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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 Planting rains started three weeks to one month late in many parts of the 
country, especially in the southern and central regions, raising fears of 
another bad season for crop production.   

 A shortage of hybrid maize seed has been reported in some parts of the 
country as farmers are rushing to plant with the recent rains.   

 The EU has signed an agreement with the Malawi government allowing 
the government to purchase 30,000 MT of maize for emergency food aid 
and an additional 10,000 MT if necessary. 

 The EU has made a donation which will supply 6,000 MT of maize to be 
fortified and distributed to malnourished groups, including under-five 
children, pregnant and lactating mothers.   

 Local maize prices continue to rise as the number of households that have 
run out of their own food crop stocks increases.  Prices ranged from 
MK13.50/kg to MK22.43/kg in November 2002.  They are relatively stable 
compared to the same time last season.   

 
 Most of the ADMARC markets have maize, but people have not started 

queuing for it.  Official maize stocks stood at about 255,000 MT by the end 
of November.  Most of these stocks come from maize imports by the 
government through the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA). 

 
 About 226,801 MT of the government’s planned commercial maize 

imports (totaling 250,000 MT) had been received by 5th December 2002.   
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1.  CROP PRODUCTION 
 
Agro-climatic Conditions 
 

• Widespread rains received since the first week of December have marked 
the real start of the planting season.  These rains are 3 weeks to one month 
late in the southern and central regions of the country. 

 
Towards the end of October there were signs of an early start to planting when 
some areas, particularly in the southern region, received substantial amounts of 
rainfall, prompting a few farmers to plant.  Normally planting rains start mid-
November in the southern region and progress northwards until they reach the 
northern region in mid-December.  After the brief October rains, a dry spell 
ensued, lasting the whole of November and the first week of December.  For 
those who had already planted (not more than 5 percent of farmers), this dry 
spell wilted emerging plants and put new seedlings at risk of not emerging at all.   

Substantial and widespread rains resumed during the first weekend of 
December and it appears this marks the real beginning to the planting rains, 
almost a month after they should have begun.  The majority of the farmers who 
had seed have rushed to plant.  This has also resulted in an increase in demand 
for seed on the market.  

With the planting delayed by a month, crops will be at their maturation stage a 
month later, as well.  Normally in January/February, southern region households 
would be able to start harvesting green maize for either consumption or sale to 
obtain cash to buy food.  But this year, that period wont occur until 
February/March, which, after last year’s food shortages is particularly 
unfortunate and could result in a critical lean period if appropriate actions are 
not taken.   There is an immediate need, therefore, to preposition enough food 
stocks (maize) either for sale or free distribution across the country to avert 
hunger.   

Although most parts of the southern African region are expected to receive 
below normal rainfall on the basis that this is an El Nino year, the seasonal 
forecasts issued by the Malawi Meteorological department suggest a more 
complicated picture in Malawi.  The southern part of the country is expected to 
receive normal to above normal rainfall during the first half of the season 
(October-December) while at the same time the northern part will receive 
normal to below normal rainfall.  These conditions are expected to reverse in the 
second half of the season (January-March).  Most of the areas including the 
southern part so far, have received well below normal rainfall (see Figure 1).  If 
the forecast for Malawi for the first half of the season holds, then some areas in 
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FIGURE 1 
 

 
 
Note: > 125 percent = Above Normal 
               75 percent-125 percent = Normal 
             <75 percent = Below Normal 
 
Source: Meteorological Department 

the southern region will receive a concentration of too much rain in December 
which may result in flooding and water logging.  The Met department has also 
warned that the late onset of the planting rains may result in a short rainfall 
season hence farmers should be encouraged to plant early maturing varieties. 
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Input Availability 
 

• Fertilizer and seed prices remain stable though still more expensive than 
poor households can afford.   

 
• Maize seed has suddenly become scarce in some parts of the country.   

