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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
v Planting rains are delayed, especially in the Southern and some parts of the 

Central Region.  A late onset of the rains could shorten the growing season 
with a detrimental impact on yields and production.  

 
v Distribution of free farm inputs to 1 million households under the Targeted 

Input Programme (TIP) is almost complete.  
 
v ADMARC maize stocks remain low at only 5,686 MT by the end of November.  

However, local markets are well supplied from domestic and imported 
sources. 

 
v Local market maize prices continued to drop in a few markets while rising in 

most markets.  Prices are generally higher than prices this time last year.  As a 
result, many households are unable to buy adequate amounts of maize.    

 
v The government’s National Food Reserve Agency had received about 

27,000 MT of the 150,000 MT planned maize imports by the end of first week of 
December 2001. 

 
v Prices of livestock and livestock products began to fall in some areas as rural 

households sell their animals to buy maize.   
 
v The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate depreciated by about 8 percent from 

October to the second week of December this year.  The local currency is 
currently trading at about MK67/US$.  
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1.  FACTORS AFFECTING AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION 
 
a.  Agroclimatic Conditions 
 

The country has not yet received planting rains, two to three weeks after they normally begun 
in the Southern and parts of the Central Region.   
 

Malawi has not yet received planting rains.  This is late, especially in the Southern and 
some parts of the Central Region, where planting rains typically start in mid-
November.  Toward the end of November some areas in the Southern and Central 
regions received significant rainfall, prompting some farmers to plant.  However, this 
proved to be a false start as these rains were followed by continued dry conditions 
that adversely affected plant germination.  If dry conditions persist, these farmers may 
have to replant.  Nonetheless, meteorological experts maintain that the country will 
experience normal to above-normal rainfall for the season.  Given the late onset of 
the season, this raises fears that the country may receive too much rainfall in a short 
period, resulting in flash floods and leaching of the soil, which is detrimental to crop 
production. 
 

b.  Input Availability 
 

Distribution of free farm inputs to 1 million targeted smallholder households under the 
Targeted Input Programme (TIP) is almost complete.  
 

Farm input prices have remained stable since last year though still expensive, making it 
difficult for poor smallholder households to buy and use these inputs.  
 

Farm inputs — such as fertilizers, improved seeds, tools, and pesticides —continue to 
be readily available from retail outlets across the country, including ADMARC, 
Farmers World, Norsk Hydro, PTC Stores, etc.  As reported last month, the main 
constraint to wider use of these inputs is lack of farmer purchasing power.  This was 
exacerbated by the poor harvest in the just-ended agricultural season (October 2000-
July 2001), which adversely affected farm incomes.  Lower incomes, coupled with the 
food shortages and high maize prices this year, mean that households have to spend 
more on food, leaving them with little disposable income, if any, to buy the inputs.  The 
prices of imported inputs have remained relatively stable, but high, due to the 
depreciation of the Malawi Kwacha.  In most cases, fertilizer prices range between 
MK900 and MK1,500 per 50 kg-bag, enough for about 0.25 hectares. 
 

Distribution of inputs to farmers who could otherwise not afford them is generally 
progressing well under the Targeted Input Programme (TIP) and is almost complete.  
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Only a few areas in the Northern and Central Region remain.  This timing is good as 
most farmers have not yet planted, largely because of the delayed start of the 
season.  
 

Under the program, each targeted household receives a pack containing 2 kg of 
maize seed, 5 kg of basal dressing fertilizer, 5 kg of top dressing fertilizer, and 1 kg of 
legume seed.  The program, jointly funded by the Government and DfID (UK), is aimed 
at improving smallholder agricultural production, thereby improving food security at 
both household and national levels.  However, the TIP has been scaled down to 1 
million smallholder households in 2001/02 from 2.8 million in the 1998/99 season and will 
be phased out.  Next year the program will be integrated into the overall Safety Net 
program and will target less than half of the current beneficiaries. 
 
 

2.  AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES 
 

Farmers who had not yet finished preparing their fields for the 2001/02 season are 
doing so now as they know that planting rains, already late, can start any time.   
 

With regard to winter (dimba) crops, the dominant activity is harvesting of maize.  
Winter dimba crops are nearing maturity, but most of the maize is harvested green.  
Winter maize has contributed greatly to improved food security in the lower Shire 
Valley, where most winter crops are grown.  During the recent FEWS NET joint trip with 
the WFP and EU (Food Security Unit) to the area, it was discovered that the area is 
now supplying neighboring Blantyre District with locally produced maize, suggesting 
that dimba maize production is quite significant there.  This has also resulted in a 
reduction in maize inflow from Mozambique. 
 
 

3.  FOOD AVAILABILITY AND ACCESSIBILITY 
 

a. Official Food Stocks 
 

Official maize stocks stood at 5,686 MT at the end of November 2001.  While this is 
inadequate to meet the current demand for maize, consumers are also relying on the local 
markets for their supplies. 
 

Winter crop production helps to improve the food security situation at the household level, 
especially in areas where winter crop production is significant. . 
  

ADMARC’s maize stock stood at 5,686 MT at the end of November 2001.  These 
include 32 MT for the Agricultural Productivity Investment Programme (APIP).  The 
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stocks are 34 percent higher than the 4,235 MT at the end of October, but not enough 
to meet the country’s needs.  This stock level is the lowest in recent history at this time 
of the year.  In the past two years, the country produced a lot of maize and ADMARC 
accumulated a lot of maize stocks.  Figure 1 shows the level of stocks by the end of 
November for the past four years.   
 

