entire plot of land 
efficiently. After accounting for land rental from poorer households, middle households cultivate 1.3 to 3 acres. Better 
off households cultivate 2 to 4 acres. Rental arrangements enable middle and better off households to rent land closer 
to river banks for irrigated cultivation. These households pay around MWK 5000 to 8000 per acre and typically rent only 
one acre, and are usually limited to this unit of area as land holdings are limited in this population-dense zone.  
 
In addition to smaller land holdings, the ability of poorer households to generate wealth is restricted by their inability to 
purchase adequate inputs – both in the form of improved seed as well as fertilizer – for their land. Just as significant as 
these factors is their inability to pay for labor to help cultivate their fields. Indeed, this is the major distinction between 
poor and middle households: whereas middle households can hire laborers to assist cultivation of their fields in a timely 
manner in relation to the rains, poorer households are the ones who resort to providing that labor.  
 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
A secondary determinant of wealth in this livelihood zone is livestock ownership, although livestock holdings are very 
low. Cool temperatures and lack of grazing land prevent households from owning cattle; wealth groups instead own goats 
and chickens only. Livestock holdings increase with wealth; while very poor and poor households own 1 to 2 and 1 to 4 
goats, respectively, better off households own 4 to 13 goats. Only one village reported households owning 40 goats, but 
this was an exceptional circumstance rather than the norm. Poorer households in this zone keep livestock for the better 
off, receiving offspring birthed in their care in return for these services. Very poor and poor households own a handful of 
chickens, of which they sell 2 or 3 per year, while middle and better off households have flocks numbering one or two 
dozen. They sell 6 to 9 ear year. No eggs are sold.  
 
There appears to have been a small increase in land holdings of the wealthier households since the time of the last HEA 
baseline, which was carried out in 2005. At that time, better off households cultivated around 1 to 2 acres, while middle 
households cultivated around 1 to 1.5 acres. Livestock holdings have not changed substantially.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sources of Food 
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The graph to the right presents the sources of 
food for households in different wealth groups 
in the livelihood zone for the period mid-April 
2013 – mid-April 2014. April represents the 
start of the consumption year because it is 
when the main staple crop of rainfed maize is 
harvested. Food is presented as a percentage 
of 2100 kcal per person per day for the 12-
month period.  
 
In the Shire Highland Livelihood Zone, 
households secure food through two primary 
means: own crop production and market 
purchase. Other minor sources of food include 
payment in kind from ganyu labor, food aid, 
and milk from goats. Own crop production is 
the most important  

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       

 

source of food for all wealth groups. All households produce maize and only very small quantities of other crops: maize 
accounts for 45% of annual food needs for the very poor and nearly 80% of annual food needs for the better off, with 
percentages increasing with wealth. Green consumption is important for the very poor and poor, who consume around 
2/3rds of a month of household annual food needs during February or March before the harvest in order to help fill the 
food gap during the closing months of the lean season.  Other crops are consumed in small quantities by all households: 
sweet potatoes, sorghum, cassava, and groundnuts, but each of these alone makes up 5% of annual food needs at most. 
Together, these other crops make up 5 to 20% of annual food needs, with the better off consuming the highest amount 
of these other crops in their diets.  
 
Middle and better off households have larger land holdings and can afford inputs and improved seed – the latter which 
supports higher yields per unit land area. They can also hire labor to ensure timely land preparation, planting, and 
weeding. These factors all contribute to the ability of these households to feed themselves relatively easily during the 
year while also having extra crops left over to sell throughout the year for additional cash.  Poorer households must split 
their time and labor between cultivating their own fields and those of the wealthier households for cash that is more 
readily accessible during the lean season from December through February/March; this sale of labor is reflected in the 
corresponding increase in reliance on the market for food by poorer groups. All households do sell part of their harvest 
in order to obtain cash income for purchase of food and other goods and services. Poorer households must sell their crops 
almost immediately after harvest due to their pressing cash needs and loan repayment requirements, and therefore 
receive half the price that better off households, who can afford to wait until after supplies on the market have thinned 
and demand has risen, receive when they sell months later during the lean season. 
 
Reliance on the market increases with wealth: staple food purchase from the market makes up 39% and 29% of very poor 
and poor household annual food needs, respectively. These households secure cash primarily through ganyu agricultural 
labor, as mentioned above, as well as some sand and quarry mining (see Sources of Cash section below). All households 
purchase mainly maize: very poor households buy the equivalent of 33% of food energy needs (or 4 months’ worth of 
calories); poor households 23% of food energy needs (or nearly 3 months’ worth of calories), middle around 9% food 
energy needs (or 1 month worth of calories) and the better off only 1% of food energy needs (or less than a week’s worth 
of calories). Whereas the poorer wealth groups must purchase food to meet annual needs, the wealthier groups purchase 
food from the market primarily to diversify their diet. The better off allocate most of their food purchases to items that 
the poorer wealth groups forego or only consume very occasionally: rice, beans, meat, dried fish, sweet potatoes, and 
larger quantities of oil and sugar.  
 
Very poor and poor households also supplement their consumption sources with grain obtained through payment in kind. 
These households get paid in part with food for work they carry out in land preparation (mostly ridging) and weeding 
activities. Rates received during the reference year of 2015 was 20kg grain per acre for both types of work. Very poor 
households receive around 60kg of grain through this work annually, while poor households, who need to work less ganyu 
than very poor and often choose to receive more payment in cash, receive around 20kg annually.   



Shire Highlands Livelihood Zone Profile   7 

 
Food aid is available in this zone in the form of school feeding. Most very poor did not enroll children in school during the 
2015 reference year and so did not receive aid in this form. Poor and middle households had 2 children enrolled in school 
during the year; each child received 1 meal per day through the program, which accounted for 3% of annual household 
food needs. Households did not have access to food aid through school feeding in 2005. Despite the above combination 
of food sources, however, the very poor and the poor still fail to meet 100%  of  their needs, even after food aid.  
 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
The graphs above show both the absolute and 
the relative importance of different sources of 
cash income in the Shire Highlands Livelihood 
Zone. Crop sales are the single most important 
source of income only for the better off, who 
earn 50% of their cash income through sale of 
maize, rice, beans, pigeon peas, sweet 
potatoes, and groundnuts – again, waiting until 
the lean season to receive double the return 
that poorer households receive when they sell 
just after harvest when the market is saturated 
with goods and demand is low. For the very 
poor and poor, ganyu casual labor provide 
more income than any other source. For the 
very poor, income from ganyu makes up 70% 
of cash income; for the poor, 40% - figures that 
are very similar to those in the 2005 baseline. 
In areas bordering Mozambique, households 
occasionally travel to that country to engage in 
casual labor.  Self-employment is of high 
importance for the middle and better off, who 
obtain cash from small businesses, as well as 
the poor. Around half of all very poor 
households do some form of self-employment, 
mostly in the form of petty trade.  

 
Livestock is of low importance in the zone, and 
has decreased somewhat in importance for the 
poorer wealth groups since 2005; however, all 
wealth groups still obtain at least some cash 
income from sale of chickens and goats.  Very 
poor households depend on sale of chickens for 
4% of their total cash income; poor households 
sell goats and chickens, receiving MWK 13,500 
or 10% of their total cash income; better off also 
sell goats and chickens, receiving MWK 48,000 
or 20% of total cash income from livestock sales 
per year. Prices received for livestock by the 
wealthier households are higher than those  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 
 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the relative 
importance of each option by wealth group. 
 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income per 
household2 

124,060 129,590 170,111 234,658 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

received by the poorer households due to better condition of animals and timing of sales. 
 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MK 386. 
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Income from self-employment is a particularly important source of income for the poor, middle, and better off households, 
who have some cash with which to invest in petty trade (in the case of the poor) or small businesses (in the case of the 
middle or better off, who also may engage in the latter). These households earn MWK 36,000 to 70,000 in these activities 
(with income increasing with wealth), 28% to 30% of total cash income per year. Very poor households also engage in self-
employment, typically in the form of grass sales, earning MWK 9000, or 7% of total cash income per year. The larger capital 
bases of the better off, as well as their improved access to credit and loans, augments their ability to invest in these 
ventures.  
 
These income generation patterns have changed from a decade ago. Cash crop sales have increased in importance for 
poorer households, from 2 – 8% in 2005 to 17 – 18% of total cash income in 2015. While livestock sales have decreased 
for the poorer wealth groups since 2005, income from ganyu labor has increased. For all wealth groups, the importance 
of self-employment has risen markedly; in 2005, no household received more than 4% of total cash income from this 
activity. 
 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns for the 
reference year mid-April to mid-April 2014.  
While absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by in this graph shows 
the relative amount of income spent on 
different categories. 
 
Food purchase represents the largest 
expenditure for the very poor and poor wealth 
groups in the Shire Highlands Livelihood Zone. 
Nearly 70% of annual expenditure by the very 
poor was allocated to food; the   poor allocated 
55% of their expenditure   to   this   category. 

 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

Around 50 to 60% of each of these purchases went to staple grains (i.e. maize) in order to make up the food gap these 
households face even in a relatively good year such as the reference year. These poorer households purchase staple maize 
for 4 to 7 months of the year, starting around October or November when their own crop production stocks run out, and 
continue to consume market purchased staples up until April when the harvest comes in.  
 
By contrast, better off households devoted only 37% of their annual expenditure to food, and the vast majority of that 
(4%) was directed towards non-staple foods that allowed for a much more diversified diet. Better off and middle 
households are able to purchase larger quantities of meat, fish, beans, rice, vegetables, and large quantities of oil and 
sugar. Better off households have no need to purchase staple food as they meet more than 100% of food needs through 
own crop production. A similar trend exists for the middle households, who devote only 12% of their food purchase to 
staple maize.  
 
Another difference between poorer and wealthier household expenditure patterns is the large increase in expenditure 
on inputs by the wealthier groups. The better off spend 17 times the amount the very poor spend on inputs; the middle 
spend nearly 3½ times the amount the poor spend on farm inputs. This distinction is a crucial one that enables wealthier 
households to obtain enough to feed themselves and reinvest in agricultural and livestock protection (in the form of 
livestock drugs and disease treatments and pesticides for crops) and production (in the form of fertilizer, seeds, tools, 
purchase of livestock to increase herd size).  
 
Basic household goods, including tea, salt, soap, batteries, kerosene, and grinding services, forms a significant expenditure 
allocation for all households, including the very poor and poor, who spend similar percentages as the wealthier 
households on these goods. These items comprise around 15 to 25% of annual expenditure across wealth groups. ‘Other’ 
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expenditure, which includes beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals, is quite low for all households, even 
in a good year such as the reference year. This expenditure is the first to be reduced in a bad year and switched over to 
purchase of food and other essentials (such as medicine for humans or animals). This suggests that the strain under which 
households would be placed in this livelihood zone in a bad year may be significant.  
 
Households also spend money on social services and clothing: school fees, uniforms, stationary and other necessities 
associated with sending children to school, and human health costs comprise the former category. Roughly equivalent in 
proportion of total expenditure, absolute expenditure on these items and services increases with wealth. 

 

Hazards 

 
In this livelihood zone, erratic rainfall and dry spells are the two most damaging recurrent hazards. Late onset of rains 
affects production negatively, and there is often a dry spell lasting 2 to 3 weeks just after the first rains fall, when crops, 
particularly maize, are at the vulnerable flowering stage. Rains can also end before crops reach maturity stage, stunting 
growth and adversely affecting crop production. It is estimated that drought affects the zone 1 year in 3, with severe 
drought occurring every 1 year in 5.  
 
Crop pests are a further recurrent hazard, as they were in 2005. Households continue to see damaging army worm and 
elegant grasshopper attacks on crops. These pests normally target leaves of crops when they are tender, which 
diminishes the ability of these crops to grow. In certain cases, the crop is completely destroyed and must be replanted. 
The replanted crop is often affected by early cessation of rains, resulting in low yields. Other common pests include 
cassava mosaic virus disease, which is treated by uprooting or burning; leaf eaters, which affect beans and vegetables 
and is treated by pesticides; and maize streak virus, which is treated by pesticides as well. Livestock diseases affecting 
the zone include New Castle disease and round worms, which affect chickens; and diarrhea in new-born goats.  
 

Response Strategies 

 
Coping strategies employed by different wealth groups vary depending upon various factors including phase and 
frequency of the hazard and the asset base of households. In years characterized by crop production failure for local 
households, several response strategies are commonly practiced. In moderate cases, households expand existing 
strategies for securing food and income. In cases where hazards are severe, households turn to a number of distress 
strategies. 

Expansion of existing strategies:  

 Increase in local ganyu labor: the poor often resort to working casual labor at a lower wage rate or for food 
rather than cash, depending on the market dynamics.  

 Reduce or eliminate sales of cheaper food crops. In a normal year, all the three wealth groups sell a portion of 
their food crops. A common expansion strategy in a bad year is to reduce or eliminate the sale of food crops if 
they can get more food-energy from crops than can purchase. 

 Expenditure switching. For the middle and better off, households switch expenditure from non-essential non-
food items, like clothes, to staple foods. 

 
Distress strategies:  

 Sale of assets: of limited value for poor households given their limited asset holdings. The poor may sell all of 
their chickens, and often some clothing, while middle households are more likely to sell bicycles or radios.  

 Foraging for wild foods or consumption of cassava peels (not typically consumed in a normal year). 

 Reduction of frequency of meals and/or the amount of food consumed taken. This is done in all wealth groups. 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 
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The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in Shire Highlands Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate potential losses 
or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize (rainfed) 

 Rice 

 Beans (rainfed) 

 Pigeon peas 

 Sweet potatoes 

 Groundnuts 

 Maize (rainfed) 

 Rice 

 Beans (rainfed) 

 Sweet potatoes 

 Groundnuts 
 

Livestock  Goats 

 Chicken sales 

 Goats 

 Chicken sales 

Other food and cash income  Agricultural labor (ganyu) – 
cultivation  

 Agricultural labor (ganyu) – 
harvest  

 Self-employment 

 Agricultural labor (ganyu) – 
cultivation  

 Agricultural labor (ganyu) – harvest 

 Self-employment 

Expenditure - food  Maize grain   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. Many of these concerns remain 
the same as those cited in the 2005 baseline. 
 

 Support for irrigated farming in the form of treadle pumps, inputs, and training  

 Increased access by poorer households to credit and microfinance for farm inputs and self-employment 
activities 

 Improved road network – to improve farmers’ access to markets 

 Provision of boreholes for better access to water and sanitation 

 Health and school facilities, including possible adult education.  
 



Southern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone Profile   1 

 

Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Southern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone (SLA) September, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Southern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone stretches around 
the southern part of Lake Malawi, from Salima District on 
the western side of the lake to the north-eastern part of 
Mangochi District on the opposite side of the lake. The 
zone comprises a thin strip of land extending 
approximately five kilometers inland from Lake Malawi. 
Makanjira and Lungwena EPAs are fully encompassed by 
this zone; parts of Nasenga, Maiwa, Mbwadzulu and 
Nankumba EPAs in Mangochi District; part of Ntakataka 
EPA in Dedza District; and parts of Chipoka, Katelera, 
Chunguluwe, Matenje and Chiluwa EPAs in Salima District 
are also included. This is a flat lowland area intersected 
by small rivers that drain into the lake and which cause 
flooding in upland areas of other zones. Bush shrubs, 
grasslands and swamps predominate. In this zone two of 
the major ship ports are found: Chipoka in Salima District and Monkey Bay in Mangochi District. The Namizimu 
Forest Reserve in Mangochi, two national parks of Lake Malawi National Park and part of Liwonde National Park are 
all located in Mangochi District. 
 
The soils are not especially fertile, and poorly drained in many areas. Rainfall is unreliable, averaging 600 – 1,000 
mm per year. The area becomes hot during the summer months, reaching 35 – 39 degrees Celsius; minimum 
temperatures range from 18 – 26 degrees Celsius.  
 
The Southern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone used to be the country’s principal fishing area, as the relatively shallow 
depths of the adjacent waters enabled even small-scale fishermen to participate in fishing activities. Poorer 
households earned income from providing casual fishing labor for others, while the upper wealth groups earned 
income from fish sales. These days the scale of fishing activities has declined and the importance of livestock and 
trade activities has increased. Fishing does not contribute more than 20% of annual cash income for the two upper 
wealth groups; to make up the gap, livestock sales, petty trade and crop sales have all increased in relative 
importance. The main food crop is overwhelmingly maize, with most of this rain-fed. Small amounts of irrigated 
maize are also grown during the winter months. Households also grow and eat rice, cassava, sweet potatoes, 
groundnuts and a variety of vegetables. All of these crops are sold, along with cotton, which is the one exclusive 
cash crop. Households on the poorer end of the wealth spectrum depend heavily on labor income, working as 
seasonal agricultural laborers in local fields, as well as on local fishing boats at other times of the year. 
 