 
The prices of fertilizer and seed remain stable at between MK1000 to MK1700 per 
50 kilogram bag of fertilizer and MK800 to MK1000 per 10 kilogram bag of maize 
seed.  However maize seed has suddenly become scarce in some parts of the 
country as demand for seed soars with the onset of the planting rains.  A lot of 
farmers that did not keep seed are rushing to buy seed.  Most households did 
not keep seed due to the food shortage, consuming them instead, and leaving 
them dependent on the market for access.  Other reports indicate that other 
countries within the region, such as Zambia and Zimbabwe, have also registered 
an increased demand for maize seed.  At the same time as demand has 
increased, the supply has apparently become more limited.  Anecdotal reports 
suggest that most of the maize seed stock, and especially the MH18 variety, was 
bought up by the government for the starter pack program, which aims to 
distribute inputs to smallholder farmers across the country as one way of 
boosting agricultural production and averting hunger in the future.  According 
to discussions held during the food security assessment, smallholder farmers 
favor MH18 more than most hybrid maize seeds because it behaves most like 
the local variety in terms of its resistance to weevil attack and its poundability.  
In addition, because it has been on the market for a long time, many 
smallholder farmers are used to it.   

Prices in and of themselves are not a sufficient indicator of access, however, 
because even though the price of inputs is stable, the majority of small farmers 
do not have sufficient purchasing power to buy them.  During the recent VAC 
food security assessment, some of the teams discovered that a majority of poor 
rural households depend on ganyu (casual labor) to obtain both food and 
fertilizer and/or seed, either paid in cash or in kind (food or inputs) for their labor.  
Seed is a more important input than fertilizer, because most poor households do 
not normally apply fertilizer.  The problem this year is that most of this ganyu is 
agricultural, and the delay in the onset of the planting rains has limited recent 
ganyu opportunities.  Normal labor opportunities, such as planting and weeding 
have been unavailable in most parts of the country, leaving poor households 
with limited means for obtaining seed or extra food.   

This situation is unlikely to improve significantly, because the planting rains 
appear to have just begun now, and if the rains stop at the time they are 
normally expected to finish, which is a strong possibility as indicated by the Met.  
Department, the season will be short.  This shortened season does not provide 
adequate time for poor households to both obtain seed or fertilizer through 
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ganyu and at the same time take care of their own gardens.  A lot of the 
households failed to keep any maize to recycle as seed due to the tight food 
security situation they have been facing since last year.  It is critical, therefore, 
that humanitarian agencies move quickly to ensure that farmers have access to 
seed. 

The government, with assistance from donors (especially DFID) initiated the free 
input program as one way of boosting agricultural production and improving 
food security in the country.  The majority of poor households that have seed 
now obtained it from the government starter pack program.  In the long run 
there is growing need to develop programs that improve rural incomes and 
consequently the purchasing power of these households to ensure that they 
have access to adequate inputs in all years.   

 
 

2.  FOOD AVAILABILITY AND PRICES 
 
a.   Food Stocks 
 

• Official maize stocks were 264,045 MT by 5th December 2002. 
 
Household food stocks are diminishing by the day.  Many households have 
already run out of food from their own production and are depending on other 
sources of food.  Since this is the second consecutive season of severe food 
shortage, some households finished consuming their harvest while it was still in 
the field.  Normally, poor households run out of food 3 to 5 months after harvest 
i.e. August to October.  Most households that have already consumed their 
harvest are depending on the local markets to purchase food.  They tend to buy 
in small quantities from the local markets, rather from ADMARC, where a single 
scale is used, and larger quantities sold.  These poor households are engaged in 
various income generating activities such as selling of firewood, charcoal, grass 
for thatching and other types of non-agricultural ganyu - agricultural ganyu 
being limited at the moment.  Some households are benefiting from the free 
food distribution although in most areas the number of households receiving per 
village is small.   

