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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 The 2-3 week dry spell experienced in most parts of the country came to end in mid-March.  
Since then moderate to heavy rains have fallen, especially in the Northern Region, while the 
rains have tailed off in the Southern and some parts of the Central Region, as expected for 
this time of year.  

  
 The second-round crop production figures released by the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Irrigation (MoAI) put maize production at 1.6 million MT, representing a drop of 18 percent 
from this year’s first-round forecast and 5 percent from last year’s final production figure.  

 
 The current maize production estimate, which is subject to revision in the third round, would 

cause a national maize deficit of about 600,000 MT.  
 

 The National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) received about 92,000 MT out of the 150,000 
MT of the planned maize imports by the first week of April.  However, demand continues to 
outstrip supply. 

 
 Most local markets registered a fall in maize prices as harvesting of maize and other food 

crops gathers momentum and more and more households start consuming their current 
harvest for food.  

 
 The government and other food security stakeholders are taking actions to mitigate the 

current food security problems, which show few signs of abating.  At the same time, they are 
developing plans and strategies to address this season’s impending short- and medium-term 
food security problems that could worsen if appropriate actions are not taken to confront the 
situation.   
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1. FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
 
a.  AGROCLIMATIC CONDITIONS 
 
The prolonged dry spell that characterized most of the period between mid-February 
and mid-March eased toward the end of March, with most areas experiencing 
moderate to heavy rains in the third dekad of March 2002.  
 
The dry spell reported last month eased toward the end of March as rains resumed in most parts of the 
country.  Most areas received moderate to heavy rains in the last 10 days of March, with most rains 
concentrated in the Northern Region.  Yet, the resumption of rainfall did not benefit maturing crops 
that had been adversely affected by the dry spells.  These rains could still be useful to the late-planted 
crops in the Southern and parts of the Central Region.  However, the rains in the Northern Region are 
important to the season outcome, as most crops are still young.   
 
The 2001/02 rainfall season (October-April) is now coming to an end.  Precipitation is tapering off in 
the Southern and parts of the Central Regions.  Normally, the end of the rains starts in the south by the 
end of March and progresses northward by the end of May.  Agricultural activities follow a similar 
calendar. 
   
b.  CROP PRODUCTION PROPECTS 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation released its second-round crop production 
forecasts for 2001/02 on April 5.  The maize production forecast has been revised 
downward from 2 million MT during the first round in January to 1.6 million MT.  This 
represents a drop of 18 percent from the first-round estimate and 5 percent from last 
year’s final estimate of 1.7 million MT. 
 
Harvesting of various crops, including maize, has started in the Southern Region and 
some parts of the Central Region. 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation (MoAI) released the second-round crop estimates for 
2001/02 on April 5.  The first and second rounds are preliminary while the third round is final.  The 
second-round forecast therefore improves on the first round estimate by considering the events 
between the end of January and the end of March that are likely to affect the harvest outcome.  The 
major factor since the first round was the widespread dry spell lasting 3-5 weeks in most parts of the 
country, especially in the Southern and Central Regions.  To little surprise, the second-round figures 
show a drop from the first-round figures.   
 
Current production prospects for the major crops are summarized below.   
 
Maize 
 
The maize production forecast has been revised downward from 1,989,985 MT in the first round to 
1,625,985 MT in the second round, representing a drop of 18 percent.  The second-round forecast also 
represents a 5 percent drop from last year’s production of 1,713,064 MT.  Considering the problems 
of food availability and access that the country has experienced since last year at the household and 
national levels, the expected drop in production will only deepen food security distress.  Moreover, 
the second-round forecast does not take into account consumption of green maize during February 
and March.   
 
A preliminary food balance sheet analysis, based on the second-round estimates, shows that the 
country may experience a maize deficit of about 653,555 MT after taking into account post harvest 
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losses of 15 percent, the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) replenishment of 60,000 MT, and seed 
requirement of 40,000 MT.  The deficit this year is exacerbated by a lack of carryover stocks.  
However, about 60,000 MT of last year’s planned maize imports are still scheduled for delivery, 
which will reduce the deficit by about 10 percent to 600,000 MT.  It is important to note that the final-
round figures, not expected till early July, could easily alter this food balance.    
 