As previously reported, ADMARC’s stocks are low because it failed to buy sizeable 
quantities of maize from the farmers this year due to: (a) the general drop in maize 
production, resulting in a net maize deficit in the country; (b) its late entry into the 
maize market after the private traders had already bought most of the maize from the 
farmers; and (c) ADMARC’s low producer price, only about half of what the private 
traders were offering.  ADMARC’s decision to adjust its purchase price was taken 
very late after the harvest.  Meanwhile, ADMARC is counting on buying the 
government’s planned imports of 150,000 MT of maize.  
 

 

Despite the maize shortage at household level, ADMARC maize sales remained low 
this year, at only 11,596 MT by the end of November.  One of the reasons for this is that 
the local markets have provided an important alternative source of maize.  Maize is 
readily available in the local markets supplied by private traders who get their maize 
from various sources including Mozambique, Tanzania, and within Malawi.  Some of 
the traders, just like ADMARC, are buying imported maize from the National Food 
Reserve Agency (FRA) for sale in the markets.   

Figure 1. ADMARC Maize Stocks as of the End of November 
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b. Market Conditions 
Government maize imports continue to arrive.  By the end of the first week of December, 
27,355 MT of the planned 150,000 MT had been received.   
 

Maize prices continued to fall in some local markets, especially in the lower Shire and parts 
of the Northern Region. 
 

Maize is readily available in the local markets and some of the ADMARC markets.  As 
reported last month, the start of maize flows in ADMARC markets has had little impact 
on the local market maize prices.  Local market maize prices remain high, ranging 
from about MK12.00/kg at Karonga market to MK28.00/kg at Mzimba market, 
considerably higher than prices one year ago.   
 

Out of the 21 markets that reported price data for November, less than one-third of 
them registered prices of less than the ADMARC fixed maize price of MK17.00/kg.  
These markets include Chitipa, Karonga, Rumphi, and Mzuzu in the Northern Region, 
and Bangula and Nchalo in the Southern Region.  Most of these markets experienced 
a recent drop in maize prices, with Karonga market in Karonga District registering the 
biggest drop of 17 percent, from MK13.89 in October to MK11.51/kg in November.  
The relatively low maize prices in some markets in the Northern Region is attributed to 
improved availability due to an influx of maize from Tanzania and the winter maize 
harvest, especially in Karonga.  The drop in maize prices in the lower Shire, as 
experienced at Nchalo market in Chikwawa District and Bangula in Nsanje District, is 
mainly attributed to improved maize availability due to the winter maize harvest.  The 
inflow of maize from Mozambique into the area has greatly reduced due to improved 
domestic supplies.   
However, prices in the majority of the markets remained higher than the fixed 
ADMARC price.  Most of these markets recorded maize prices of not less than 
MK20.00/kg.  Ntaja market in Machinga District reported the highest maize price in the 
Southern Region of about MK25.00/kg, an increase of about 5 percent from October.  
Mzimba market reported the highest price in the Northern Region of about 
MK28.00/kg, whereas Lizulu market in Ntcheu District reported the highest price in the 
Central Region of about MK26.00/kg in the same period.  Figure 2 shows the maize 
price trends in selected local markets over the past 23 months. 
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Figure 2: Local Market Maize Prices for Selected Markets in Malawi: 
2000-2001
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4.  VULNERABILITY UPDATE 
 
Low purchasing power constrains the ability of poor households to access food.   
 
This year’s food security problem is much more a problem of accessibility than it is of 
availability.  Most local markets and some ADMARC markets have sufficient maize 
from various sources mentioned above.  Although production of alternative food 
crops, especially cassava and sweet potatoes, was favorable, these tend to be 
localized.  In addition, Malawians are yet to diversify their food preferences and do 
not value other foods as highly as maize.    
 
However, many Malawians evaluate their well-being in terms of maize prices.  At 
present, food security in Malawi is still taken to be synonymous with access to maize.  
Many poor households in both rural and urban areas cannot afford the current high 
maize prices.  Anecdotal reports indicate that in some areas livestock prices have 
begun to drop as farmers are forced to sell their livestock to obtain cash to buy food, 
especially maize.  Yet, most of the poorest households own very few livestock, if any.  
The most common type of livestock is chickens.  With current maize prices, households 
would need to sell quite a few chickens to buy a 50-kg bag of maize. 
 
Poverty is widespread in the country.  It is estimated that about 65 percent of the 
population live below the poverty line and on less than 2US$ a day.  It is important 
therefore to promptly develop strategies to deal with poverty and widespread food 
insecurity.  Development of safety net programs, such as food-for-work, would be 
one way to address the situation. 
 
 
5.  MACRO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
 
The Malawi Kwacha continues to depreciate and by second week of December 2001, the local 
currency was trading at an average of about MK67/US$. 
 
There has been a reverse in the trend of the Malawi Kwacha exchange rate since 
October this year.  The local currency has depreciated by about 8 percent from an 
average of about MK62/US$ in October to MK67/US$ by the second week of 
December.  The exchange rate determines the cost of imported goods and services 
in terms of Kwacha.  Changes in the exchange rate affect people’s ability to buy 
imported food, locally grown food with an imported cost component such as fuel for 
transport, and imported inputs for food production.  Consequently, the exchange rate 
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has a direct bearing on household food security, making households that are already 
affected by high prices more vulnerable.   
 