By 5th December 2002, the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) and the 
Agricultural Development and Marketing Cooperation (ADMARC) had 264,045 
MT of maize in stock.  As reported last month, ADMARC is buying the maize from 
the NFRA for sale to the general public.  At the time of compiling this report, it 
was not possible to know much of this stock had already been sold to the 
public, however, it is unlikely to be a very large figure.  Most of the villages visited 
during the recent food security assessment claimed that people have not yet 
started buying maize from ADMARC.  There are a number of reasons for this.  
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Figure 2: OFFICIAL MAIZE STOCKS BY END OF NOVEMBER

First, most households do not have enough money to buy anything except the 
small quantities readily available in local markets; second, many people did not 
know that maize was available at the ADMARC market near them and others, 
especially along the border with Mozambique, buy the Mozambican maize 
because it is cheaper than the ADMARC maize; third, last year’s experience, 
when it was difficult to buy maize from ADMARC, has tempered the attitudes of 
many households.  However, it is too early to say if this will remain the case, as 
experience from last year, shows that there was no pressure in ADMARC markets 
by the end of November but the situation suddenly changed in 
December/January.   

 

The good news is that the official maize stock position is much better this year 
than it was at the same time in previous years.  Figure 2 shows official maize 
stock levels by the end of November since 1998. 

The favorable stock position this year can be attributed to the early response by 
the government and its cooperating partners to the warnings about another 
food shortage this season.   
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  b.   Market Conditions and Food Access 

• Nominal local maize prices continue to rise as the number of households that 
have run out of food increases.    

 
• Local maize prices for November ranged between MK13.50/kg and MK22.43/kg at 

Chitipa and Mchinji markets respectively.   
 

• The country received 226,801 MT of the 250,000 planned commercial imports by 
the 5th December 2002.   

 
Nominal maize prices in most of the local markets continue to rise as the number 
of households running out of food from their own production increases.  
However, the rate of increase is slower compared to the same time last year.  All 
but 4 of the 19 markets (Rumphi, Dowa, Mchinji and Liwonde) or 79 percent of 
the markets for which data was available at the time of compiling this report, 
show that prices have gone up by 0.1 percent to 24.8 percent at Salima and 
Mzimba markets respectively.  Table 1 compares the nominal prices in these 
markets between October and November 2002. 

Table 1.  COMPARISON OF NOMINAL AVERAGE LOCAL MARKET 
MAIZE PRICES FOR OCTOBER AND NOVEMBER 2002 

MARKET 
DISTRCT 

Oct-02 Nov-02
 percent 
Change

BANGULA NSANJE 14.40 14.73 2.3
CHIMBIYA DEDZA 17.19 18.71 8.8
CHITIPA CHITIPA 11.69 13.50 15.5
DOWA DOWA 19.50 18.76 -6.9
KARONGA KARONGA 11.74 13.62 16.0
LIWONDE MACHINGA 18.49 17.81 -3.7
LIZULU NTCHEU 15.54 16.62 6.9
LUCHEZA THYOLO 16.13 16.55 2.6
MCHINJI MCHINJI 27.07 22.43 -17.1
MITUNDU LILONGWE 14.34 17.23 20.2
MZIMBA MZIMBA 15.87 19.81 24.8
MZUZU MZIMBA 14.33 15.14 5.7
NAMWERA MANGOCHI 21.12 21.31 0.9
NCHALO CHIKWAWA 15.25 15.33 0.5
NKHOTAKOTA NKHOTAKOTA 17.96 19.64 9.4
NTAJA MACHINGA 18.87 21.66 14.8
NTCHISI NTCHISI 16.24 16.36 0.7
RUMPHI RUMPHI 13.74 13.50 -1.7
SALIMA SALIMA 17.13 17.14 0.1

 Source: Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation 
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In the markets where prices have gone down, it is a bit too early to draw any 
concrete conclusions.  FEWS Net will investigate the reasons for the decline in 
these prices if the trend continues.   
 