Rice 
 
Expected rice (paddy) production has also been revised downward by 15 percent from 110,876 MT 
during first round to 94,445 MT during the second round.  However, this lower estimate is almost the 
same as last year’s when rice production stood at 93,150 MT.  Rice production contributes less than 1 
percent of kilocalorie intake based on average consumption figures from the National Statistic Office 
(NSO) Integrated Household Survey of 1997/98.  At this level, the rice requirement stands at 93,532 
MT against domestic availability of 58,556 MT (after deducting 38 percent for milling losses), 
resulting in a rice deficit of 34,976 MT.  However, these figures do not include opening stocks, which 
could boost national availability.   
 
Although rice is grown almost everywhere across the country, Karonga Agricultural Development 
District (ADD) in the Northern Region, Salima ADD in the Central Region and Machinga ADD in the 
Southern Region account for more than 80percent of total production.  A lot of rice is imported 
through commercial channels by traders while some rice is exported, especially from the north, to 
Tanzania.   
 
Cassava 
  
Cassava production has dropped by just 1 percent from the first round estimate to 3,518,306 MT.  
Even so, this represents a 5 percent increase over last year.  However, as much as the crop continues 
to enjoy increases in production in recent years, its contribution to food security has remained 
controversial and needs to be examined.  This year’s experience has spotlighted this question as, 
according to the 2001/02 food balance, cassava surpluses should have compensated for the maize 
deficit.  There is no doubt that cassava played a very important role in making up for the maize 
shortage.  For the first time there was wide consumption of cassava, especially in the form of dried 
cassava chips, across the country.  In addition, the predominantly cassava-eating areas (i.e., areas that 
consider cassava as staple food) were better off than the maize dependent areas, according to FEWS 
NET observations and interviews.   
 
Nonetheless, three major factors limit the contribution of cassava to food security.  First, Malawians 
have rigid consumption preferences for nsima made from maize flour.  People in very few areas use 
cassava to prepare nsima as a substitute for maize nsima.  Another factor is that unlike maize, there is 
limited marketing of cassava between surplus and deficit areas.  A report by the Southern Africa Root 
Research Network (SARRNET) shows that 80 percent of the cassava is grown for subsistence in the 
traditional cassava-eating areas, not for commercial purposes.  This means that little cassava is 
available to other areas that face maize shortfalls.  Most of the remaining cassava (18 percent) is sold 
as fresh cassava or consumed as snacks in between meals, and the rest (2 percent) is sold as processed 
cassava (fermented or unfermented).  Only this residual 2 percent can be considered as a direct 
marketed substitute for maize in the preparation of nsima.   
 
Perhaps the most important factor is that the Ministry of Agriculture forecasts production based on 
crops growing in the field.  Yet unlike most crops, cassava is harvested as and when it is needed.  
Cassava production figures, therefore, tend to overstate the crop’s potential contribution to the food 
balance, a problem that is also common in other countries in SADC.  FEWS NET will continue to 
work with SARRNET to find the best way of including cassava in the food balance sheet analysis.  
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Tobacco 
 
Tobacco production estimates from the MoAI do not include tobacco grown by the estate sector 
(estimated by the Tobacco Control Commission) where most of the tobacco in the country is grown.  
Smallholder tobacco production is forecast to increase modestly by 4 percent from 82,544 MT last 
year to 85,834 MT this year.  This increase is attributed a 7 percent increase in area planted, offsetting 
a 3 percent drop in yield attributed to planting of overgrown seedlings due to late onset of the rains 
and low input usage.   