Services in this livelihood zone are basic. People get their drinking water from boreholes, the lake, and both 
protected and unprotected wells. All of these sources are also used for washing and laundry. Pit latrines are used 
by all, with variable levels of hygiene. Most people have access to public hospitals, but the level of service provision 
at the public hospitals can be quite low. Better off households tend to use private hospitals for more complicated 
illnesses and procedures. Battery-operated lamps and flashlights are used by poorer households for light; better off 
households may have solar panels and electricity. School attendance is relatively high through primary and 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in July 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2014 and ended in March 2015. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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secondary school, but most poorer households do not send their children beyond secondary school. Better off 
households almost always send their children beyond secondary school and can afford to send them to better 
schools, boarding them if necessary. There are Village Savings and Loans (VSL), and banks available for savings and 
credit. World Vision International and COOPI operate in this livelihood zone. 
 

Markets 

 
The main daily markets include Salima Boma, Siyasiya, Chipoka in Salima District; Ntakataka in Dedza District; and 
Mangochi Boma, Ntakataka Turn off, Malembo, Makanjira, and Malindi markets in Mangochi District. These 
markets function as a daily exchange point for food commodities but they act as weekly markets for other 
commodities like textiles and crafts. The transportation infrastructure here is quite poor. Roads are mainly gravel 
or dirt, worsening in the wet season and leaving many areas inaccessible.  
 
Market routes are the same for all crops – from farmer to middlemen to traders. Households here sell a range of 
crops as well as fish and livestock. Fish are sold to middlemen who re-sell in markets as far away as Lilongwe and 
Mzuzu. Cotton, maize, rice, cassava, sweet potatoes, groundnuts, and vegetables are all sold at different times 
from April through August. Rice is sold from May to August and cotton is sold from May to July. 
 
Middlemen transport animals to the main markets or on to slaughterhouses after buying them from local 
households. Goats are sold from December to February; chickens are sold from November to February; and cattle 
are sold from May to August. The cash earned from these sales goes towards funding the purchase of agricultural 
inputs (especially from September through December), school fees (especially in January), medicine (during the 
rainy season, when malaria is most prevalent), food (when stocks run out for poorer households in October or 
November) and other essential goods. 
 
The labor market is dominated by local agricultural seasonal activities, as well as some fishing labor. This local 
demand accounts for most of the work found by local households in the zone. Poorer households work for better 
off and middle households during labor-intensive periods of the year, helping with land preparation, weeding, rice 
transplanting and threshing. Only in bad years do people travel outside the zone to find work in northern Malawi 
and Zambia. There is no labor migration into the zone. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Southern Lakeshore 
Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2014 to March 2015. During community leader 
interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ indicating 
a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the community 
leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as an above average year, with good production resulting from 
good rains and input support from the government. The reference year followed an average year and two below 
average years. The most recent consumption year, which ended in March 2015, was reportedly much below 
average, with poor rains, flooding, and an armyworm infestation. 
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 1 
Late start to the production season along with flooding and dry spells and an early 
cessation of the rains, along with army worm infestations led to a poor season. 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 4 
Good rainfall distribution, good input uptake due to farm inputs subsidy program and farm 
inputs loan program led to an above-average year. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 3 Well-distributed rains and average inputs uptake led to an average production season 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 2 Floods, dry spells, input problems and average rainfall led to below average production 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 2 Prolonged dry spells and poor rainfall distribution 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
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4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 

 
 
The rains in this livelihood zone fall from November to March. This period is called Dzinja in the local language. The 
dry season – Chilimwe – occurs from April to October. Most agricultural activities occur during the rainy season. 
Land preparation can start as early as July and it continues up until the rains start. The rains signal the start to the 
critical planting period, which is followed by weeding in January and February. Land preparation and weeding are 
two of the more intense labor periods of the year; the harvest, which takes place starting in April for maize and 
cotton and in May for rice is another period of peak activity. During these times, households in the top two wealth 
groups hire people from the bottom two wealth groups to work on their land. While this provides needed cash 
income for poorer households, it also means they spend less time working on their own farms during these critical 
months, which reduces the land area they can cultivate and the yields they are able to achieve.  
 
Fishing occurs throughout the year on Lake Malawi and in the Shire River. Very poor and poor households use hooks 
and lines to fish while the two upper wealth groups use fishing canoes, boats and nets. This work is done almost 
entirely by men and boys. Peak fishing yields are found during June, July and August, which is when the best fishing 
ganyu opportunities are available.    
 

Livestock sales occur throughout the year, but they peak from December through February. This is when households 
need extra cash for a number of season-specific expenditures, including school fees, and (for poorer households) 
staple food purchases. Remittances tend to be sent back or brought back from family members working in South 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w w w gh gh

Maize - irrigated p p w w gh gh h h

Rice h h h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p w w w w

Cotton h h h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p p w w

Livestock

Goat sales peak salesalesalesalesalesale

Chicken sales salesalesalesalesalesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

Labor migration 4 4 4 4 4 4

Construction labor peak 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Peak remittances 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Peak firewood sales 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Petty trade 3 3 3 3

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases 2 2 2 2 2 2

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 5 5 5 5

Festival season 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land preparation Sowing Weeding Green Harvest Harvest

Dec Jan Feb MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov
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Africa from July through October. This corresponds to the festival season, and the extra cash infusion at this time 
provides a funding source for agricultural inputs. 
 
People purse a range of other income earning opportunities throughout the year, including brick making, firewood 
sales, small business and petty trade. The dry season is when construction and brick making occur; petty trade peaks 
during the months following the April to June harvest, when people have the time to devote to selling their wares 
and the raw materials and extra cash are on hand to generate goods for sale. Firewood is sold most intensively 
during the December through March period, which is when poorer households are especially in need of extra cash 
to buy food and pay for school fees. This is also a time when human illnesses tend to peak, especially malaria, putting 
even more pressure on the household budget. 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
Two main factors determine a household’s wealth in this livelihood zone. The first is the amount of land it is able to 
cultivate; the second is its ownership of livestock. How much land a household can cultivate depends on the amount 
of land it owns to begin with and its capacity to rent additional land, as well as the amount of intra-household labor 
it can draw on, and how much extra labor it is able to hire in. The number of livestock a household owns is linked to 
the financial resources it has for purchasing livestock as well as its ability to provide adequate care and feeding. 
Animals here graze freely, but they are also given crop residues. Access to sufficient cash income, savings or credit 
is also important in order to pay for improved agricultural inputs - especially fertilizers - and to hire labor. Cash is 
also necessary for buying and maintaining boats and fishing equipment. Bicycles are another asset used to generate 
cash, rented out for transportation. These days households on the upper end of the spectrum all own cell phones 
and bicycles as well.   
 
On average, better off households cultivate 2½ to 5 times as much as very poor households and they own 
substantially more livestock than poorer households. Middle and better off households own cattle, goats, sheep, 
and chickens, whereas poorer households own only goats and chickens. Poorer households do not have sufficient 
cash to purchase livestock, nor do they have adequate crop residues to maintain a larger herd, or the extra cash to 
treat the livestock diseases which are prevalent in this area. Livestock provide households with extra cash 
throughout the year and cattle are also used for milk, which is both consumed and sold, providing an additional 
source of cash income. Goats and chickens are also slaughtered during festivals and traditional ceremonies, but 
meat does not provide a significant source of calories for most households. It is the cash value of the animals that 
is most important. 
 
Both the area cultivated and the numbers of livestock owned appear to have remained largely unchanged over the 
past ten years, although cattle and sheep numbers have changed. For example, in the last baseline, conducted in 
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2005, better off households cultivated 2 - 5 acres by hand using household and hired labor. Now they cultivate 2.5 
– 5 acres using the same methods. Ten years ago these households owned 2 - 5 goats and 10 - 15 chickens. Now 
they own 3 - 10 cattle, 6 - 12 goats, 0 - 8 sheep and 10 - 20 chickens. Poor households at that time cultivated 1 - 1.5 
acres and owned 0 - 2 goats and 5 - 10 chickens; they still cultivate the same amount (1 - 1.5 acres) and own 0 - 4 
goats and 5 - 7 chickens. Over a decade, this is not a big showing in terms of economic growth.  
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources of 
food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2014 - March 2015, a relatively good 
year. April represents the start of the 
consumption year because it is when the 
harvest of the main food crops occurs, 
marking an end to the hunger season.  Food 
is presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per 
person per day for the 12-month period.  
 
Own crop production is the main source of 
food for all households, followed by market 
purchases. Food aid and fishing provide a 
small amount of food for all households. In 
addition, food obtained in exchange for work  

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       

(‘payment in kind’) and gifts supplement very poor and poor households’ annual food basket. Milk from their own 
cattle contributes a very small percentage of the calories consumed by the upper two wealth groups.    
 
Over the past ten years, when the last HEA baseline was conducted, there has been some change in the relative 
importance of these sources of food for poorer and middle households. The addition of food aid and a small amount 
of milk is also evident. Poor households ten years ago covered just over 40% of their food needs with their own 
crops; in the most recent reference year they covered 55 – 70% of their minimum calorie needs with their own crop 
production, although it is important to keep in mind that this was a relatively good year. Middle households today 
cover around 80% of their needs with their own crops, whereas ten years ago they covered just over 60%. For better 
off households the picture is much the same: ten years ago, better off households covered just over 80% of their 
food needs with their own crop production and made up the remainder with purchased food. Now these households 
cover just over 80% their calorie needs with their own crop production, making up the rest with purchase and a 
small amount of milk and food aid. Overall, however, there seems to be a general increase in the contribution of 
crop and livestock production. 
 
Households’ own crop production is the most important source of food for all wealth groups with rain-fed maize 
(harvested in April and May) making the most substantial contribution, covering 30 - 50% of households’ minimum 
energy requirements (increasing with wealth). Small amounts of irrigated maize (harvested in August) are also 
produced by all wealth groups, covering an additional 8 - 10% of calorie needs in the reference year. This irrigated 
maize helps to extend the period during which people can rely on their own stocks, reducing dependence on the 
market to some degree. Rice also makes a small contribution across the board, meeting calorie needs for around 
two to six weeks of the year, with better off households producing more than poorer households. Other food crops 
that contribute to the annual diet include cassava, sweet potatoes, and groundnuts. A variety of vegetables are also 
grown, and although insignificant in terms of covering calorie requirements, they do provide important nutrients. 
In the Northern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone cassava provides an important second crop, filling in the gap when maize 
stocks run out. That is not the case in the Southern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone, where cassava only covers 1 – 4% of 
minimum calorie requirements. 
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The second most important source of food for all households is the market. Households purchased 18 - 22% of their 
annual calorie requirements in the reference year. Households on the upper end of the wealth spectrum generally 
produced more than enough of their own crops to meet all their annual food needs, but they purchased food to 
provide variety and diversity in their diets. Those on the lower end purchased food in order to fill an actual food 
gap: they do not produce enough food, or obtain enough additional food from payments for labor, to cover their 
calorie requirements, even in a good year like the reference year. If better off households did not sell any of their 
produce and consumed it all instead, they would have been able to meet around 145% of their minimum calorie 
requirements in the reference year. Even poor households could have covered 100% of their minimum needs. Very 
poor households, on the other hand, are still left with a calorie gap of at least 25% of their minimum annual energy 
needs, even assuming they consumed all of the food they produced. Thus, the better off the household, the more 
it buys food in order to consume items it would otherwise not be able to produce, such as oil or sugar. The poorer 
the household, the more likely it is to be buying food to meet minimum calorie requirements. This is reflected in 
the balance of commodities purchased: 16% of the annual food needs that very poor households purchased came 
in the form of maize and cassava (out of a total of 22% of calories purchased); whereas only 4% of the annual food 
needs of better off households were in the form of purchased maize (out of a total of 18% of minimum calories that 
were purchased). The majority of calories purchased by better off households were comprised of oil, dried fish, 
sugar, beans and vegetables. 
 
Poorer households also obtain food by working for others, receiving payments in the form of both food and cash. 
Weeding activities, in particular, are paid at least in part in food, and very poor and poor households typically send 
at least one family member to work on the farms of middle and better off households during this period. Over the 
reference year this added up to around 175 kg of grain for very poor households, enough to cover around six weeks 
of the year, or 12% of minimum calorie requirements. Poor households got half of that amount, working less on 
others’ land because they produced more of their own food and devoted more labor to their own plots.  
 
Small amounts of food also come from their own cattle (for better off and middle households), gifts (for very poor 
households), and fishing and food aid (for all households). With 1 - 2 cows milking for much of the year, middle and 
better off households produce a sizeable amount of milk, selling most of it, but consuming the rest. Middle and 
better off households caught 200 – 300 kg of fish in the reference year; poorer households caught 45 – 50 kg a year. 
On the upper end of the wealth spectrum much of this was sold, but all households consumed some of what they 
caught. Nevertheless, this is not significant in annual calorie terms. Very poor households also gathered a small 
amount of wild foods, providing an additional 2% of annual food needs in this way. 
 
The school feeding program accounts for a small amount of food for all households as well. Most households have 
3 - 5 children attending school, where they receive one free meal a day, accounting for 3 – 4% of minimum 
household calorie needs, depending on the size of the household. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
The poorer two wealth groups here derive 
cash income from a wide range of sources, 
including: sales of their own crops; livestock 
sales; labor sales in the agricultural, fishing 
and construction sectors; self-employment, 
and petty trade. The two upper wealth 
groups also sell their own crops and 
livestock, and they sell fish and milk in 
addition to engaging in petty trade. Unlike 
the bottom two groups, they do not sell 
their own labor, nor do they pursue self-
employment activities. 
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Over the past ten years the importance of 
livestock as a source of cash income has 
grown substantially, especially for those in 
the top two wealth groups. Crop sales as a 
proportion of cash income has also 
increased significantly.  A decade ago crop 
sales accounted for only 5 – 10% of annual 
cash for all households. Now they make up 
30 – 45% of cash income, with rice and 
cotton important cash crops. Other crops 
sold include maize, sweet potatoes, 
groundnuts, cassava and vegetables. 
Likewise, ten years ago livestock sales made 
up only around 5% of cash income for poor 
and middle households, and did not 
contribute at all for better off households. 
Now, as shown in the graphs, livestock sales 
cover around 20% of cash income for the 
upper two groups.  
 
The type and number of livestock sold varies 
according to wealth. Better off households, 
because they own and sell more livestock, 
earn more than 23 times the cash income  

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income per 
household2 

189,450 273,950 551,350 1,006,750 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

that poor households garner from their livestock sales. 
 
Cattle are sold only by better off households. These high value animals bring in around 110,000 – 150,000 MWK per 
head depending on the condition of the animal. Better off households typically sell one head per year, with middle 
households selling one every other year or so. The next most valuable animal – goats – bring in around 13,000 – 
15,000 MWK per head. Middle and better off households both sell goats every year, and poor households may sell 
one every other year. Sheep are sold by middle and better off households as well, bringing in around 12,000 per 
head. Very poor and poor households rely mostly on chicken sales to generate extra cash from livestock sales. These 
households sell on average around 2 chickens per year, at around 1,000 MWK per fowl. Middle and better off 
households get more for their chickens, around 1,500 MWK per chicken, since they tend to be in better shape, and 
they sell around 5 a year.  December through February is the time of year when people sell most livestock because 
this is a period when people need extra money for food. Middle and better off households also sell milk, which 
generates significant cash income for them. In the reference year better off households earned over 16 times more 
from their milk sales alone than very poor households earned from all of their livestock sales combined. 
 
The poorer two wealth groups have less land and livestock, so they end up spending much of their time working for 
others in order to earn the cash they need to pay for essential goods and services. Middle and better off households 
hire people to help both on their farms and on their fishing boats. At least one member from very poor and poor 
households is engaged in land preparation and weeding activities not only on their own farms, but also in the fields 
of middle and better off households. In addition, poorer households work for middle and better off household on 
their fishing boats. Middle and better off households benefit from fish sales, catching around 200 – 300 kg of fish a 
year and selling the majority of it. They can only obtain this volume of catch with the help of poorer household 
labor. Poorer households, in addition to working for others, find other ways to generate money during the dry 
season, making and selling bricks or selling firewood. These sources are included in the ‘self-employment’ category 
in the graphs above.  
 
Petty trade is important for all households, but the type of trade engaged in varies by wealth group. Better off 
households may act as crop and fish traders, buying up local harvests and fish and re-selling at a higher price. They 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2014-March 2015 was US$1 = MWK 417 
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may also rent out their bicycles for transportation. The profits on these activities are much higher than the petty 
trade pursuits that poorer households are active in, such as selling handicrafts. As such, better off households’ 
absolute earnings from petty trade in the reference year were almost 20 times higher than very poorer households’.  
 
The degree of income inequality among households has not changed over the past ten years. At that time better off 
households were earning around five times more than poorer households, which is the same spread we see today.   