Local maize prices range between MK13.50 at Chitipa market in the northern 
region to MK22.43/kg in Mchinji.  The majority of markets continues to register 
prices between MK15/kg and MK20.00/kg.  Only Mchinji, Namwera and Ntaja 
markets registered prices above MK20/kg.   
 
Local maize price trends for the months of September to November do not vary 
significantly from last season.  However, it is important to note that last year’s 
prices were well above the year before, and therefore do not necessarily 
provide a normal reference for comparison.  Even though prices are high this 
year, there has not yet been public outcry as was the case last year.  Last year 
the price increases took a lot of people by surprise because they came as a 
sudden shock partly triggered by a 240 percent increase in ADMARC maize 
consumer price towards the end of August 2002.  Some of the farmers also 
learned lessons from last year’s experience and were very conscious to ensure 
that they did not oversell this year.  Some households are getting free food while 
others are using the food they have sparingly to try to make it last longer.  
September to October local maize prices were more stable in 2000 than in 2001 
and 2002 as shown in figure 3.  The country had a bumper harvest in 2000.   Of 
particular note are Salima and Mchinji markets, which experienced big price 
hikes in October 2001 and remain some of the worst hit areas in the country in 
terms of food security.  They have also been the two of the bigger beneficiaries 
of various interventions being carried out in the country.  This might explain, in 
part, the declining price trend in these markets this year. 
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The government maize importation program has progressed much better this 
season compared to last year.  By the 5th of December, 226,801MT of maize had 
been received, representing 91 percent of the 250,000 MT of expected 
commercial imports.  At the same time last year, less than 20 percent of the 
planned 150,000 MT imports of maize had been received.  The impact of this on 
local market maize prices is yet to be seen as the maize is now just getting to the 
ADMARC markets for sale to the general public.  The local market prices 
normally reach a peak around January/February, coinciding with the peak of 
the hunger season.    
 
 
3.  FOOD AID AND NATIONAL FOOD BALANCE SHEET UPDATE  
 

• Out of the 240,555 MT of confirmed food aid pledges, 122,626 MT (or 51 percent of 
the total) had been received by the 17th of December.  2002. 

 
• The EU has signed an agreement with the Malawi government allowing it to 

purchase 30,000 MT of maize for emergency food aid and an additional 10,000 MT 
if necessary. 

 
• The EU has made a donation of 6,000 MT of maize to be fortified and distributed to 

malnourished groups, including children under-five, and pregnant and lactating 
mothers.   

 
Free food distribution to food insecure households continues as the number of 
households running out of food rises daily.  In general, the situation is slightly 

Figure 3.  Comparison of 2000, 2001 and 2002 Nominal Local 
Market Maize Prices for September, October and November
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better than last year due to the various actions taken by the government, 
donors and other organizations to address the problem.   
 
As of the 17th of December, 2002, WFP estimated that a total of 344,880 MT of 
food (including cereals, cooking oil, dried milk, etc) were required to meet the 
requirements of the current emergency operations.  Out of the total 
requirement, 229,637 MT and 3,880 MT (equivalent to 233,129 MT of maize) are 
maize and maize meal respectively, the country’s main staple food.  This is 
slightly above the initial estimates for food aid made by WFP/FAO in April/May 
of 208,000 MT, and slightly below the 236,500 MT estimated by the joint food 
assessment in August/September.  Out of the total requirement, about 70 
percent, or 240,555 MT, had been resourced and confirmed by mid-December, 
but only 122,626 MT had been received.  Out of this, 101,841 MT is maize and 
2,051 MT is maize meal (equivalent to 1846 MT of maize, together amounting to 
103,687 MT of maize.    
 