Tobacco is the most important cash crop in some areas where households pay little attention to food 
crops.  Households in these areas sell tobacco to obtain food.  However, these households tend to wait 
until they have little food at all and then rush to the market to buy.  This is one of factor that caused 
some of the tobacco-dependent areas to be among the most vulnerable to food security problems this 
season when maize prices in the local markets soared and ADMARC markets ran out of maize.  
Farmers in these areas should be encouraged to buy enough maize early in the season, while prices are 
lower, and when farmers still have money from their tobacco sales.  This would help them avoid 
selling their tobacco at very low prices to due to the tight food security situation.  In some cases 
farmers were selling tobacco for as low as MK3/kg compared with about MK30/kg at the same time 
last year, adversely affecting their revenues from tobacco and hence their ability to buy food. 
 
 
2.  FOOD SECURITY SITUATION AND PROSPECTS 
 
This section looks at food availability at both household and national levels as well as market 
conditions, including accessibility and food prices in the markets, with an emphasis on maize, the 
country’s main staple food. 
 
a. FOOD AVAILABILITY 
 
The food security situation begins to improve as harvesting continues in some 
parts of the country, especially in the Southern and some parts of the Central 
Regions. 
 
Maize is the country’s major staple food as well as an important source of income for many farmers.  
Maize is grown and consumed everywhere in Malawi.  An Integrated Household Survey conducted by 
the NSO in 1997/98 showed that maize contributed about 73 percent of the total kilocalorie intake in 
Malawi.  This is why food security in Malawi is synonymous with maize and why maize is considered 
the major determinant of food security.  For better or worse, this past year’s experience has confirmed 
the important role of maize in Malawi. 
 
The food security situation is beginning to improve as households start consuming the new crop 
harvested in some parts of the country, especially in the Southern and Central Regions.  Some of the 
households were forced to harvest early to make up for the food shortage as a result of last year’s 
lower crop production, particularly of maize.  Reports from the field indicate that there has been 
widespread premature harvesting of maize to meet the food shortage, which in turn compromises 
future food security of these households.  However, the current harvest will just provide a temporary 
respite to the food security problems because there is very little, if any, carryover stocks at either the 
household and national level as the country goes into the 2002/03-consumption year (April-March).  
This means that most rural households will largely depend on their current harvest in the year ahead.   
 
In contrast to the 2000/01 consumption year when food availability and access started being critical 
around November/December, this year food access problems may start to appear earlier, around 
August/September.  Normally, the hungry period doesn’t peak until around January/February.  
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Maize continues to be available in local markets, mostly from Tanzania.  However, it remains 
expensive and is sold mainly in the urban centers.  People in rural areas must walk long distances to 
buy maize, which most of them cannot afford in great quantities.  Mozambican maize is just 
beginning to arrive through the Muloza border post in Mulanje District in the Southern Region; 
anecdotal reports indicate that Mozambican maize is moving as far as some parts of the Central 
Region.  Typically, most imported maize comes from Mozambique almost at the same time as 
Malawian farmers are harvesting.  However, this year there have been significant quantities of maize 
from Tanzania from November to present, well after the harvest in Malawi, due to the bumper maize 
harvest in Southern Tanzania and attractive prices in Malawi. 
 
b. MARKET CONDITIONS AND FOOD ACCESS  
 
Maize imports continue to arrive from South Africa and Tanzania.  Malawi received 
92,000 MT of the 150,000 MT of planned imports by the first week of April.  
 
Demand for low-cost maize in ADMARC markets remains high, making it difficult for 
the government through the NFRA and ADMARC to rebuild stocks.  Due to continued 
scarcity of maize in ADMARC markets, local market maize remains more expensive 
than ADMARC maize in most locations.  However, maize prices in most markets are 
beginning to drop as more people start consuming their own maturing crops.     
 
NFRA intends to buy 240,000 MT of maize this post-harvest season.  This maize will 
be bought locally if possible or imported if necessary.  Of this amount, 60,000 MT will 
be kept as the Strategic Grain Reserve and the rest will be sold. 
 