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure 
patterns for the reference year April 
2014 – March 2015.  While absolute 
expenditure increases with wealth in 
line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in 
this graph shows the relative amount of 
income spent on different categories.   
 
Households in this zone need to buy a 
range of essential goods over the year, 
such as staple and non-staple foods, 
household items, agricultural inputs 
and clothing; and they spend money on 
basic services like schooling and health. 
Particularly striking in this zone is the 
proportion of cash income spent on 
non-staple food. Poorer households  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure according to 
category of expenditure. 

spend more of their cash income on food in general than better off households. Better off households spend more 
of their budget on inputs than other wealth groups. 
 
In the reference year poor households spent almost twice as much on staple foods (in absolute terms) as better off 
households. This is because they needed to buy maize grain to meet their needs for around four months, starting in 
October or November, when their stocks from both the April/May and the August harvests had run out. Better off 
households are able to produce more than their minimum calorie requirements in a year like the reference year, 
and they buy only a small amount of rice and cassava. Rice, at around three times the price of maize, is considered 
a luxury food, too expensive for poorer households to afford on a regular basis.  
 
Relative expenditure on non-staple foods is very high in this zone. Better off and middle households spent, in 
absolute terms, significantly more than poorer households on non-staple foods, such as beans, sugar, meat, oil, 
dried fish, vegetables and sweet potatoes. In cash terms, better off households spent 2 ¾ times more than very poor 
households on these times, all of which tend to be more expensive than maize, thus limiting their consumption at 
the lower end of the wealth spectrum. Overall, poor households spent around 43% of their total cash income on 
non-staple foods in the reference year, but derived only 8% of their annual calories from them. Better off 
households, on the other hand, spend more money in absolute terms on non-staple food, but because their level of 
cash income is so much higher, the relative proportion of cash spent on this category is equivalent to around 22% 
of annual income; nevertheless, even though they spent less in relative terms than poor households, they derived 
much more value in calorie terms, covering 16% of their annual calories with non-staple foods. These non-staple 
foods tend to be higher in nutrients and fats, thus better off households are able to procure a much more diverse 
diet. 
 
Better off and middle households spent significantly more on inputs than poorer households as well. The ‘inputs’ 
category in this livelihood zone includes spending on animal drugs, land rental, fishing gear and maintenance, seeds 
and tools, fertilizers, pesticides, labor hire, and loan repayments. The poorer two wealth groups spent money only 
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on seeds, tools and fertilizers. The upper two groups, however, spent on all items in this category, with better off 
households spending 24 times more than very poor households. The biggest single expense for better off 
households was on hiring very poor and poor households to work on their farms for land preparation and weeding. 
A typical better off household spend around 80,000 MWK a year on labor, or around 35% of their inputs budget. 
This exchange of cash within the community is an important way that poorer households meet their cash needs 
while at the same time helping better off households to increase the returns on their land and fishing ventures. 
 
The third main category of expenditure, ‘hh items’, includes basic household goods, such as tea, salt, soap, utensils, 
batteries, kerosene, firewood, and grinding services. These types of items are usually purchased on a weekly or 
monthly basis, and over the year they add up to comprise a significant proportion of the household budget. Within 
this category, very poor and poor households spent the most on grinding, followed by soap and utensils. Better off 
households spent the most on soap, followed by grinding and then firewood.   
 
School fees, uniforms, stationery and other requirements to send children to school are included under ‘social 
services’, along with any costs associated with health. Better off households spend around eight times more on 
schooling than very poor households because they send their children on to secondary and tertiary levels, where 
children are often required to board away from home – a very expensive endeavor. They also spend almost five 
times more on medical costs. This is because better off households can afford to send their household members to 
private hospitals and to purchase drugs at pharmacies, whereas poorer households rely mostly on public health 
institutions.  
 
Spending on clothes and other miscellaneous items are the last two categories included here. The ‘other’ category 
includes things like phone credit, beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals. This is discretionary 
spending that can be reduced or redirected in bad years to buy more essential items if necessary. The proportional 
size of the category is largest for better off households, reflecting their capacity to manage shocks more successfully.  
 

Hazards 

 
One of the most common hazards in this zone is damaging dry spells. These often occur during key moments of the 
agricultural cycle creating significant losses in yields. Strong winds are another damaging natural hazard that occurs 
frequently, destroying crops and boats.  
 
Floods pose periodic threats in low-lying flat areas along the lake. Flooding can damage crops and it makes roads 
impassable, curtailing market access, and leading to high prices.  

Crop pests and diseases and livestock diseases are problems as well. New Castle Disease is especially problematic, 
wiping out entire flocks of chickens. East Coast Fever and Foot and Mouth Disease are also common threats. Army 
worms, boll worms and aphids affect maize, cotton and vegetables, respectively.  

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items first, buying less rice, for instance, and using 
that money to buy the cheaper staple – maize – instead. 
 

 All households try to replant crops and engage in winter cropping, using residual moisture along the lake shore 
and the Shire River. 

 

 Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more work; this may be local 
agricultural labor, or employment in northern Malawi or Zambia. They also try to work more in the fishing sector, 
drying fish for sale or working on fishing boats. The expandability of these labor options are limited in bad years 
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because of the increase in labor supply as more and more people look for work, which puts a downward 
pressure on wages. So even if people do find more days of work, they may earn less per day, making it hard to 
substantially increase cash income above normal year levels. 

 

 Middle and better off households try to increase their cash income through selling more livestock. In order to 
retain a viable breeding stock, households cannot afford to sell more than a few animals. In addition, the value 
of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the 
same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 All households also try to increase their income from petty trade. Better off households may have more luck 
with this strategy than poor since they tend to operate in arenas where the prices of the goods they are selling 
increases in bad years. Poorer households, on the other hand, tend to have to buy inputs for petty trading at 
higher prices, and are forced to sell at lower prices given the increased number of suppliers also seeking to sell 
more wares in a bad year. 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Southern Lakeshore Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate potential 
losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through periodic 
assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Irrigated maize – amount 
produced 

 Rice – amount produced 

 Cassava – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount 
produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Vegetables – amount produced 

 Cotton – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price 

 Rice – producer price 

 Cassava – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 

 Cotton – producer price 
 

Livestock  Cow milk - yields 

 Cattle – numbers 

 Goats – numbers 

 Cow milk - price 

 Cattle prices 

 Goat prices 

Other food and cash income  Fish - yields 

 Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation and harvesting jobs 
available 

 Fishing labor – number of jobs 
available 

 Bricks – numbers produced 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Petty trade – opportunities 
available 

 Fish – price 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates for 
land prep, weeding, etc. 

 Fishing labor – wage rates 

 Brick prices 

 Returns on self-employment 

 Returns on petty trade 
 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
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Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
All households suggested: 
 

 Health clinics to improve access to and availability of high quality health care for all households. 

 Improved access to clean water for all households. 

 Schools to improve access to and availability of education for all children and skills training for adults. 

 Better roads to improve market access and transportation. 

 Livestock stocking program to increase poorer households’ herd sizes, thereby given them access to more 
livestock income. 

 Subsidized or free inputs in order to lower the costs of production and increase the profit margin for 
farmers in all wealth groups. Also support in obtaining equipment for irrigated agriculture to reduce the 
risks associated with rain-fed agriculture and provide ensured access to food and cash income from 
agricultural production. 
 

Very poor and poor households suggested (in addition to common priorities): 
 

 Access to credit to provide poorer households with additional cash resources for investment in productive 
activities. 

 
Middle and better off households suggested (in addition to common priorities): 
 

 Better produce markets to increase bargaining power of local producers and improve their profit margins. 

 Access to better credit opportunities with lower interest rates and better lending terms. 

 Vocational schools to increase opportunities for securing employment outside the agriculture or fishing 
sectors and for diversifying livelihood options. 

 Agricultural extension services to improve yields  

 Provision of electricity to rural areas 

 Development of transport services, such as motorcycles. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Thyolo Mulanje Tea Estates Livelihood Zone  June, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Thyolo Mulanje Tea Estate Livelihood Zone is located 
in the far south-eastern corner of Malawi where it borders 
Mozambique. It is, as the name suggests, in the heart of 
the tea region. Indeed, Thyolo and Mulanje Districts 
(which form the administrative boundaries of the zone) 
produce the majority of Malawi’s export quality tea. Tea 
does well in this region due to the relatively cool climate 
and long rainy season. The zone is mainly a highland area 
although the topography varies from the lowlands of the 
Ruo and Shire River valleys to the undulating plains of the 
Shire escarpment (Thyolo District) and the mid-highland 
plains around the Mulanje massif (Mulanje District). One 
of the most impressive geographical features is Mount 
Mulanje - the highest mountain in central Africa – with its 
towering cliff faces and crevasses cut out by rivers. Mount 
Thyolo is not as dramatic but it contains an important forest reserve where local plant species and native forest are 
protected from agricultural encroachment and timber felling.   
 
Encroachment into, and degradation of, the forest areas due in part to firewood sales is one of the environmental 
issues facing the zone. The largest river in the region is the Ruo River which starts in Mount Mulanje and drains the 
south-eastern Shire highlands. The Ruo River then flows into the Shire River at Chiromo in the far south of the 
country.  Heavy rains can lead to severe flooding of the Ruo River. Rainfall typically ranges from 600-1,000 millimeters 
per year during the single rainy season (November-April).2 The main infrastructure of note is an all-season road that 
connects Blantyre with Thyolo town and Mulanje town and from there to the Mozambique border and onward to 
Quelimane on the coast. 
 
Tea is grown mainly on large commercial tea estates. These estates hire local laborers (both male and female), 
providing seasonal employment to many people during the rainy season from November-April.3  There are a few 
local full-time employees as well who come from better off households. Both those employed on the tea estates as 
well as villagers who do not find employment there also maintain small farms, growing maize as the staple crop as 
well as cassava, sweet potatoes and pigeon peas. Sugar cane, fruit and market vegetables are grown for sale as well 
as for consumption. Overall, these two districts are considered food deficit areas due to very small land-holdings, 
poor soils and few livestock. Trade in relatively cheap maize from Mozambique; brick sales; firewood sales; and sales 
of prepared food were other ways that households supplemented agricultural labor and crop production.  
 
Although the zone has an ecology and climate suitable for tea production, small-holder agriculture is only moderately 
productive. The dark, clay makande soils which characterize the region are not very fertile and are challenging for 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in May 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2014 and March 2015. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this profile is 
expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2019). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 

2 Annual average rainfall estimates have been revised downwards since the previous HEA baseline assessment. At that time, the estimated 
average rainfall received in the zone was 900-2,000 millimetres per year. The current estimate is 600-1,000 millimetres.  

3 Female casual workers typically make up half the tea pickers. 
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soil management.  Small-holder agriculture is mainly rain-fed although there is some very small-scale gravity 
irrigation practiced along rivers. Winter season farming of vegetables, maize and sugar cane also make use of residual 
water in the soil after the rains. The main rain-fed season is for field crops (maize, cassava, sweet potato and pigeon 
peas). These crops are for domestic consumption although most food crops are sold as well.  Agriculture is not 
mechanized in this area. Instead, farming is undertaken using the hand hoe and family labor, or, in the case of middle 
and better off households, hired labor. Farm work, particularly land preparation and weeding, is very arduous when 
done manually. Both men and women share the work burden of agricultural field work. Most farmers apply inputs 
to try to get a more productive yield from their crop. The government subsidizes the cost of fertilizer but additional 
supplies are purchased on the open market at higher prices. Fertilizer use varies substantially by wealth group. The 
other main inputs used by farmers are hybrid seeds and OPV (open pollinated varieties) seeds which are also 
subsidized by the government. Farmers also battle various pests and diseases. Aphids are a key problem affecting 
vegetables. Farmers need cash resources to buy the pesticides required to prevent outbreaks of aphids. By contrast, 
the only treatment to combat the cassava mosaic virus and the banana bunchy top disease is to uproot affected 
plants and burn them. The banana trees in particular were affected by disease in the last few years leading to the 
uprooting of many trees in the area. Army worm outbreaks also occur periodically in the zone.   
 
Limited grazing areas means limited livestock in this zone. Nonetheless, most households have a goat or two as well 
as hens and middle and better off households also own pigs and perhaps a cow. Goats are allowed to browse freely 
but pigs and cattle are stall fed with crop residues, purchased bran and concentrates. Livestock are watered from 
shallow wells and boreholes in both wet season and dry which is available without private cost. Only cattle are milked 
and most animals are kept for sale or, in the case of pigs, for slaughter. Both men and women are responsible for the 
care of goats and pigs alike as livestock care does not require herding animals at a distance from the homestead. 
Care of livestock also includes prevention and treatment from illnesses. Newcastle disease is particularly widespread 
in the region, affecting chickens. Although there are preventative vaccines, the cost of these vaccines are too high 
for poor households. Cattle, goats and pigs also suffer from worms. Deworming treatment drugs are available 
through the Ministry of Agriculture. 
 
Villages very near to the estates have access to tap water. By contrast, villages at a distance from the estates use 
water from wells and boreholes (but not the same water sources used by livestock). Some villages charge a small 
maintenance fee for water use. Primary schools are provided by the government and basic education is free. 
Moreover, secondary schools at the village level are subsidized by the government. Notably, better off households 
send their children to private boarding schools for their secondary education. Inside the home, families use torches 
for lighting (these have replaced paraffin lanterns). Firewood collected and purchased locally is still used for cooking 
by all wealth groups. Mobile communication services are available in this zone but very poor households did not 
have sufficient income to pay for phone credit. Middle and better off households typically own 1-2 phones and were 
able to pay for phone credit as needed. To access financial credit most households used village savings and loan 
schemes (except the better off who had access to micro-finance loans through banks).  There is some social support 
for the poor. Relief food items like maize grain, maize flour, cooking oil, soybean and pigeon peas are distributed to 
affected households after disasters, such as floods. The agencies most active in the zone are the UN WFP, World 
Vision, CADEMCOM and Government departments such as DoDMA. 
 

 

Markets 

 
The Thyolo Muanje Tea Estates Livelihood Zone has two very important external market links: (i) Blantyre city - which 
is a major commercial hub for the Southern Region and which generates demand for produce and labor from the 
surrounding rural area; and (ii) Mozambique - which provides opportunities for cross-border trade.  Within the zone, 
local markets are both daily and weekly with plenty of opportunities for commercial activity.  There are at least five 
daily markets - Thyolo Boma, Bvumbwe, Mulanje Boma, Chitakale, Launderdale – and at least ten weekly ones: 
Milonde, Limbuli, Chinakanaka, Msika wa Njala, Chonde, Masambanjati, Mtambanyama, Makwasa, Thekerani, 
Khonjeni.  Road access to the markets is reasonably good for much of the zone whether on tarmac or gravel.  The 
exception is two of the zone’s seven EPAs - namely Thekerani and Masambanajti – where the road network is poor 
and not passable during the rainy season. Even in the dry season, these two areas are difficult for traders to reach 
due to hilly terrain and distance from the main market centers.  The other parts of the zone are reasonably well 
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connected by gravel road. There is also a better quality tarmac road with bridges over the rivers which runs through 
one side of the zone only.   
 
There is quite a range of rural produce that is sold in local markets. Maize, pigeon peas, sweet potato and cassava 
are some of the staple crops that are sold during the year. Most of the produce comes from the rain-fed harvest 
and is sold between June-September. Some winter season sweet potatoes are sold post-harvest from October-
January. Farmers also sell a range of market vegetables and fruit including avocado pears, tomatoes, leafy 
vegetables and sugar cane. During the pre-harvest months (October-February), many farmers also become buyers 
of staple food, purchasing maize, cassava, rice and beans. Much of this staple produce is brought into the zone for 
re-sale from Mozambique (i.e. maize and sweet potatoes) or from the Lower Shire area (sweet potatoes).  The other 
products sold by farmers in the zone are livestock. Pigs, goats and chickens are the three types of animals sold in 
this zone, much of these sales going to meet urban demand for meat in Blantyre. Livestock are sold throughout the 
year depending on a farmer’s need for cash. 
 