On the 25th of November, 2002, the European Union donated US$3 million to the 
government through WFP to acquire 6,000 MT of maize (currently stored with the 
NFRA, mill) and fortify it into nutritious maize meal and likuni phala to feed 
nutritionally vulnerable groups, including under-five children, pregnant and 
lactating mothers.  In addition, the EU (on 14/11/02) signed an agreement with 
the Malawi government enabling them to purchase 30,000 MT of maize for 
emergency food aid and promising them a financial reserve to purchase an 
additional 10,000 MT if necessary.  These commitments are part of the overall EU 
intervention package which totals approximately 29 million Euros (referred to in 
our  mid-May/mid-June report) and translates into about 95,000 MT of food as 
follows: 15,000 MT of likuni phala aimed at saving severely malnourished 
children, pregnant and lactating mothers; 40,000 MT locally purchased maize to 
replenish the Strategic Grain Reserves; 30,000 MT for emergency food aid; and a 
3 million Euro financial reserve to purchase a further 10,000 MT if necessary. 
 
Since the almost 600,000 MT national food gap was established, numerous 
actions have taken place to reduce it, including the importation of various food 
items including maize for either commercial purposes or emergency food aid.  
According to the figures that were readily available at the time of this report, 
the gap was reduced to 343,000 MT by mid-December.  However, if all the 
expected imports arrive, the final gap will diminish to 247,000 MT in maize 
equivalent terms.  It is important to note that this only takes into account imports 
by WFP and NFRA, and not the other traders, individuals and or organizations 
that have also been importing maize and maize meal into the country.  If these 
are taken into account the final gap would be even lower and probably not a 
major issue of concern.  The main issue of concern now is that of access 
because the government-imported maize is for sale, and although the maize 
will be sold at a subsidized price of MK17/kg, this price is on a par with last year.  
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It was clear last year, however, that maize was too expensive for many poor 
households to afford.  The situation could only be worse this year considering 
that households have already stretched themselves to the limit to cope with last 
year, drawing down on any reserves and selling off available assets.   
 
The revised food balance sheet is shown in Appendix 1 with explanatory notes 
on the last page.  According to the FAO/WFP April/May joint food assessment, 
the emergency food aid requirements for cereals alone were estimated at 
208,000 MT.  This estimate was later increased to 236,500 MT on the basis of 
findings from the August/September survey by the Vulnerability Assessment 
Committee (VAC).  If this food aid need is met, then the food gap would reduce 
further to 187,027 MT in maize equivalent terms.  However, according to WFP, 
only 176,544 MT (163,169 MT of maize and 14,861 of maize meal - equivalent to 
13,375 MT of maize) or 75 percent of the requirement had been resourced and 
confirmed by the 17th of December 2002.  This figure is included in the food 
balance sheet as expected food aid imports. 
 
 
4.  MACRO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
 

• The value of the Malawi Kwacha dropped substantially from mid-November to mid-
December 2002.  The average exchange rate was MK87/US$ by the second week of 
December.  .      

 
The value of the Malawi Kwacha has dropped by almost MK6/US$ in a space of 
four weeks.  The exchange rate has changed from an average of about 
MK81/US$ in mid-November to MK87/US$ in mid-December.  Economic 
commentators have attributed this change to the scarcity of foreign exchange 
coinciding with the end of tobacco marketing season.  Tobacco is the country’s 
major foreign exchange earner.  Other factors include the substantial amount of 
foreign exchange used to import maize to avert the food crisis, slow donor 
inflow of foreign exchange and speculative behavior by some players in the 
market.  Fortunately for the government, most of the planned maize imports 
(totaling 250,000 MT) have already arrived.  The continued depreciation will 
result in a higher inflation rate, further eroding households’ purchasing power 
and increasing the already-substantial risk of food insecurity. 
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Appendix 1: FOOD BALANCE SHEET: Apr 2002-Mar 2003 as of 17/12/02 

            

ITEM Maize Rice Sorghum/Millet Cassava 
MAIZE 

EQUIVALENT 

A.  NET PRODUCTION 1,274,569 57,100 54,050 415,883  1772216 

        Gross Production 1,499,493 92,097 60,055 462,092  2082831 
        Post-harvest losses ( 
percent) 