The NFRA has now received 92,000 MT of the 150,000 MT of maize being imported on behalf of the 
government from South Africa and Tanzania.  This represents 61 percent of the planned imports at a 
rate of about 15,000 MT per month.  The reasons for the slow inflow of the imports — strong demand 
for maize from within southern Africa and the resulting logistical bottlenecks — should provide 
lessons when developing import plans this season.  The NFRA intends to buy 240,000 MT of local 
maize in 2002/03.  However, based on the lower, second-round maize production estimates and food 
security prospects, NFRA may be forced to import maize to meet its target.  Out of the 240,000 MT, 
the NFRA would like to maintain 60,000 MT as the Strategic Grain Reserve and sell the remaining 
180,000 MT, most likely to ADMARC.   
 
ADMARC plans to buy six crops this season: maize, rice, beans, soya beans, groundnuts, and cotton.  
ADMARC plans to be more proactive in buying maize by getting into the market earlier than last year 
and by opening buying points in strategic locations.  ADMARC is hopeful that these steps will avoid 
the situation of last year when it could not compete with traders who paid producers more.  However, 
it is not known whether ADMARC will be able to raise its purchase price to attract farmers reluctant 
to sell a lot of maize now, only to run out later.  In fact, the government and NGOs are advising 
farmers not to oversell their maize to keep some for later.   
 
Meanwhile, demand for low-cost maize in ADMARC markets remains high because the majority of 
farmers have not started harvesting.  Unfortunately, ADMARC maize supplies are erratic and depend 
on NFRA imports.   
  
Local markets, on the other hand, have adequate maize but supplies are concentrated in the urban 
centers where purchasing power is better than in rural areas.   
 
Most of the 17 markets for which data are available registered a drop in maize prices between 
February and March.  Only two markets (Namwera and Salima) registered small price increases.  This 
is almost the opposite of what happened between January and February.  The drop in prices is 
attributed to the increase in people who have access to their own crops that are being harvested now.  
Figure 1 shows the maize price trends in selected local markets since January last year. 
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Although maize prices have started dropping, they still remain high and unaffordable for the majority 
of the rural population.  Prices ranged from MK15.71/kg (Bangula) to MK44.19/kg (Salima).  These 
March prices were as much as six times higher (in Mchinji and Salima) than prices last year at the 
same time when prices ranged between MK5.90/kg (Chimbiya) and MK10.37/kg (Namwera).  In 
addition to Bangula (the only market price lower than ADMARC’s fixed price of MK17/kg), 
relatively low prices were recorded in Nchalo (MK17.02/kg) in the Shire Valley, Luchenza in the 
Southern Region, and Karonga (MK17.15/kg) in the Northern Region bordering Tanzania.   
 
Figure 2 compares percentage changes in local market maize prices between February and March 
2002.  Some of the newly harvested maize has already reached the market, especially in the Southern 
Region, improving supplies and lowering prices.  In addition, Mozambican maize entering into 
Mulanje District (section 2.a.) is sold between MK10 - MK15/kg.  This should have significantly 
contributed to the big drop (32 percent) in average maize price at Luchenza market (Mulanje District) 
to MK19.13/kg in March.  The biggest drop (33 percent) was registered at Ntaja market (Machinga 
District, Southern Region) where the maize price dropped to MK25.56/kg.  In the Northern Region, 
maize continues to flow in from Tanzania through Karonga District, maintaining relatively low prices 
there.   
 
However, decreasing maize prices may be short-lived, if appropriate programs are not put in place to 
maintain food access.  Households will shortly run out of maize due to early harvesting of their crops 
and the likely drop in maize production below last year’s level.  Households with small landholding 
sizes and with little access to alternative income sources may fall into the highly food insecure 
category in the 2002/03 consumption year (April–March) and not be able to meet their consumption 
needs.  

Figure 1: Local Market Maize Prices for  
Selected Markets in Malawi: 2000-2002 
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3.  VULNERABILITY UPDATE 
 
The start of harvesting is beginning to provide some relief to households that were 
affected by food shortages.   
 