Not only are produce markets lively and active in this zone but labor markets are very important too. In 2014-2015, 
an estimated 80% of work found during the year was found in rural areas within the zone. Most of the work was 
found in the agricultural sector, on small-scale farms as well as in the commercial tea estates. Land preparation, 
weeding, harvesting, maize shelling and tea picking were some of the main jobs that hired labor carried out during 
the year. Payment was in cash or in-kind and rates differed depending on the type of work undertaken. The highest 
paid work was for land preparation and weeding (MK 18,000 per acre). Harvesting and tea picking were paid by the 
day with tea picking being better paid (MK 560 per 8 hour day compared to MK 500 per 9 hour day). In-kind payment 
rates were lower. For instance, workers received 100 kg of maize per acre for land preparation and weeding which 
converted to MK 12,000. The other 20% of casual labor jobs were found either in local towns or in the central and 
northern regions of Malawi where laborers went in search of work on tobacco estates, particularly between October 
and May. 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Thyolo Mulanje Tea 
Estates Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2014 to March 2015. During community 
leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal performance with ‘1’ 
indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the responses of the 
community leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as a good year for rainfall, input access, crop 
production and market prices resulting in overall good food and livelihoods security.   
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 
Some floods and dry spells but only a small effect overall on crop production. There may be 
knock-on effects for the 2015 – 2016 food consumption year. Those affected were given 
sweet potato vines and cassava cuttings. Inputs were available in a timely way. 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 
Dry spells during the rainy season affected crop production. Some relief food was 
distributed during the year. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 2 
A high incidence of armyworms and persistent dry spells during the rainy season led to 
reduced yields and relief distribution to affected households  

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 3 
Dry spells during the rainy season affected crop production. Relief distribution was carried 
out. 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 3 Dry spells affected crop production. Relief food was distributed.  

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
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Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 

 
The long rains in southern Malawi, which last for about five months from November-March, allow farmers in this 
zone to grow several types of long-cycle field crops. These long-cycle crops include maize, pigeon peas, cassava and 
sweet potato.  Land preparation for the rain-fed season starts a few months in advance of the rains (i.e., from May 
onwards until October). Once the rains arrive in November, planting begins.  Farmers typically intercrop maize with 
the other staple crops.  Long-cycle maize matures after about 4-5 months. By March, for about one month, 
households eat maize “green”, on-the-cob. The grain is then harvested in April-May. Sweet potatoes are the next 
crop to be ready for harvest (June-July), followed by pigeon peas and cassava (August-September).  Once the rain-
fed maize harvest is collected and stored, farmers prepare for the winter season. Only very small scale gravity 
irrigation along rivers or in low lying wetlands using residual water is possible in this zone. Output is too low for a 
harvest. Nonetheless, households eat or sell green maize for about one month in October.  Maize production from 
the two seasons (the rainy season and winter season) typically lasts from March until October after which most 
households begin to purchase maize. Maize purchases are highest from December until February which is also known 
as the “hunger” season as it is when many households struggle to afford sufficient maize to meet their food needs.  

Rainy season r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed p p

Maize - irrigated p p

Cassava lp lp p p

Sweet potatoes lp lp p p w w

Pigeon peas lp lp p p

Sugar Cane p p

Avocado pears h h h h

Beans p p w w h h

Green vegetables

Tomatoes p p

Livestock

Goat sales peak salesalesalesalesalesalesalesalesalesale salesalesalesalesalesale

Chicken sales salesalesalesalesalesalesalesalesalesale salesalesalesalesalesale

Pig sales sale

Other
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Staple food prices also peak during this period due to a combination of high demand for staple grains as well as high 
transport costs from washed out roads.   
 
In addition to field crops, there are a number of fruit trees and horticultural crops grown by farmers in this zone.  
Sugar cane is an important cash crop which is planted with the rains but finishes maturing using residual rain water 
in the soil.  It is harvested from May-July. Vegetables are another cash crop in the zone.  These short-cycle, winter-
season crops are planted at the end of the rainy season in small gardens alongside a river or stream. Farmers use 
watering cans to bring water from the river to their vegetable plots. Vegetables are harvested for consumption and 
sale between April-October.  Fruit such as avocado pears ripen in March-May.  Farmers in the zone used to grow and 
sell bananas as an important cash crop too. However, the banana trees became infected with banana bunchy top 
and the loss of the trees was also a loss of cash crop income. Avocado pears have replaced banana income to some 
extent. However, the zone lacks a real replacement cash crop such as groundnuts or beans.   
 
Most of the casual labor jobs in the zone are seasonal. For instance, tea picking on local tea estates, or tobacco 
picking on estates in central and northern regions, coincide with the rainy season (and the growing season for crops), 
lasting from October-March.  Similarly, paid agricultural work, such as weeding, falls during the rainy season. Land 
clearing and hoeing takes place pre-rains from June-September. Thus most local labor opportunities in the 
agricultural sector occur at the same time that the demand for family labor on the household farm is also highest. 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 
For farmers, wealth is based on their land as well as their income (which provides the cash resources to pay for inputs 
such as fertilizer, insecticides and labor).  Wealthier households also own more livestock but this is not a real source 
of wealth in this zone compared to owning a profitable farm and/or small business.  Very few households were 
considered better off during the 2014-2015 reference year (only 11%). The rest of the households were evenly 
divided into very poor (30%), poor (29%) and middle (30%) wealth groups.  
 
Land holdings are small throughout the zone. However, for the very poor and poor households, farms are particularly 
small, on average 0.55 acres or less.  Poor households typically cultivate a little more land than the very poor but 
only about 0.2 acres more. Nonetheless, this little bit more land is sufficient to produce more fruits and vegetables 
for sale. For instance, the poor earned crop income from the sale of avocado pears, sugar cane, leafy vegetables and 
tomatoes. The very poor just sold avocado pears.  Livestock assets for the very poor and poor were similarly limited 
to chickens and a goat or two. Otherwise, the poorest households in this zone both depend on casual labor for their 
annual cash income especially from ganyu (including tea picking), brick making, firewood sales and the petty trade 
in mandazi (a fried snack) and fish.    
 
Middle and better off households do not own large amounts of land. However, one factor that distinguishes them 
from the poor is that they rent in additional land. On average, land ownership is 0.5-1 acres (the middle) and 1-2 
acres (the better off).4  However, both wealth groups were able to cultivate an additional 0.5 acres by renting land 
from the very poor and poor. This made a significant difference in crop production for both food and income. Another 
difference was that middle and better off households had the means to pay for all the major cultivation inputs – 
labor, seeds, tools, fertilizer and pesticides – which also led to much better crop outcomes for these two wealth 
groups.  A third factor that distinguished the two upper wealth groups from the poor was livestock ownership. In 
particular, middle and better off households owned pigs (the poor do not) and pig sales were an important source 
of income for these households. Finally, middle and better off households depend not on casual labor to generate 
cash income but on small businesses such as buying and re-selling maize from Mozambique. 
 

                                                           
4 Land holding sizes for middle and better off households have decreased since the previous HEA assessment in 2003. At that time, the better 
off cultivated 2-3 acres and middle households cultivated 1-1.5 acres. However, households mainly owned poultry then whereas in the current 
reference year, the two upper wealth groups now owned pigs and goats as well as poultry. 
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Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
Households in all wealth groups were a similar size. The typical household size in this zone was 7 people. 
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2014- March 2015. April represents the 
start of the consumption year because it is 
when the maize harvest is ready.  Food is 
presented as a percentage of 2100 kcal per 
person per day for the 12-month period.  
 
Poor and very poor households in this zone 
farm such small plots of land that in 2014-
2015 their own-crops provided just 4.5-5 
months of food (38-40% of annual food 
needs). Their production centered on rain-
fed maize, a little of which was consumed 
‘green’. Overall, rain-fed maize met 21-24% 
of their annual food needs. The poor and 

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       
 

very poor also cultivated very small amounts of irrigated maize during the winter season. The output was eaten 
“green” and was sufficient for 1-2 meals per day for the month of October. Their remaining food energy from own-
crops came from cassava, sweet potatoes and pigeon peas.  
 
Middle and better off households also consumed a range of grain, legumes and root crops. Nonetheless, maize was 
central both for production and for consumption. In 2014-2015, the two upper wealth groups produced sufficient 
food to last 7 months (middle households) and 9 months (better off households) of which maize alone was enough 
to last 6-7.5 months.  Output by better off households declined substantially from 11 years ago when the harvest 
from their 2-3 acres was sufficient for the full year. Smaller land holdings together with more focus on business in 
the current reference year explains these trends. 
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What was not produced was purchased or secured as food payments from agricultural labor. Purchased food 
comprised 35-40% of the annual food needs for all wealth groups which was the equivalent to buying enough food 
energy to last 4-5 months. Purchases peaked from December-February while the new maize crop was maturing in 
the fields. In 2014-2015, maize grain was the main food purchased by all wealth groups and dried cassava was the 
second most common food. The difference between wealth groups was that better off households substituted rice 
for cassava. Another key difference was that very poor households could not afford the same range of food items as 
the other wealth groups, and unlike the better off, middle and poor households, the very poor did not buy meat, 
dried fish or sugar.  
 
Only very poor and poor households secured food through agricultural labor in 2014-2015.  Work that was paid-in-
kind was typically local agricultural work, preparing ridges and weeding the growing crops on the farms of better off 
households in the area. Usually, laborers were able to pick up work 1-2 times per month over a 4 month period, each 
time receiving 20-40 kg maize grain for the task.  
 
Another source of food during the reference year was food transfers through school lunches and from relief food.  
Elementary school children from all wealth groups received school lunches. By contrast, relief food was only given to 
poor and very poor households in a few villages only. Beneficiaries received on average 50 kg maize in total between 
November and February.  
 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
In this zone, income was earned a number of 
ways of which tea picking on the estates was 
only one income source amongst many. Day 
jobs picking tea on local commercial farms 
were mainly found by villagers living in close 
proximity to the estates. For those who 
found work there, they typically worked 3-7 
days per week for 3-6 months. Laborers from 
very poor, poor and middle households all 
worked as tea pickers. By contrast, better off 
households typically had a family member 
working as an employee on the estate rather 
than as a casual laborer although this too was 
limited to a few villages.   
 
Even if tea picking was not an option in all 
villages in the zone, nonetheless, the poor 
and very poor found ways to earn a cash 
income either through selling basic items or 
working as hired labor. Indeed, labor 
(whether self-employed or hired labor) 
provided 75% of the annual cash income of 
the very poor and 60% of the annual cash 
income of the poor. There was quite a range 
of different income earning activities 
undertaken. The list included local 
agricultural work or ganyu (including land 
preparation, weeding, harvesting and 
threshing); fetching water; brick sales; 
firewood sales; sales of local brew; sand 
mining; petty trade; and fish sales).  Of all 
these various activities, the most common 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 
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were brick selling, sales of prepared food 
(i.e., mandazi), fetching water and ganyu. 
Notably, income from self-employment has 
increased in importance since 2003; 
conversely, income from casual labor has 
decreased. 
 
Middle and better off households also 
earned a good proportion of their cash 
income from petty trade and sales.  In 2014- 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawian Kwacha) 

Wealth 
group 

Very 
poor 

Poor Middle Better off 

Annual 
income per 
household5 

162,350 226,680 529,940 603,380 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest 
ten 

 

2015, middle households earned almost 45% of their annual cash income – and better off households earned 30% 
of their annual cash income – from “self-employment” activities, a significant increase from 2003. Petty trade for 
these households involved hawking relatively cheap agricultural produce brought in from Mozambique and re-selling 
it in Blantyre. The most common goods traded were maize, dried cassava, beans and groundnuts. They also sold high 
demand (but low value) items such as fritters and mandazis.   
 
Crop sales were another source of income for most households in the zone. Although still a key income source, the 
proportional importance of crops sales for annual household cash income is much lower in the current reference 
year than 11 years ago. For instance, crop sales comprised almost 40% of the annual cash income of better off 
households and 26% of the income of middle households, down from 40-60% in 2003.6  Crop income came from a 
range of different types of produce including field crops such as maize, cassava, sweet potatoes and pigeon peas as 
well as horticultural crops (sugarcane, avocado pears, vegetables and tomatoes).  In 2014-2015, sugarcane was one 
of the highest income earners for middle and better off households. Poor households sold a similar range of crops 
although they sold much smaller amounts than wealthier households. By contrast, the very poor ate most of what 
they produced. They sold only small amounts of cassava, pigeon peas and fruit which together amounted to just 6% 
of their annual cash income. Added to crop sales was some agricultural income from land rental (3% of the annual 
cash income of the very poor). 
 
One sign of wealth in this zone was having capital to invest in some livestock.  In 2003, livestock sales were a very 
marginal source of cash income for all wealth groups. However, by 2014-2015, better off households earned about 
25% of their annual cash income from selling pigs, goats and chickens. This income has largely replaced the decline 
in income from crop sales. Pig sales in particular led to significant differences in income earned by the different 
wealth groups. Better off households sold on average 8 pigs compared to 3 pigs sold by middle households and none 
by the two poor wealth groups. All wealth groups sold a few goats (1-3) as well as chickens. 
 
A final source of income for most wealth groups was loans. For instance, it was common for a poor and very poor 
household to take a monthly loan of MK 1,000-2,000 in 2014-2015. Middle household loans were more typically in 
the MK 5,000 per month range. In general, for these three wealth groups, loans comprised 6-8% of their annual cash 
income.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2014-March 2015 was US$1 = MK 417.43 

6  Income from crop sales has markedly decreased since 2003 when crop sales comprised about 60% of the annual cash income of better off 
households and about 40% of the income of middle households. This is a decline of 15-20%. 
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Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph presents expenditure patterns for 
the reference year April 2014 – March 2015.  
While absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.   
 
Food purchases were the dominant 
expenditure for the very poor and the poor 
households. In 2014-2015, the two poor 
wealth groups purchased food for about 4-
5 months and these food costs came to 
about 50% of their annual expenditures. 
Some of the expenses were for non-staple 
food items, such as beans, cooking oil and  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

sweet potatoes (as well as sugar and dried fish for the poor). However 30-35% of annual expenses went on staple 
food (mainly maize but some dried cassava too). Food costs were also relatively high for middle and better off 
households, accounting for 33-36% of annual expenditures.However, there was a major difference in spending 
patterns. In the case of middle and better off households, their major food costs were for non-staple food items 
which provided dietary diversity and included foods such as meat, dried fish, oil, sugar and beans. Staple food costs 
amounted to only 7-10% of their total expenditures. 
 
All wealth groups had farm input expenses during the reference year. The common expenses were seeds, tools, 
fertiliser, pesticides and livestock feed. In addition, middle and better off households had expenses related to land 
rental and labor hire. Seeds are typically purchased every year because currently hybrid seeds are preferred and 
these are not kept by households post-harvest for the next season. Another pattern of note was that the upper 
wealth groups spent significantly more on fertiliser and labor hire. Hence, their livelihood input expenses amounted 
to an estimated 25% of annual expenditures compared to the poor and very poor whose livelihood input costs came 
to 10% of their annual expenditures.    
 
Households spent a similar amount proportionately on household items during the reference year. Goods such as 
tea leaves, salt, soap, utensils, batteries, kerosene and grinding fees (i.e., “household items”) comprised an 
estimated 15% of the annual household expenditures of all wealth groups. Notably, all wealth groups also spent 
money on firewood for cooking and water for domestic consumption (these goods are included in the household 
items category).  Water costs were low and limited to certain villages. Firewood payment, however, were very 
common for middle and better off households and fairly common amongst the poor wealth groups as well. 
 
All wealth groups also spent a similar proportion on social services (health and education).  In 2014-2015, such 
annual costs were an estimated 10% of household expenditures.  Some schooling expenses were incurred in all 
villages by households in each wealth group. However, medical expenses were more variable from village to village. 
 
Clothiing was a common expense in the reference year for all households but comprised just 5% of annual 
expenditures. For the poor and very poor, only a little income remained for other, more discretionary expenses such 
as transport, phone credit festivals, social obligations, beer, cigarettes and/or house repairs. These items comprised 
a final 5% of their expenditures. Middle and better off households had a little more income to spend on these items, 
and their spending accounted for 10-13% of their annual expenditures. In particular phone credit expenses were 
very common. Finally, what was borrowed had to be repaid and very poor, poor and middle households all had loan 
repayment expenses during the year. 
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Hazards 

 
The most pressing problems facing farmers every year are dry spells during the growing season, as well as pests and 
diseases. Dry spells can occur at different times during the crop cycle (i.e., at the germination stage or the tasseling 
stage) and may last from 1-2 weeks, or occasionally for 4 weeks. Dry spells in 2013-2014 of 2-4 weeks duration led 
to relief food distribution in affected villages. When dry spells occur in combination with pests or disease, the 
resulting impact on crop output is often very severe.  This occurred in 2012-2013 in the zone when there was an 
army worm outbreak together with a dry spell and which led to a below-average season and a relief response. 
Livestock diseases also regularly occur and most years livestock owners must cope with some disease affecting their 
various animals. 
 
Farmers are not only confronted with chronic problems but they also have to cope with periodic hazards. Flood 
events are the major hazard that affect this zone. They occur an estimated once every four years. Flooding typically 
occurs after very heavy rains which cause the Shire and Ruo Rivers to swell and overflow their banks, destroying 
crops and homes. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
Households faced with a significant harvest deficit try to make up the gap by increasing other food or income 
sources. In this zone, households expanded existing income sources. Nonetheless, the particular income sources 
expanded differed by wealth group.  
 
Poor and very poor households 

 Look for additional casual labor opportunities 

 Spend more time selling bricks or mandazis or other goods 

 Sell more chickens and goats 
 
Middle and Better off households 

 Increase cross-border petty trade 

 Diversify into other self-employment activities 

 Sell more pigs, goats and/or chickens 
 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Thyolo Mulanje Tea Estates Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including staple food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize (rain-fed) 

 Pigeon peas 

 Sweet potatoes 

 Vegetables 

 Sugar cane 

 Tomatoes 

 Cassava 

 Maize (rain-fed)  - producer price 

 Pigeon peas – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 

 Sugar cane – producer price 

 Tomato – producer price 
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Livestock  Pig sales 

 Goat sales 

 Chicken sales 

 Pig prices 

 Goat prices 

 Chicken prices 

Other food and cash income  Ag labor (cultivation) 

 Ag labor (harvest) 

 Casual labor - Tea picker 

 Self-employment – brick seller 

 Self-employment – mandazi seller 

 Cash loans 

 Ag labor (cultivation + harvest) – wage 
rates in-kind and in cash 

 Tea picker – daily wage rate 

 Brick sales – daily earnings 

 Mandazi sales – daily earnings 

 Cash loan rates 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 

 Cassava (dried) – consumer price 
 

 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following detailed discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
Development priorities reflected wealth group differences.  Poor and very poor household prioritized provision of 
inputs, such as increased access to subsidized fertilizer and hybrid seeds; provision of goats or pigs; and increased 
access to cash loans. The second priority was improved infrastructure, namely roads and water. 
 
By contrast, the first priority of middle and better off households was improved infrastructure (roads, markets) and 
service delivery (water, inputs).  In the case of inputs, the priority was for the improved timing of input delivery. 
Middle households also highlighted the need for dairy cows for milk and income. 
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Western Rumphi and Mzimba Livelihood Zone (WRM) December, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Western Rumphi and Mzimba Livelihood Zone lies to the 
northwest of the Mzimba Self Sufficient Livelihood Zone and to the 
southwest of Nyika National Park. The zone is largely bordered by 
Zambia to the west and touches a small part of Nkhatabay Cassava 
Livelihood Zone to the east. Its close proximity to Mzuzu City offers 
a strategic advantage compared to other zones in northern 
Malawi in terms of access to the huge urban market located there. 
The zone encompasses Rumphi and Mzimba Districts and covers 
three EPAs: Bolero EPA (in Rumphi District), and Mpherembe and 
Euthini EPAs (both in Mzimba District). It is mainly serviced by 
Rumphi town which lies at the border with Nkhata Bay Cassava 
Livelihood zone. The zone is linked to Mzuzu City and Karonga via 
the M1 highway, which connects the northern and southern 
regions of Malawi. It is also connected to Mzimba to the south and 
Chitipa to the north via the M9 highway which also provides a 
connection to the Tanzanian border.  
 
The major part of this zone is generally a highland with small rivers 
and some hills in Rumphi. The topography is fairly flat, and thus 
the zone is comprised largely of arable land. Grassland and shrubs 
are the main vegetation found in the zone. The main special features are forest and game reserves including Vwaza 
Game Reserve, Nyika Plateau and Nyika National Park. Other natural resources include game and wild foods which 
are available for communities closer to forest reserves and national parks. In addition, mining (quarry and sand) is 
also done mostly in areas with hills and rivers. The population density of the zone ranges from 36 to 70 individuals 
per square kilometer. 
 
The zone receives relatively moderate to high rainfall which ranges from 500-1,100 millimeters (mm) per year. There 
is only one rainy season (November to April) in which all the main agriculture activities take place. Temperatures 
range from 6oC to 30oC which are quite suitable for agriculture. Most parts of the zone have sandy to clay loam soils 
which are mostly fertile; these soils and the suitable rainfall and temperatures give the zone good potential for high 
agriculture production.  
 
In a typical year, the zone produces just about enough to feed itself, so that crops sold out of the zone during  
post-harvest have to be replaced by imports later in the year. One unique feature of this zone is the presence of 
tobacco across all wealth groups. While tobacco is mainly grown by the middle and better-off households in most 
zones (because of their ability to meet the high input demands of this crop), the very poor and poor households in 
this zone also rely heavily on tobacco as the main cash crop. Crop production is typically rainfed, although irrigation 
is practiced at a small scale in the wetlands (dimbas) and valleys around the major rivers  
(i.e. Lunyangwa, Kasitu, and Katope).  
 

 

                                                           

 
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in August 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2014 and ended in March 2015. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for at least five years (i.e. until 2021). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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Land owned is fairly comparable (if somewhat lower) to neighboring Mzimba Self Sufficient Livelihood Zone but 
higher than in Nkhatabay Cassava Livelihood Zone. The very poor and poor households do not cultivate on all their 
land, and so they rent some of it to the middle and better-off households who can cultivate on more land than they 
own. Because there is limited access to draught power, the most common method of farming is hand-hoe tillage. 
All wealth groups rely heavily on just two crops: maize and tobacco. However, sweet potatoes, groundnuts, soya 
beans, and vegetables are also grown. Households also grow beans but harvest very little. All wealth groups use 
inputs, although the quantity of inputs purchased differs by wealth. The most input-demanding crops in the zone 
are maize and tobacco, and inputs such as fertilizers, hybrid seeds, and herbicides/pesticides are purchased for 
these crops. The use of organic manure is also very common, especially by the very poor and poor households who 
cannot afford as many inputs as the middle and better-off households. Though the zone has a high production 
potential, some of the drawbacks to crop production include pests and diseases such as army worms, termites, 
weevils, maize streak, mildew, and cassava mosaic.  
 
Livestock are another foundation for the livelihood system here. Cattle are the most valuable livestock but they are 
only owned by the middle and better-off households. Goats and chickens are owned by all wealth groups while pigs 
are owned by the poor, middle and better-off households. All animals except pigs are fed through free grazing, and 
therefore only animal feed for pigs, which are stall-fed, must be purchased. Pastures are typically good during the 
rainy season and deteriorate during the dry season. Water for livestock is accessed from minor rivers and deep and 
shallow wells in the wet season. However, shallow wells usually dry up in the dry season and then minor rivers and 
deep wells become the only source of water for livestock. Cattle provide a source of milk and cash income for the 
middle and better-off households who own these livestock. Goats, pigs and chickens also provide a source of cash 
as well as meat for all wealth groups, and they are especially important for the lower two wealth groups who do not 
own cattle. In this zone, cattle are not typically slaughtered for meat as they are taken as a store of wealth and can 
only be sold for income or kept. The main disease affecting livestock in the zone are Newcastle for chickens, African 
swine fever for pigs, and East Coast fever for cattle and goats. To protect their livestock, households use both 
tradition and commercial vaccines accessed through market purchases and the Ministry of Agriculture. Small 
livestock, such as chickens and pigs, are sometimes slaughtered and burned to avoid the spread of diseases to 
healthy animals.  
 
Besides crop and livestock production, very poor and poor households in the zone also actively engage in casual 
labor and construction activities which are also an important source of food and cash income. Casual labor is 
typically done within the zone using hand tools such as hoes and pangas. Self-employment activities are also typical 
in the zone including firewood sales and brewing, which are done by the lower two wealth groups, and petty trade 
which is done by the poor, middle and better-off households. Petty trade is done locally by selling mandasi, 
groceries, fish, and farm produce. Households also migrate to major towns (especially Mzuzu City) as well as 
neighboring Zambia through informal borders for employment.  
 
Access to water for humans is good and available from boreholes and open wells in the dry and wet seasons. 
Generally, humans and animals do not share the same sources of water across the zone. As boreholes provide the 
safest water for drinking, households make periodic contributions to maintain them.  
 
Households access health care from public and private health institutions within the zone, and overall access is 
average as some households are located far away from the health facilities. Access to education is generally good, 
and education services are provided by primary and secondary schools.  
 
 

Markets 

 
Rumphi is the key urban center which provides the main local market for the zone, and roads to Mzuzu City and 
Mzimba provide access to external markets. The zone is also linked to Karonga and Chitipa, although these markets 
are quite a distance away. The Chitipa route also ultimately connects to Tanzania via the M9 highway while other 
gravel roads to the west link the zone to Zambia via informal borders. Mzuzu City is the main urban market outside 
the zone which provides a market for labor, especially in bad years. The main daily markets are Bolero, Rumphi 
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Boma, Mpherembe, Euthini, Ekwendeni and Njuyi, while weekly markets are found at Mwazisi, Emageni and 
Malidadi. The weekly markets operate on specific days of the week where households converge to exchange various 
commodities. Though access to important internal and external markets is good, local transportation infrastructure 
is generally poor which makes access to some small markets within the zone generally poor. This is because the 
zone is networked mainly by gravel and earth roads which are mostly impassable during the wet seasons. However, 
market access improves during the dry season as most of the gravel and earth roads are passable. As a result, most 
market activities take place during the dry season which also coincides with the post-harvest period when farm 
produce is ready to be taken to the market.  
 
Tobacco is the main cash crop sold by all households, and it is the chief income-earning crop for the zone. The cash 
crop is harvested from February to April, and sales start in April and extend all the way to August. Tobacco is usually 
sold through some intermediaries who come to the zone to purchase from farmers and transport the crop to central 
auction floors. Some local temporal depots are established where transactions between farmers and intermediaries 
take place. 
 
While all wealth groups sell maize and vegetables, the middle and better-off households mainly sell maize while the 
very poor and poor households rely more on vegetable sales. The better-off households produce enough maize to 
consume for 12 months, and they usually have a surplus to sell. Despite not having a surplus, the other three wealth 
groups also sell some of their maize soon after harvest in order to cover immediate expenditures at that time. 
However, they have to compensate for this with purchases later during the lean season when their stocks run dry. 
Maize is sold locally and to Mzuzu City usually via some middlemen who purchase maize at farmgate prices for re-
sale. The peak period for selling maize is April to September when most farmers have adequate cereals to consume 
and some to sell. Groundnuts and soya beans also are sold between May and October.  
 
The main livestock sold in the zone are cattle, goats, pigs, and chickens. Different local arrangements exist for small 
livestock where transactions can be between farmers or, at times, through middlemen. Cattle are usually sold 
through middlemen who buy locally and transport the cattle to urban markets where the demand for beef is high. 
The main trade route for cattle is from Rumphi to Mzuzu and sometimes to Lilongwe.  
 
As highlighted above, maize grain sold by the very poor, poor and middle households has to be compensated for in 
the lean season when stocks run dry. This is done through purchases from the local market and outside the zone 
and also through payment-in-kind from the labor market. Because the very poor and poor households have low 
production, they purchase maize as early as August but principally between October and March. Staple prices are 
usually high during this period as the demand for cereals rises. Households also purchase non-food items including 
agriculture inputs from local towns and Mzuzu City.  
 
The local rural areas provide about 80 percent of the labor opportunities for households in the zone, most of which 
are casual agriculture and non-agriculture labor. Local towns provide an estimated 15 percent of the labor for the 
zone while areas outside the zone provide 5 percent. Labor migration is common, especially in bad years where 
households migrate to Mzuzu City, Karonga, Chuitipa, and Zambia. The zone also draws in labor from households in 
the southern region whose members migrate into the zone to work in farms and estates during the growing season. 
 
 

Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a specific time period called the reference year. In the Western Rumphi and 
Mzimba Livelihood Zone, the reference year covered the period from April 2014 to March 2015. All information on 
food, income, and expenditure profiled for this baseline therefore refer to this period.  
 
During community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance with a ‘1’ indicating a poor season and a ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below shows a summary of 
results of the ranking exercise. The reference year was rated as a good or above-average season for food security.  
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Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 Short rainy season, prolonged dry spell, army worms 

Apr 2013 – Mar 2014 5 Good input uptake and Mardef loans 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 4 Well-distributed rains, high input uptake 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 4 Inputs, average rainfall  

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 4 Inputs, average rainfall 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields) 
4 = a good season or above-average season for household food security 
3 = an average season for household food security 
2 = a below-average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 

 
 
There is one rainy season which starts in November, peaks between December and February, and then eventually 
tails off in April. The major agricultural activities in the zone are pegged to the timing of the rains. Prior to the start 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize gh h h h h h lp p p w w w w gh gh

Ground nuts p p

Beans h h p p w w w gh gh h

Soya p p w w w h

Sweet potatoes h h h h w h h h

Tobacco h h lp p p w w h h h h

Vegetables 

Livestock

Cattle milk peak m m m m m m

Cattle sales peak

Goats milk peak

Pig sales peak

Chicken sales peak salesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak

Construction labor peak

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

High staple prices sp sp sp sp

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Festival season 7 7 7 7 7 7

Livestock diseases 3 3 3 3

Human diseases 2 2 2 2 2 2

Legend sp High staple prices ls Lean season 

Land prep Sowing Weeding Green Cons. Harvest/Thresh.

MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov Dec Jan Feb
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of the rain, households begin land preparation as early as August and continue until the start of the rain in 
November. This is followed by planting which happens mostly in December, although it starts a bit earlier in mid-
November for groundnuts. Planting is immediately followed by weeding – the most labor-intensive activity – 
between  
mid-December and February. Weeding tobacco and sweet potatoes, however, requires a shorter period than other 
crops.  
 
The harvest period stretches for a longer period from mid-February to June because of the variations between  
long- and short-season crops. Tobacco is the first crop to be harvested in the zone. Sale of tobacco begins slowly in 
mid-February when tobacco sales floors are opened and eventually peaks between April and August. Harvesting of 
sweet potatoes takes longer as households normally consume the tubers while they are in the fields. While 
harvesting of beans, soya, and groundnuts starts as early as mid-March, maize (the main food crop) is usually 
harvested last – between May and June. During this period, middle-income and better-off households hire people 
from the very poor and poor households to provide harvesting labor.  
 
The peak demand for local agricultural labor occurs between December and March, when on-farm agricultural 
activities are most intense; this is when middle and better-off households hire very poor and poor households to 
work in their fields. The period between May and October is the dry season (also referred to as the “off season”). 
During this time, households switch from production of staple crops to vegetables, although this typically starts as 
early as March when the rains begin to tail off. However, the main activities for this period are brick production, 
thatching, brewing, carpentry, and petty trade.  
 
The peak period for selling livestock is April to August, and milk production also peaks between May and July. 
Chicken sales follow a slightly different pattern as other livestock with a bimodal peak, one between June and August 
and the other between December and February. Livestock diseases also peak between June and August and 
between December and February.  
 
By January, most households have exhausted their cereal stocks from their own production. This is the start of the 
lean season, which extends to March and ends as soon as households begin to harvest. During the lean season, 
staple food prices are high, especially between January and February. Households consume green maize from March 
through April, which provides an early relief to the lean season. Consumption of green groundnuts and beans starts 
earlier in mid-February, but these are not consumed in large quantities given the low production of these crops in 
the zone. Human diseases are also common during this period as a result of rains and humid conditions.  
 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 

 
 
The very poor and poor households make up 56 percent of the zone population while the middle and  
better-off households constitute 44 percent. Household sizes are fairly large in this zone, with the upper two wealth 
groups generally having more household members than the lower two wealth groups. 

 

HH size
Land owned 

(acres) 

Land cultivated 

(acres)
Poultry

Very poor 7 - 9 2 - 5 1 - 1.8
3 - 8              

chickens

Poor 7 - 9 3 - 7 1.5 - 3
7 - 15                            

chickens

Middle 8 - 10 3 - 7 3.5 - 5
15 - 27  

chickens

Better off 8 - 10 4 - 8 5 - 8
14 - 30 

chickens

1 ox cart, 1 tobacco pressing 

machine, 2-4 cell phones, 1-

2 bicycles

Livestock

0-3 goats

2-4 goats, 0-2 pigs

7-10 goats, 0-8 pigs, 

0-1 oxen, 2-6 cattle 

7-18  goats, 2-20  

pigs,    0-1 oxen, 7-

11 cattle

Wealth Groups Characteristics

Other

1 cellphone

0-2 bicycle, 1-3 cellphones

0% 20% 40%

% of households
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The local economy is mainly driven by crop production, and differences in wealth are reflected in the amount of 
land cultivated; the very poor and poor households cultivate less than two acres while the middle and  
better-off households cultivate between three and eight acres. The differences in land area cultivated primarily 
determine the levels of production attained by the different wealth groups, more so than other factors such as 
inputs and labor. However, the lack of resources to access adequate inputs and hire more labor are the critical 
factors that obstruct the two lower wealth groups from cultivating larger pieces of land. Due to this lack of capacity, 
the very poor and poor households usually have some land which they rent out to the middle and  
better-off households who have the capacity to use the land. Consequently, total production for the middle and 
better-off households remains significantly higher than for the two lower wealth groups. The upper two wealth 
groups therefore generate more income and food from the fields which they also use as payment for labor during 
the farming season, and thus they can continuously afford to hire more labor over the years.  
 
Tobacco, the main cash crop grown by all wealth groups in the zone, can only be grown by the two lower wealth 
groups on small pieces of land because of the high input and labor demands of the crop. On the other hand, the 
better-off households have enough income to purchase inputs, labor, and productive assets such as ox carts and 
tobacco-pressing machines (which they also hire out to other wealth groups). As a result, the amount of income 
generated from tobacco by the better-off households is eight times the total household income for the very poor 
and five times the total household income for the poor. 
 
Cattle is also another determinant of wealth in the zone. Cattle provide significant income for the middle and better-
off households through the sale of milk and cattle. The total income generated from milk and cattle sales only for 
the better-off households is more than the total annual cash income generated by either of the lower two wealth 
groups. All wealth groups also own small livestock such as goats, pigs, and chickens, although the very poor 
households do not own pigs. Small livestock provide income, especially for the two lower wealth groups who do not 
own cattle.  
 
Households in the zone also typically own other assets such as bicycles for transportation and mobile phones for 
communication. 
 
 

Sources of Food 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the 
period April 2014 to March 2015. April 
represents the start of the consumption 
year because it is when the harvest of the 
main food crops occurs, marking an end to 
the hunger season. Food is presented as a 
percentage of 2,100 kcal per person per 
day for the 12-month period. 
 
In the reference year, all wealth groups 
met their annual minimum food needs, 
except for the very poor who had a 
marginal food deficit of 2 percent. 
Although this is considered a  
food-secure zone, more than half of the 
population just barely met its food needs 
in the reference year, which was 
considered a good year.  

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum 
food requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2,100 
kcals per person per day.                                      
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There are typically three main sources of food in the zone: crop production, payment-in-kind and purchases. Crop 
production was the main source of food which contributed the majority of calories for all households in the zone. 
The very poor accessed almost 50 percent of their annual food requirements from crop production while the other 
three wealth groups accessed half to more than three-quarters of their annual food needs from that source. The 
middle and better-off households typically produce enough to consume all year while the other two wealth groups 
have to supplement production with purchases and payment-in-kind. Nonetheless, middle households typically sell 
some of their maize to cover immediate cash demands just after the harvest, creating an artificial deficit for which 
they compensate with purchases later in the year.  
 
Maize was the main food crop in the reference year, contributing significantly to household energy needs. The two 
lower wealth groups accessed more than a third of their annual food needs from maize while the two upper wealth 
groups accessed more than two-thirds. Other food crops such as groundnuts and sweet potatoes were also 
consumed but contributed only 2-5 percent of household annual food needs in the reference year. The consumption 
of green crops, which typically begins in March, was also important. Green crops contributed 8-10 percent of the 
annual food needs for the very poor and poor households who typically need to buy all of their food during the lean 
season (January to March). Green consumption typically provides a buffer which slowly marks the end of the lean 
season as households approach the main harvest in April.  
 
Because the very poor and poor households typically harvest only enough to consume for five to seven months after 
selling small amounts, they need to supplement what they grow with purchased staple grains. These purchases 
accounted for 17-20 percent of their annual minimum calorie needs in the reference year. However, these 
purchases were not sufficient, and so the two lower wealth groups had to also engage in casual labor during the 
agriculture season to access more staple food. Therefore, payment-in-kind (through land preparation and weeding) 
was also an important food source which accounted for 21-22 percent of the two lower wealth groups’ annual food 
needs in the reference year.  
 
Middle households produced enough cereals (without much surplus), but as a result of their sales during the post-
harvest period, they created an artificial two-month cereal deficit for which they compensated with purchases 
during the lean season. Better-off households harvested enough cereals with surplus to sell, and therefore they did 
not need to purchase maize but did purchase rice which is a luxury staple. In fact, the better-off households purchase 
more non-staples than staples, which typically provide them with a diversified diet. In the reference year, non-staple 
purchases contributed 18-23 percent of annual food needs for the middle and better-off households. The very poor 
and poor households, on the other hand, needed to spend most of their food money on maize grain, so non-staple 
purchases contributed only 4-5 percent of their annual food needs in the reference year.  
 
The picture for food sources and consumption remains almost the same as in the 2005 baseline. Crops remain the 
main source of food for all wealth groups, with purchases and payment-in-kind also being important. The slight 
change noted is that in 2005, the middle produced enough maize to consume for the whole year after sales, but in 
the current baseline, these middle households have to compensate for the maize sold during post-harvest with 
purchases later in the lean season. 
 

 

Sources of Cash Income 
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The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income 
showing the relative importance of each option by 
wealth group. 
 

The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in 
Malawian Kwacha, showing the contribution of each 
source to cash income. 

The table to the right shows the total annual income for 
households in the zone. While total household income 
increases by wealth, it is worth noting the huge 
difference between the lower and upper wealth 
groups, as the better-off households earned around ten 
times as much as the poor households, and the middle 
households earned around five times as much as the 
poor households in the reference year. One of the 
important points to note about this zone is the 
presence of cash income from tobacco sales across all 
wealth groups (as reflected by the two graphs above), 
however this is more important to the middle and 
better-off households whose household economies 
strongly depend on this crop. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth 
group 

Very 
poor 

Poor Middle Better-off 
households 

Annual 
income per 
household2 

186,521 287,494 1,432,047 2,761,770 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the 
nearest ten. 

 

 
Typically crop sales, casual labor, livestock sales, milk sales, self-employment, and petty trade are the main income 
sources for the zone. Among these, crop sales, livestock sales, and petty trade were the highest cash generators for 
the middle and better-off households while the very poor and poor households generated more income from casual 
labor, self-employment, and crop sales. In light of this, the relative importance of each income source differs by 
wealth group as shown in the graph above to the left. In the reference year, crop sales was the most important 
income source for the poor, middle and better-off households, contributing 50-70 percent of their annual cash 
income. The situation was a bit different for the very poor households: crop sales contributed  
27 percent of annual income, but casual labor contributed 45 percent. Casual labor was also an important second 
income source for poor households in the zone as it contributed 20 percent of their annual income. The main source 
of casual labor was tobacco farming where the very poor and poor were involved in nursery watering, transplanting, 
weeding, harvesting, and curing and grading tobacco.  
 
A clear distinction between the very poor and poor households is that the poor households typically rely more on 
tobacco and livestock sales while the very poor rely more on labor and self-employment. The table below shows 
the reference year labor rates for the zone. During the off season, the on-farm labor activities dry up, and the very 
poor and poor households engage in self-employment – which contributed 17 percent of the annual income for very 
poor households in the reference year. The most common self-employment activities were firewood sales, beer 
brewing, and carpentry. The sale of livestock and livestock products was also an important source of income for the 

                                                           

 
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2014-March 2015 was US$1 = MWK 417. 
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poor, middle and better-off households. Livestock sales contributed 12 percent of the annual income for poor 
households, while it accounted for 19 percent of the annual income for middle and better-off households. 

  
The graph above on the right presents 
a breakdown of annual cash income 
(in absolute terms) from each source 
in Malawian Kwacha. Crop sales is the 
most important income source and 
thus contributes most of the money 
generated in the zone. In absolute 
terms, the middle and  
better-off households earned 
MWK1,017,538 and MWK1,633,050 
from crop sales respectively.  

 
The major crops generating money in the zone are tobacco, maize, and vegetables, with tobacco being the chief  
income-earning crop in the zone. As highlighted earlier, the difference between this zone and other tobacco-
growing zones is that all wealth groups here typically grow tobacco while in most tobacco-growing zones, the crop 
is only grown by the middle-income and better-off households because of high input demands which the lower 
wealth groups cannot afford. Due to differences in productive capacities, the middle and better-off households 
earned between MWK887,478 and MWK1,415,400 from tobacco while the very poor and poor households earned 
between MWK25,988 and MWK81,405. The high production of tobacco by the better-off households is also typically 
enhanced by access to loans to which other wealth groups do not have access.  
 
Maize, which was the second cash crop for the middle and better-off households, generated between  
MWK47,440 and MWK117,000 annually for these wealth groups. The situation was a bit different for the very poor 
and poor households who earned more money from vegetable sales than from maize. The two lower wealth groups 
typically grow vegetables which they sell within the local rural areas and in the local urban and peri-urban areas. 
Vegetable sales generated between MWK14,790 and MWK30,875 for the two lower wealth groups while maize 
sales generated only MWK5,400 to MWK16,800. Other minor crops grown in the zone (e.g. groundnuts, beans, and 
soya) are also sold but typically do not generate significant income for households because they are produced in 
small quantities.  
 
Livestock sales was an important source of income in the reference year, especially for the poor, middle and better-
off households. Cattle was the chief income-earning livestock in the zone, but they were sold only by the middle 
and better-off households. The sale of cow milk was an important income source which, together with cattle sales, 
generated MWK1,072,738 for the middle and MWK1,829,150 for the better-off households. Poor households 
typically do not own cattle, but they generated income (MWK35,199) from the sale of their goats, pigs, and chickens. 
The very poor households only own chickens which generated MWK2,600 for their households in the reference 
year.  
 
In the reference year, the poor and very poor households did not manage to cover all of their cash needs with crop 
and livestock sales, and therefore they turned to other options, the most important being agricultural labor, 
followed by self-employment. Local agricultural labor generated MWK83,551 for the very poor in the reference year 
compared to MWK57,100 for the poor. Very poor and poor households also earned between MWK22,000 and 
MWK31,200 from self-employment activities in which they typically engage after the agriculture season. The very 
poor and poor households also rented out their land to the middle and better-off households to generate some 
additional income. At the same time, the better-off households rented some of their equipment to all wealth groups. 
 
Compared to the 2005 baseline, income sources have remained almost the same over the last ten years. Crop sales, 
labor, livestock sales, and self-employment were the sources of income during the 2005 baseline and have remained 
the same. However, there has been a decline in the contribution of income from tobacco for all wealth groups in 
the zone. In 2005, tobacco used to contribute over 75 percent of all wealth groups’ annual income but this has 
sharply declined as tobacco now contributes 51-62 percent of the upper wealth groups’ income and 14-28 percent 

Rates for different types of agricultural labor (ganyu) 

Agricultural labor 
paid in cash 
(Kwacha) 

MWK6,500/acre  Weeding  

MWK4,000/acre Harvesting  

MWK8,000 Ridge-making  

MWK5,500 Land preparation  

MWK4,000/acre Threshing  

MWK2/brick  Brick-making  

MWK1/brick  
Drawing water for 
brick-making  



Western Rumphi and Mzimba Livelihood Zone Profile   
 

10 

of the lower wealth groups’ income. To compensate for the loss of income from tobacco, there is a notable increase 
in income from labor for the lower wealth groups (from around 10 percent to 20-45 percent). The middle and better-
off households now engage more in petty trade which was not present in 2005 baseline. In the current baseline, 
petty trade contributes 9-22 percent of annual income for the middle and better-off households. 
 

 

Expenditure Patterns 

 
The graph to the right presents 
expenditure patterns for the reference 
year April 2014 – March 2015. While 
absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, 
the expenditure breakdown by percent 
in this graph shows the relative amount 
of income spent on different 
categories.  
 
The proportion of food (staple and 
non-staple) contributes almost 50 
percent of the very poor annual 
expenditure and 33 percent of the 
poor. It is visible from the graph that 
the relative expenditure on food 
decrease by wealth which indicates 
that a significant proportion of the 
lower wealth group income is spent on 
food. 
 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

The very poor and poor households spent 13-19 percent of their annual income on staple food while this 
expenditure was insignificant to the middle and better-off households. These differences are because of different 
production levels which result in different amounts of demand for staple purchases among these wealth groups. 
Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the relative expenditure on staples for this zone is lower than in most of the 
central and southern zones, while it is comparable to most of the neighboring northern zones. The main staple 
bought by very poor, poor and middle households in the reference year was maize grain while the better-off 
households only purchased rice (which is also purchased by other wealth groups, although in varying quantities). 
The very poor and poor households purchased between 270kg and 330kg of maize grain for which they spent around 
MWK30,000 annually.  
 
Besides staples, households in this zone typically purchase non-staple foods such as beans, sugar, meat, dried fish, 
oil, sweet potatoes, and vegetables. The middle and better-off households bought 18 percent and 23 percent 
respectively of their minimum calorie requirements in the form of non-staple foods, while the very poor households 
only bought 4 percent of their minimum calories in the form of non-staple foods. This is a clear indication that 
better-off households have much higher dietary diversity than poorer households.  
 
Expenditure for household items also accounted for a sizeable portion of the very poor and poor households’ annual 
budget (16 percent). The items mostly purchased under this basket in the reference year were tea, salt, soap, 
lighting, grinding, firewood, and utensils. Among these items, soap and grinding contributed the most to 
expenditures on household items, with this being even more significant to the very poor households. Although 
household items were also purchased by the middle and better-off households, they were not quite as significant a 
portion of their expenditure (only 3-6 percent). In absolute terms, the lower two wealth groups spent between 
MWK30,280 and MWK46,961 on household items while the upper two wealth groups spent MWK90,008 to 
MWK99,268 on household items annually.  
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While food and household items take up much of the available cash income for the lower two wealth groups, 
agricultural inputs account for much of the upper wealth groups’ expenditure. Relative to total income, the middle 
and better-off households spent 33 percent of their income on inputs, which shows the importance of livelihoods 
investment by these wealth groups. The lower two wealth groups typically do not spend much on inputs (i.e. only 
3-6 percent of their total expenditure). These differences in livelihood investment explain the differences in 
production and wealth discussed earlier. The expenditure items under inputs include animal drugs, land rental, 
ploughing, seeds/tools, fertilizer, pesticides, labor, and livestock purchase. Among these, the only expenditures 
typical for the lower two wealth groups are seeds/tools and fertilizers. Labor and fertilizers are the biggest input 
expenditures for the middle and better-off households because of their high tobacco production. In addition, the 
better-off households receive tobacco input loans at the beginning of the agriculture season which they pay off 
during the selling season. Loan repayment is a significant expenditure for better-off households (MWK429,061 in 
the reference year).  
 
Expenditures for social services – mostly education and health – are made by all households in the zone, although 
this increases with wealth. Typically, the very poor and poor households take their children up to the primary level 
in school, whereas the middle and better-off households can afford to take their children up to the tertiary level. As 
a result, the lower two wealth groups spend less on education (MWK20,400-MWK41,100) than the upper wealth 
groups (MWK132,000-MWK249,043). Expenditure for health was lower, accounting for only  
1-3 percent of expenditures for all wealth groups in the reference year. All households spent on health as they 
accessed services from public and private hospitals.  
 
Households in the zone also spent considerably on phone, transport, gifts, beer, and loan repayments. Loan 
repayment was a significant expenditure item for the better-off households who obtained credit to access inputs. 
In fact, for these households, tobacco loan repayment was the biggest expense within the “other” expenditure 
basket. 
 
 

Hazards 

 
The most chronic hazards are dry spells, floods, pests, and diseases. Prolonged dry spells occur during the middle of 
the season and therefore affect crops. However, crops are also affected by wash-aways during the peak of the rain 
season. Pests and diseases also reduce yields in the zone.  
 
Other than chronic hazards, periodic hazards which affect production in the zone include droughts, army worms 
and hailstorms. Droughts occur once every three years, while army worms and hailstorms occur once every two 
years. 
 
 

Response Strategies 

 
Households faced with a significant harvest deficit try to make up the gap by increasing other food or income 
sources. In this zone, all households expanded existing income sources, although the particular income sources 
differed by wealth group.  
 
Poor and very poor households  

 Expanded labor opportunities outside the zone, mainly in Nkhata Bay Cassava Livelihood Zone and Mzuzu 
City 

 Increased sale of own small livestock  

 Reduced expenditure on non-essentials  
 
Middle and better-off households  
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 Increased sale of livestock  

 Increased petty trade 

 Reduced expenditure on non-essentials  
 

 

Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Western Rumphi and Mzimba Livelihood Zone. These should be monitored to indicate 
potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through ongoing monitoring systems or through 
periodic assessments.  
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Maize – amount produced  
 Groundnuts – amount produced 
 Soya  – amount produced 
 Tobacco – amount produced 
 Vegetables – amount produced 

 Maize – producer price  
 Groundnuts – producer price  
 Soya – producer price  
 Tobacco – producer price  
 Vegetables – producer price 

Livestock  Cow milk – yields 
 Pigs – number owned  
 Cattle – number owned  
 Goats – number owned  

 Cow milk – prices 
 Pigs –  prices 
 Cattle –  prices  
 Goats –  prices 

Other food and 
cash income 

 Agricultural labor (land preparation, 
weeding, harvesting, tobacco 
grading) – availability of labor 
opportunities  

 Construction – availability of labor 
opportunities  

 Petty trade – availability of 
opportunities  

 Carpentry construction – availability 
of opportunities  

 Agricultural labor (land preparation, 
weeding, harvesting, tobacco grading) – 
wage rate  

 Construction – prices  
 Petty trade – prices  
 Carpentry construction – prices  
 

Expenditure - 
food 

  Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 
 

Development Priorities 

The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field. All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies: 
 

 Establishment of more schools to improve access to education 
 Establishment of  more health centers  
 Improved access to water  
 Improved roads and bridges  
 Irrigation development  
 Improved transport services  
 Rural electrification  
 Improved access to agriculture inputs  
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Malawi Livelihood Baseline Profile 

Border Productive Horticulture Livelihood Zone (BOR) September, 20151 

Zone Description 

 
The Border Productive Horticulture Livelihood Zone curves around the eastern 
extension of Tete Province in Mozambique, starting from Kanyama in the north (in 
Dedza District), extending in a backwards ‘C’ past the hills of Ntcheu and ending at 
the southern border of Mwanza District. This zone includes the following 
Extension Planning Areas (EPAs): Bembeke, Kanyama, Golomoti, Njolomole, 
Tsangano, Neno Thambani and Mwanza. This hilly and mountainous zone is 
covered with forest and bush scrub. The main geographical features include the 
railway line, the Nkulumazi, Lisungwi, and Mwanza rivers, three significant 
mountains - Kirk Range, Ntcheu and Dedza - and the Dzonzi Mvai forest. Because 
of the extensive forest cover, timber and wild foods are commonly found. 
Population density varies throughout the zone, with 80 people per square 
kilometer found in some areas and up to 172 people per square kilometer found 
in others. 
 
This unique upland area is similar in many ways to the neighboring Tete Highlands 
Mixed Cropping Livelihood Zone in Mozambique, a highly productive area. The 
zone’s proximity to Mozambique and the border road that runs along the length 
of the zone means there is a high degree of cross border trade between this zone 
and Mozambique. Mozambique is a partner in the trade of food commodities, 
such as Irish potatoes, maize, pigeon peas and tangerines; it is also a source of 
demand for labor and many poorer household members find seasonal migratory 
work across the border. 
 
The zone benefits from relatively high rainfall, typically reaching 800 – 1,000 mm per year. The rains come during 
one season, from November through February. Temperatures range from a minimum of 7.5 - 20o C in June/July to a 
maximum of 25- 30o C in October. The soils are relatively fertile, mostly sandy clays, loam and sandy loams. This 
combination of factors supports a wide range of crops, including maize, Irish and sweet potatoes, beans, pigeon 
peas, groundnuts, cowpeas, vegetables and fruit trees, especially tangerine trees. Although this has traditionally 
been known as a surplus producing zone, because of population pressure and increasing land fragmentation, local 
residents are not able to fully meet their food needs in an average year with crop production alone. Over the past 
ten years the amount of land cultivated by a typical better off household has dropped from 9 acres, on average, to 
3, a 66% decline, and middle households are cultivating only half as much as they did a decade ago. This has meant 
an overall decrease in food and cash income per household, even if the aggregate production for the zone has not 
decreased. 
 
Poorer households rely heavily on hand cultivation, while better off households tend to use ox plows to cultivate 
their land. During the most labor intensive times of the year – land preparation and weeding – households at the 
upper end of the wealth spectrum hire poorer household members to help. This seasonal agricultural labor, referred 
to as ‘ganyu’ in Malawi, is a central part of the poor household economy. Along with ganyu, petty trade and self-
employment, especially firewood and charcoal sales, supplement the cash income of local households. 
 

                                                           
1 Fieldwork for the current profile was undertaken in July 2015. The information presented in this profile refers to the reference year which 
started in April 2013 and ended in March 2014. Provided there are no fundamental and rapid shifts in the economy, the information in this 
profile is expected to remain valid for approximately five years (i.e. until 2020). All prices referred to in the document are for the reference year. 
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Livestock form the other component of the household economy, providing some cash and small amounts of meat 
to most households. Pigs, goats and chickens are the most common animals held, providing extra cash for essential 
items, especially during the lean season. Cattle numbers have dropped substantially over the past ten years, and 
while they were a common component of middle and better off household herds back then, they are not widely 
owned now.  
 

Services in this livelihood zone are very basic. Households obtain drinking water from boreholes and water for other 
purposes, like washing and laundry, from both boreholes and local rivers. Payment is expected for piped water, but 
not for boreholes and the other sources. Access to health services varies by wealth group, with poorer households 
limited to the government health clinics, which tend to be inadequately provisioned, and better off households 
seeking care at private clinics. Cooking is done using either firewood or charcoal, with the former being most 
common for poorer households and the latter used by better off households. There is no electricity and all 
households use battery-operated flashlights at night. Mobile phones are widely owned and used by better off 
households, but not at all by poorer households, and the cellular network is not that reliable. Most villages have a 
local primary school, but secondary schools tend to be located in district or regional centers, making it expensive 
and difficult for many to attend. As such, poorer children tend to get no further than primary school; better off 
households usually send their kids through the tertiary level. Sources of local credit include village savings and loans 
institutions, which are used by poorer households, as well as some banks and micro-finance institutions, which are 
used by better off households. Savings schemes are only used by better off households, and even then, the practice 
of saving money is not universal. 
 

Markets 

 
Access to cash income in this livelihood zone depends heavily on selling a wide range of crops. This, in turn, depends 
on having access to markets throughout the year, both to sell local produce and to buy food and other essential 
items. While its position on the border and along a main road gives it an advantage in terms of cross-border trade, 
much of the transportation infrastructure throughout the zone is quite poor. Roads are in very bad condition, made 
of dirt, and difficult to traverse even in the dry season. They quickly deteriorate in the rainy season, making access 
by road to some areas impossible. Bridges exist, but they are also in bad condition.  
 
The main weekly markets servicing this zone are found in Chawe, Lizulu, Thambani, Doviko, Tsangano, Chiluzi, 
Bembeke, Kambilonjo and Kundembo. Daily markets include Mwanza, Neno, Ntcheu, Tsangano Turn Off, Dedza, 
Chikonde, Ligowe and Kambale. It is to these points that farmers bring their produce to sell. Maize, tomatoes, 
vegetables, beans, pigeon peas and groundnuts are among the many crops sold here, collected at these local 
markets and then sold on to district markets. Potatoes are destined for further markets, transported to other 
regional centers in Malawi as well as across the border to Mozambique and Zambia.  
 
Livestock are also sold by local households, primarily to local traders who take them on to sell at slaughter houses, 
both locally and in urban centers like Lilongwe, and across the border in Mozambique. Pigs, goats and chickens are 
the main livestock sold, although some cattle are also traded.  
 
During the lean season from November to February, local food purchases peak, with households buying the bulk of 
their staple foods from the market after their own stocks have run out. Much of this supply comes from local surplus 
farmers, and it can also come from the productive neighboring area of Tete Province in Mozambique. Rice is also 
purchased, sourced from Phalombe, Machinga, Zomba and Mtakataka, or more locally from Golomoti.  
 
The labor market is almost entirely local; around 85% of people who work for others do so on local farms owned by 
better off and middle households. Around 10% of work is found in local towns on construction projects, or the 
railway; and 5% find employment outside the zone. Mozambique is the main source of employment outside the 
zone, but people also go to South Africa and Lilongwe. There is some regular migration every year, but in bad years 
the number of people migrating increases, and the time away is extended from October to February. During the 
reference year there was some migration into the zone to work on railway construction.  
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Timeline and Reference Year 

 
The baseline assessment refers to a very specific time period called the reference year. In the Border Productive 
Horticulture Livelihood Zone the reference year covered the period from April 2013 to March 2014. During 
community leader interviews, key informants were asked to rank the last few years in terms of seasonal 
performance with ‘1’ indicating a poor season and ‘5’ an excellent season. The table below, which summarizes the 
responses of the community leaders, shows that the reference year was classified as an average year. The reference 
year followed three below average years, with dry spells occurring at critical times during the agricultural season. 
Households also had to contend to with army worms in one of the year, and flooding and hail in another. The most 
recent consumption year, which ended in March 2015, was reportedly an above average season.  
 

Consumption Year Rank Critical Events 

Apr 2014 – Mar 2015 4 Good season 

Apr 2013- Mar 2014 3 
Average year; relief food was distributed. Households took part in additional ganyu labor 
and sold livestock in an attempt to recover from three poor years. 

Apr 2012 – Mar 2013 2 
Dry spells and armyworm; people planted sweet potato and cassava to offset crop losses 
and intensified irritated cropping. 

Apr 2011 – Mar 2012 2 
Dry spells, floods and hail damaged crops; relief food was provided and people increased 
ganyu labor as well as sales of livestock. 

Apr 2010 – Mar 2011 2 
Dry spells; relief food was provided and people increased ganyu labor as well as sales of 
livestock. 

 
5 = an excellent season for household food security (e.g. due to good rains, good prices, good crop yields, etc.) 
4 = a good season or above average season for household food security 
3 = an average season in terms of household food security 
2 = a below average season for household food security 
1 = a poor season (e.g. due to drought, flooding, livestock disease, pest attack) for household food security 
 

 
 

 

Seasonal Calendar for Reference Year 

 
There is one rainy season in this livelihood zone, starting in November and lasting through March. A small season of 
irrigated cropping occurs from March to September/October. The rains determine the timing of many of the 
activities undertaken by local households. Before the rains come, people are busy preparing their land for the 
upcoming agricultural season. Land preparation can start as early as June, just after the harvest of the previous 
year’s crops. Land is prepared by hand, and also – for the upper wealth groups – using ox ploughs. Maize, pigeon 
peas, ground nuts and beans are planted in November and December, just as the rains begin. These crops tend to 
be inter-cropped. Sweet potatoes and cassava are planted as single stands a month or two later. Irish potatoes are 
planted three times throughout the year, also as single stands, in June, October and January. The labor-intensive 
weeding period begins in December and January for the main food crops. People begin to harvest maize green as 
early as February, and ground nuts can be eaten green in March. The main harvest, however, is in April and May, 
with sweet potatoes harvested from June to July and pigeon peas – a long season crop - harvested from August to 
September.  
 
December through February is time of particular strain for poorer households. Most of these households run out of 
their own food stocks from the previous year’s harvest by October. They face the need to find additional cash to 
pay for food at the same time that labor demands peak in their own fields. This additional cash comes from selling 
firewood and charcoal and from agricultural labor. Both of these activities take significant amounts of time. 
However, if these households expect to obtain a decent harvest the next April, they need to devote time to weeding 
and caring for their crops. Balancing the need to earn cash, which pushes people to seek work on the farms of local 
households at the upper end of the wealth spectrum, with the need to take care of their own fields, places a large 
burden on the members of poorer households. Because of this need for money during the lean season, some people 
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leave their home areas to find work in Mozambique, South Africa or Lilongwe, following a regular seasonal pattern 
of labor migration. To compound things further, this period of high labor demand coincides with the time of year 
when people tend to fall sick and staple food prices peak as well.  
 

 
 
Cassava can be harvested throughout the year, but this crop is relied on especially in January to help make it through 
the last month of the lean season. With the commencement of the green harvest in February, the stress begins to 
ease. The main harvest in April is when things really begin to improve, with maize, ground nuts, Irish potatoes and 
beans all becoming available. The pigeon pea harvest in August and September brings in extra cash, taking place a 
month before the festival season starts, when marriages and other community events are most likely to occur. 
 

Wealth Breakdown 

 
Wealth in this livelihood zone is determined mainly by the amount of land a household is able to cultivate, which is 
related to a number of factors, including how much land it owns, the capacity for it to rent in additional land, the 
amount of household labor on hand to work the fields as well as the ability of the household to hire additional labor. 
Owning an ox to help plow is also a factor.  
 
Better off households own more land to begin with – around 2 to 2.5 acres – and they typically rent in another 1 to 
1 ½ acres.  These households tend to own plow oxen, and are able to hire labor to help during critical times of the 
year. More importantly, they invest seriously in their land, spending heavily on fertilizers, pesticides, seeds and 
tools. Thus, not only do better off households cultivate more land, they also generate higher yields, reaping as much 
value from it as they can. Better off households also have more fruit trees, which provide a large proportion of their 
cash income via the sale of tangerines. Poorer households, on the other hand, own less land, and end up renting 
out some of what they have to better off households, unable to adequately farm it all. These households do not 

Rainy season r r r r r r r r r r

Crops

Maize - rainfed h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w gh gh gh gh

Pigeon Peas gh gh gh gh h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p w w w

Ground Nuts h h h h lp lp lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p w w w gh gh

Sweet Potatoes h h h h lp lp lp lp p p p p w w

Cassava w w w w lp lp lp lp lp lp h h p p p p

Irish Potatoes h h h lp p p h lp p p lp lp p h

Beans h h lp lp lp lp lp lp p p p p w w

Livestock

Goat sales peak salesalesalesalesalesalesalesale

Chicken sales salesalesalesalesalesale

Other

Agricultural labor peak 4 4 4 4 4 4

Labor migration 4 4 4 4 4 4

Peak firewood sales 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Stress/High Expenditure Periods

Livestock diseases 3 3 3 3 3 3

High staple prices sp sp sp sp sp sp sp sp

Human diseases 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Festival season 7 7 7 7 7 7

Lean season ls ls ls ls ls ls

Legend Land preparation Sowing Weeding Green Harvest Harvest

Dec Jan Feb MarApr May OctJun Jul Aug Sep Nov
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have the means to hire extra labor, acting themselves as the labor force for the local community in exchange for 
food and cash. The poorer households tend to be slightly larger, with more unproductive members, whereas better 
off households may be slightly smaller, but they have more people able to work and contribute to the household 
economy.  
 

 
Note: The percentage of household figures are the mid-point of a range.  

 
Livestock ownership is a secondary, much less significant, determinant of wealth. Pigs, goats and chickens are owned 
by middle and better off households, whereas poor households own just goats and chickens and very poor 
households have only chickens. People cash in on their livestock during the lean season, selling them to raise income 
in order to buy food and agricultural inputs. The lean season, from November through February, is when livestock 
sales peak. But households here do not own large herds, and livestock, while helping to fill a cash gap, are not a 
fundamental pillar of the local economy. 
 
Intra-community labor exchanges are critical here. Better off and middle households rely heavily on the help 
provided by poor and very poor households. This agricultural labor, referred to as ganyu in Malawi, provides 
substantial cash and food for those on the lower end of the wealth spectrum, and it provides those on the upper 
end with the ability to glean higher yields and more production overall from their land. While a certain amount of 
redistribution takes place through these labor arrangements, it also means that when production is badly affected, 
due to a drought, or other natural hazards, not only do households’ harvests take a hit, but so does the cash income 
earned from agricultural labor.  
 
There has been a clear decline in the area planted by households since the last HEA baseline in 2005. At that time 
better off households were cultivating 7 – 12 acres and middle households were cultivating 3 – 5 acres. The drop 
has been steep and significant, due to population pressure and the ever-increasing fracturing of plots. This has also 
had an effect on households’ ability to maintain livestock and herd sizes per household have fallen as well. Ten years 
ago an average middle household owned 2 – 3 cattle. Now they own none; better off households owned 3 – 7 cattle 
at that time but own at most 4 now. With less land available for production, keeping large animals that require areas 
to graze or investments in year-round fodder becomes less profitable. One change in the asset portfolio of these 
households has been the addition of pigs, which can get by on crop residues and a wider array of free-range options.  
 
 
 
 

Sources of Food 



Border Productive Horticulture Livelihood Zone Profile   6 

 
The graph to the right presents the sources 
of food for households in different wealth 
groups in the livelihood zone for the period 
April 2013 - March 2014. April represents 
the start of the consumption year because 
it is when people harvest the main food 
crops, marking an end to the lean season.  
Food is presented as a percentage of 2100 
kcal per person per day for the 12-month 
period.  
 
There are four main sources of food for 
households in this livelihood zone: own 
crop production, purchased food, payment 
in kind in exchange for labor,  

 

 
In the graph, food access is expressed as a percentage of minimum food 
requirements, taken as an average food energy intake of 2100 kcals per 
person per day.                                       

and food aid. With the exception of food aid, these sources were the same as in the last HEA baseline ten years ago. 
 
During the reference year, own crops made up the most important single source of food for all wealth groups, with 
rain-fed maize covering the majority of these calories, and a range of other crops, including beans, pigeon peas, 
cassava, sweet potatoes, ground nuts and soya providing additional calories. The consumption of green maize in 
March, before the main harvest in April, provides an important buffer, helping poor households, especially, to move 
out of the lean period as soon as possible, and reduce their expenditure on maize during the period of time when it 
is most expensive.  
 
It is notable that, despite this purportedly being a surplus zone, the two bottom wealth groups, who make up the 
majority of the population, do not produce more than 55% of their own food. Even better off households could not 
cover all of their own food needs with their own maize alone if they consumed it all rather than selling a portion (as 
they typically do). To make up the production gap, households on the lower end of the wealth spectrum work for 
food (‘payment in kind’), buy food and receive a portion of food as food aid. Those at the upper end of the spectrum 
buy food and receive a small supplement in food aid. Ten years ago the gap was smaller as people were able to 
produce more of their own food on larger plots. 
 
Payment in kind is vitally important for very poor and poor households.  These households get paid directly in food 
(at least in part) for work they do on a number of different of agricultural labor activities for middle and better off 
households, including land preparation, weeding, and harvesting work. Over the year this adds up to around 280 - 
300 kg of grain, enough to cover around two and a half months of the year, or 18 - 20% of annual calorie 
requirements.  
 
In the reference year the market provided around a quarter of the minimum energy requirements for all households 
in this livelihood zone, accounting for 24 - 26% of annual calorie needs. It is important to keep in mind that the 
production gap for poorer households is larger than for better off households, which means that their purchases 
are comprised almost entirely of staple grain - in this case maize - and they buy most of this at the most expensive 
time of year (from December through February). Better off households, on the other hand, buy only around a 
quarter as much staple grain, spending money on rice, beans, sugar, meat, oil and dried fish. In other words, better 
off households are buying calories that also serve to diversify their diets, whereas poorer households are buying the 
same calories they would otherwise be growing if they could. This means that if prices increase, poor households 
are immediately at risk of an increasing food gap, whereas better off households have the option of switching their 
expenditure on food from more expensive ‘luxury’ items to cheaper staple grains, thereby continuing to cover their 
calorie requirements to some extent.  
 
The school feeding program that services households in this livelihood zone makes a contribution to annual food 
income for all wealth groups. This covers a meal a day for at least two children from each household, although 
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middle and better off households are more likely to have more children in school than poorer households. This food 
assistance accounted for around 3% of total food income in the reference year. In addition, very poor households 
received emergency food assistance making up another 8% of their annual needs. 

 

Sources of Cash Income 

 
Crop sales, livestock sales, agricultural 
labor, self-employment and petty trade 
make up the principal sources of cash 
income here. Although this is known as 
primarily an agricultural zone, most 
households earn less than half of their 
annual cash from selling crops. Livestock 
sales and petty trade provide additional 
income for middle and better off 
households, whereas poorer households 
rely more heavily on labor sales (ganyu) 
and self-employment. These are the same 
cash income sources that people had ten 
years ago as well. 
 
All households sell some of the crops they 
produce in exchange for cash. Maize, 
beans, pigeon peas, cassava, Irish potatoes 
and tangerines are sold by every wealth 
group. Of these, beans bring in the most 
money for very poor households, whereas 
tangerines bring in the most for better off 
households. Irish potatoes are the most 
important income earner for middle and 
poor households. Better off and middle 
households take advantage of seasonal 
price differences, storing their harvest and 
selling during the hunger period, when 
prices are highest. Better off households 
sell maize at a price that is almost 30% 
higher than very poor households; this 
difference in price is slightly less 
pronounced for beans, groundnuts and 
pigeon peas, disappearing entirely for 
cassava, for which the price does not 
fluctuate as much throughout the year. For 
tangerines and vegetables, better off 
households again sell at significantly higher 

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income in Malawian 
Kwacha, showing the contribution of each source to cash income. 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of annual cash income showing the 
relative importance of each option by wealth group. 

INCOME SUMMARY TABLE (Malawi Kwacha) 

Wealth group Very poor Poor Middle Better off 

Annual income per 
household2 

101,290 155,640 305,200 481,390 

Note: All results are the mid-point of a range rounded to the nearest ten 
 

prices since they can afford the inputs that allow them to produce better quality outputs, and they also transport 
their goods to markets where they get the best price. Tomatoes are grown and sold only by middle and better off 
households who have the land and inputs to allow for this production. In addition, better off households simply sell 
more in terms of quantity than poorer households. The cumulative impact of these price and production advantages 
is that better off households earn from crop sales more than eight and a half times what very poor households earn. 
 

                                                           
2 The average exchange rate for the reference year from April 2013-March 2014 was US$1 = MWK 377 
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Livestock are another significant productive asset, in addition to land. Goats, pigs and chickens are all raised in this 
zone, used in part for meat, consumed in small quantities throughout the year, but more importantly sold for cash, 
especially during the hunger season from November through February. Goats and pigs are much more valuable than 
chickens. All wealth groups own chickens but only poor, middle and better off households own goats and pigs. Pigs 
and goats are similar in terms of value, at around 14,000 – 15,000 MWK per animal. By contrast, a chicken brings in 
only around 1,500 MWK, or ten times less. Middle and better off households sold around 4 to 6 pigs in the reference 
year and 2 to 3 goats, bringing in 85,000 – 135,000 MWK over the year. Chickens sales brought in an additional 
4,500 – 54,000 MWK to these households. Very poor households, on the other hand, have only chickens to sell, 
generating around 6,000 MWK from them in the reference year, which was enough to cover less than 20% of their 
expenditure on staple food. 
 
Very poor and poor households do not earn enough cash from either crop sales or livestock sales to cover their 
annual expenditure requirements, so they devote much of their time to working for others. Some of this work is on 
the farms of better off and middle households and some of it is in the construction sector. Ganyu is paid in both 
food and cash terms. (The food that poorer households obtain through ganyu was discussed in the previous section.) 
Agricultural labor helps generate around 40% of very poor household annual cash income and around 15% of poor 
household income. Members of very poor and poor households work throughout the entire cultivation period, 
helping with land preparation, planting and weeding activities not only on their own farms, but also in the fields of 
middle and better off households. 
Pre-harvest work is paid on a 
piecemeal basis (see table), which 
means that stronger, healthier people 
can earn more money. At 10,000 per 
acre for land preparation and 15,000 
per acre for weeding, the wage rates 
in this livelihood zone are among 
some of the highest in Malawi. For 
example, in the Rift Valley Escarpment 
Livelihood Zone, households get paid only 3,500 MWK per acre for land preparation, and 5,000/acre for weeding. 
These lower rates are more typical throughout other livelihood zones. During the dry season, households also seek 
work in local construction activities, including on the local railway line. Off-season construction income accounts for 
around 15% of annual cash income for both very poor and poor households.  Poorer households supplement their 
labor income with self-employment activities, such as making bricks, and selling firewood and charcoal. The fact 
that these poorer households depend so heavily on their own labor means that the health of laboring individuals is 
of critical importance for the household’s survival; their income is also severely affected if wage rates decline in 
accordance with variable levels of supply and demand. 
 
While poorer households depend on ganyu and self-employment to meet a large proportion of their cash income 
needs, middle and better off households depend on petty trade to fill in the approximately 20% of their cash needs 
not covered by either crop or livestock sales. These households may act as traders, buying up local harvests and re-
selling at a higher price; or they own small kiosks, where they sell a range of household items, such as batteries, 
stationery, salt, and sugar. Trade across the border with Mozambique is an important factor in determining the 
profit margins these households make. Better off households earn from petty trade around 10 times more than very 
poor households earn from self-employment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rates for different types of agricultural ganyu 

Agricultural labor 
paid in cash (Kwacha) 

10,000 per acre Land preparation 

15,000 per acre Weeding 

1000 per person per day Harvesting 

Agricultural labor 
paid in kind (food) 

100 kg maize per acre Weeding 

 

Expenditure Patterns 
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The graph presents expenditure patterns for 
the reference year April 2013 – March 2014.  
While absolute expenditure increases with 
wealth in line with total cash income, the 
expenditure breakdown by percent in this 
graph shows the relative amount of income 
spent on different categories.   
 
There are four main points to make about 
the graph to the right. First, the large 
difference in the proportion of cash spent 
on staple food for very poor and poor 
households compared to better off 
households is notable. The two bottom 
wealth groups spend more on food in both 
absolute and relative terms than the top 
two wealth groups.  

 

 
The graph provides a breakdown of total annual cash expenditure 
according to category of expenditure. 

The bottom two groups need to spend more buying staple food because they produce less of it; the top groups have 
less of a gap to fill, buying food for only around 2 ½ months of the year (in an average year like the reference year). 
Very poor households, on the other hand, bought maize to cover five months in the reference year, starting in 
October, when their own harvests ran out, and lasting through February. Non-staple foods, such as vegetables, 
beans, fresh cassava, sweet potatoes, sugar, meat and oil are bought by poorer households as well, but only very 
occasionally since the cost of these items tends to be prohibitive and the gain in calorie terms is limited. In fact, 
although very poor households spent around 20% of their annual income on non-staple food in the reference year, 
these purchases accounted for only 2% of their annual calories. Middle and better off households spent more on 
non-staple foods and consumed them in higher quantities. In absolute terms, better off households spent more 
than six times as much as very poor households on non-staple foods; as a proportion of annual income, this was 
equivalent to around 25% of their total spending and it accounted for 16% of their minimum calorie needs. In other 
words, with almost the same proportion of annual cash as very poor households, better off households bought 14% 
more value in annual food terms, achieving a much more diverse diet.     
 
Second, in relative terms very poor and poor households need to spend a larger proportion of their income on 
household items (‘hh items’) than the two upper wealth groups. Included in this category are basic household goods 
that need to be purchased on a weekly or monthly basis, such as salt, soap, utensils, batteries, and grinding services. 
Of these, grinding and soap take the largest chunk of money for all households. Payment for grinding, when added 
up on an annual basis, accounted for over 30% of the household items budget for very poor households. Grinding 
and soap together made up 60% of this budget. These very basic requirements place a heavy strain on the budgets 
of these households. 
 
Third, the absolute and relative expenditure on inputs was much higher for better off and middle household than 
for the poorer two wealth groups. Included in the ‘inputs’ category are the following: animal drugs, land rental, 
seeds, tools, fertilizers, pesticides, and labor hire. Of these, poorer households only spent money on seeds, tools, 
fertilizers and pesticides (purchased by poor households but not very poor). Middle and better off households, on 
the other hand, needed to invest in their livestock and their land in order to generate the returns they hoped for. 
Their biggest expense in the reference year was on fertilizers, followed by labor. Payment for fertilizers for maize 
and tangerines consumed 45% of the inputs budget of middle households and 40% of the inputs budget of better 
off households. The upper two wealth groups usually need to pay full price for fertilizers because of a shortage of 
subsidy coupons, and because they need to buy quantities in excess of the subsidy limits. Better off households also 
spent over a third of their inputs budget hiring very poor and poor households to work on their farms. Middle 
households devoted a quarter of their inputs budget to this purpose.  
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Fourth, social service payments (for school and health) increase in absolute terms as you move up the wealth 
spectrum. Better off households spent over six times what very poor households spent on this category. The vast 
majority of this was allocated to schooling costs, including school fees, uniforms, stationery and other requirements 
to send children to school. Better off households tend to send more children to school than poorer households, and 
they send them for longer, able to afford the extra costs associated with secondary school.  Spending on clothes 
and other miscellaneous items are the last two categories included here. The ‘other’ category includes things like 
beer, tobacco, cigarettes, transportation and festivals. This is discretionary spending that can be reduced or 
redirected in bad years to buy more essential items if necessary.  
 

Hazards 

 
The main chronic hazards for all wealth groups in this zone are annual attacks by crop pests such as aphids, weevils, 
termites, cassava mosaic, red spider mites, white grubs, maize streak virus and blight disease. These place significant 
constraints on production. In addition, livestock diseases like tick borne diseases, Anaplasmosis, worms, African 
Swine Fever, and New Castle are common.  
 
The most important intermittent hazard is a damaging dry spell occurring during key moments of the agricultural 
cycle and occurring once every other year on average. Floods pose periodic threats as well, undermining production, 
making roads impassable, curtailing market access, and leading to high prices. Hailstorms, which ruin standing 
crops, occur once every three years.  

 Because of the high reliance on markets to meet food needs, price shocks are another periodic hazard that severely 
affect livelihoods in this zone, becoming especially problematic during floods, when roads become impassable. 
 

Response Strategies 

 
In response to hazards and years with bad production, households attempt to meet their minimum food needs and 
cash requirements through a number of strategies. These strategies are detailed for this livelihood zone below: 
 

 All households try to reduce expenditure on non-essential items and to use that money to buy the cheaper 
staple – maize – instead. 
 

 Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more work; this may be local 
agricultural labor, or migratory work, found across the border in Mozambique. Just how much people can 
increase their income in this way is limited in bad years because of the increase in labor supply as more and 
more people look for work, which puts a downward pressure on wages. So even if people do find more days of 
work, they may earn less per day, making it hard to substantially increase cash income above normal year levels. 

 

 Very poor and poor households also try to increase the cash income they derive from charcoal and firewood 
sales by concentrating more on this activity. However, with more people selling this commodity, prices tend to 
be depressed, limiting the effectiveness of this strategy. 

 

 In bad years, middle and better off households try to increase their cash income by selling more livestock. This 
is a limited option in this zone because of the low numbers of livestock. Also, in order to retain a viable breeding 
stock, even the upper two wealth groups cannot afford to sell more than a few animals. In addition, the value 
of livestock tends to drop in bad years, both because supplies increase as more people try to earn cash in the 
same way, and because their body condition deteriorates as grazing and water resources decline. 

 

 Middle and better off households also try to increase their income from small businesses. The prices of the 
goods that better off households sell in their kiosks tend to actually increase in bad years, so this may be a viable 
option. Much also depends on the price of commodities on the Mozambique side of the border, as this will 
determine the profit margin for households engaged in cross-border transactions.   
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Key Parameters for Monitoring 

 
The key parameters listed in the table below are food and income sources that make a substantial contribution to 
the household economy in the Border Productive Horticulture Livelihood Zone.  These should be monitored to 
indicate potential losses or gains to local household economies, either through on-going monitoring systems or 
through periodic assessments.  
 
It is also important to monitor the prices of key items on the expenditure side, including food and non-food items. 
 

Item Key Parameter – Quantity Key Parameter – Price 

Crops  Rain-fed maize – amount 
produced 

 Beans – amount produced 

 Pigeon peas – amount produced 

 Cassava – amount produced 

 Sweet potatoes – amount 
produced 

 Irish potatoes – amount produced 

 Groundnuts – amount produced 

 Soya – amount produced 

 Vegetables – amount produced 

 Tangerines – amount produced 

 Tomatoes – amount produced 
 

 Maize – producer price 

 Beans – producer price 

 Pigeon peas – producer price 

 Cassava – producer price 

 Sweet potatoes – producer price 

 Irish potatoes – producer price 

 Ground nuts – producer price 

 Soya – producer price 

 Vegetables – producer price 

 Tangerines – producer price 

 Tomatoes – producer price 
 

Livestock  Pigs - numbers 

 Goats – numbers 

 Chickens – numbers 
 

 Pig prices 

 Goat prices 

 Chicken prices 

Other food and cash income  Agricultural labor – number of 
cultivation jobs available 

 Construction jobs – number 
available 

 Self-employment – opportunities 
available 

 Agricultural labor – wage rates in food and 
cash terms for land prep, weeding, etc. 

 Wage rates for construction 

 Returns on self-employment 

 Loan rates 

Expenditure - food   Maize grain – consumer price 
 

 
 

Development Priorities 

 
The longer-term development priorities suggested below include those that were highlighted by the wealth group 
interviewees themselves and those made by the assessment team following extensive discussions and observations 
in the field.  All of these suggestions require further detailed feasibility studies. 
 
All wealth groups suggested: 

 Infrastructure improvements – especially improvements in roads and bridges – which would increase 
marketing capacity and general transportation. 

 Building of local schools at the nursery, primary and secondary levels and a technical college. Education is 
a priority for all groups because it is not possible to secure a profitable future for all of the zone’s children 
through local agriculture alone. 
 

 Drilling of boreholes. Access to water for drinking and hygiene is a priority for all households. 
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 Provision of reliable and decent hospitals and ambulance service. All households see the need for 
substantial improvements in the health infrastructure and access to emergency medical care. 

The bottom three wealth groups suggested: 

 Agricultural and business loans and support to small businesses to promote local income generation 
through improved production and alternative off-farm business endeavors. 

 Support to farming activities through agricultural extension, the provision of free or subsidized inputs, 
support with irrigated farming  

 Reforestation programs to help renew the local natural resource base, and provide additional options for 
income generation through sustainable timber practices. 

Very poor and poor households (in addition to above) suggested: 

 Livestock stocking and development programs to increase the capacity of poorer households to obtain and 
maintain livestock herds so that they can increase their cash income. 

 Provision of housing and/or support to house building 

 Provision of food during lean period to help poorer households bridge an annual gap, thereby allowing 
them to invest their labor and resources into their own farms instead of others’ during this crucial period. 

Better off households (in addition to above) suggested: 

 Provision of electricity  

 Provision of better marketing opportunities and expansion of agro-dealers 

 Improvement of mobile phone network  

 Police station to improve security for all local residents 
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