15.0 
percent 

38.0 
percent 10.0 percent 

10.0 
percent   

B.  OPENING STOCKS 28,120 0 0 0  28120 

        On-farm stocks (MT) 0 0 0 0  0 

        Official stocks (MT) 0 0 0 0  0 

        SGR stocks (MT) 28,120 0 0 0  28120 

C.  DOMESTIC AVAILABILITY 1,302,689 57,100 54,050 415,883  1800336 

D.  KILOCALORIES/KG 3,450 3,660 3,430 3,180    

E.  TOTAL UTILIZATION 2,035,643 88,901 53,987 314,877  2473863 

         Food Use 1938447 85337 53565 314877 2372467 

        Seed Requirement 37196 3564 422   41396 

        SGR Replenishment  60,000       60000 

F.  DOMESTIC FOOD BALANCE (732,954) (31,801) 63 101,006  (673,527) 

G.  TOTAL IMPORTS 
EXPECTED 426,544 0 0 0  426,544 

H.  PLANNED COMMERCIAL 
IMPORTS 17/12/02 250,000 0 0 0  250000 

        Received (5/12/02) 226,801 0 0 0  226801 

        Not yet received (5/12/02) 23,199 0 0 0  23,199 

I.  PROJECTED FOOD AID 
IMPORTS (pledges) (10/12/02) 176,544 0 0 0  176544 
      Prog/Emergency Food Aid 
Not Received 72,857 0 0 0  72,857 
      Prog/Emergeny Food Aid 
Receipts (912/02) 103,687 0 0 0  103,687 

J.COMMITTED EXPORTS 0 0 0 0  0 

         Actual Exports 0 0 0 0  0 

         Not yet Exported 0 0 0 0  0 

K.  ACTUAL NET IMPORTS  330,488 0 0 0  330,488 

L.  PROJECTED NET IMPORTS 426,544 0 0 0  426,544 

M.  ACTUAL FOOD GAP 
17/12/02  (402,466) (31,801) 63 101,006  (343,039) 

N.  TOTAL FOOD GAP (ME) 
(APR 02-MAR 03) (306,410) (31,801) 63 101,006  (246,983) 
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Explanatory Notes for the Food Balance Sheet 
 
(i) The projected mid-year population for 2002/03 is 11.44 million, as provided 

by the National Statistics Office (NSO). 
(ii) Production figures are from Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation  
(iii) An adjustment factor of 4 percent was applied to summer smallholder 

and estate maize to account for widespread premature maize 
consumption that characterized last season’s crop.  This adjustment factor 
is based on a) the annual maize per capita requirement of 169.4 kg 
(based kilocalorie requirement of 2200 per person per day and maize 
contribution of 72.8 percent), b) a one-month premature consumption 
period (March), and c) an assumption that 50 percent of the population 
in the Southern and Central regions met their maize consumption 
requirement from immature maize.  This calculation resulted in an 
adjustment factor of 4.65 percent, rounded down to 4 percent for 
consistency with the adjustment factor used by the joint FAO/WFP crop 
production and food supply assessment mission in Malawi.  This was 
arrived at during meeting between FEWS Net and Ministry of Agriculture 
and Irrigation. 

(iv) Post-harvest losses were derived from past studies and consensus building 
by the then Food Security Technical committee which comprised some 
government departments, donor agencies and NGOs. 

(v) Food requirements are based on 2200per person per day as 
recommended by nutrition experts in the country.   

(vi) The kilocalorie contribution of each of the main food staples to the total 
kilocalorie intake is as follows: maize (72.8 percent), rice (3.4 percent), 
sorghum and millet (1 percent each) and cassava (10.9 percent), as 
derived from the Integrated Household Survey by the NSO, 1998. 

(vii) The figures for cassava are expressed in dry weight (30 percent of gross 
weight). 