The country may face a more serious food access problem this year (2002/03) than 
last year (2001/02) if appropriate steps to avoid the situation are not taken. 
 
The food security problem is easing as households begin to harvest their crops.  Some people are 
buying from farmers to keep for consumption or for sale later in the season.  Anecdotal information 
indicates that the farm gate price of maize is as low as MK4/kg in some areas, particularly in the south 
where harvesting started first.  This is an unfortunate development since the same farmers will 
probably have to buy maize at much higher prices later in the year when they run out of their own 
maize.  However, relief will be temporary and the country is likely to face a larger maize deficit in 
2002/03 than last year.  Children are the most vulnerable group during periods of food shortage and 
signs of malnutrition are already evident.  All stakeholders should take appropriate steps to avoid a 
repeat of last season’s events — slow-arriving maize imports, escalating prices, and growing numbers 
of highly food insecure people.   
 
The exact magnitude of the food shortages will be known after the joint Government/FAO/WFP Crop 
Production and Food Supply Mission in May and the MoAI third-round production estimates in July.  
However, any plans to import or distribute food should be carried out early enough as the current 
experience shows that the import process is not always smooth.  Moreover, distribution of food during 
the rainy season is also hampered by poor road conditions and washed out bridges.  There is also need 
to improve coordination of activities intended to address the situation through the government’s 
Department of Disaster Preparedness, Relief and Rehabilitation (DDPRR) and the donor/NGO 
coordination group.  
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Figure 2.  Percent Change in Average Retail Maize Prices 
in Malawi between February and March 2002
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Fortunately, different stakeholders have already started planning for the impending food shortage.  
Some activities are already underway.  The government, for instance, is implementing a MK100 
million Work-for-Cash program across the country in which communities work on development 
projects they have identified themselves; workers earn cash weekly or every two weeks that they can 
use to buy food.  USAID has pledged to bring in 85,000 MT of maize as emergency assistance; 
meetings to plan how this will be distributed have already started.  WFP has also started various 
development and emergency programs that will help address food insecurity in the country.  These 
programs include assistance to malnourished groups, food-for-assets, school feeding, disaster 
mitigation and response, and an Emergency Operation.  In addition, other donors and NGOs are 
planning and implementing programs and projects to address food security in the country.  Since most 
of these programs and projects tend to be localized, it is important that they be coordinated at higher 
levels to ensure that all the vulnerable people are served.    
 
 
4. PASTURE AND LIVESTOCK CONDITIONS 
 
Livestock prices begin to rise as livestock sales decline.   
 
Reports from the field indicate that livestock prices have begun to rise as the number of livestock sold 
is declining.  Increasing numbers of households are starting to consume maturing crops from their 
fields and no longer need to sell their livestock to buy food.  However, many households have few 
livestock or none at all, after recent widespread distress sales due to food shortages.  Livestock 
represent one of the most common sources of income to buy food in times of shortages.  Lack of 
livestock, therefore, leaves these households vulnerable to food insecurity.  Any programs to help 
farmers to restock are urgently needed and most welcome.   
 
 
5.  MACRO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
 
The value of the Malawi Kwacha slid from an average of MK73/US$ to MK76/US$ 
between the first week of March and first week of April, representing a 4 percent 
depreciation of the local currency.  
 
The Malawi Kwacha has slowly been losing value against the US$ since November last year at the 
rate of 1 percent to 6 percent per month.  The local currency depreciated by about 4 percent from 
MK73/US$ to MK76/US$ between the first week of March and first week of April 2002.  However, 
the Kwacha may stabilize if the current tobacco sales, which commenced in April, generate enough 
foreign exchange to boost the country’s foreign exchange reserves.   
 
The discussion in this Monthly Report suggests that there may be need to import maize this year, 
depending on the final-round crop estimates.  Continued depreciation of the local currency could 
adversely affect Malawi’s ability to pay for these imports, possibly pushing the price of food higher.   
 
 


