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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 Planting rains are delayed in Malawi, but are not yet too late.  Occasional light 
to heavy rains fell in some parts of the country, prompting a few farmers to plant.   

 Some selected farmers receive free inputs through the Targeted Input 
Programme (TIP) being implemented by the government as one way of boosting 
crop production.   

 The pace of government maize sales is increasing, amounting to 206,385 MT by 
the end of first week of December, a 32% increase over the last month.   

 Government exports have also experienced a big jump from 25,414 MT at the 
end of October to 45,914 MT by the end of the first week of December 2003, an 
increase of 80%.   

 The government plans to maintain 100,000 MT of maize as Strategic Grain 
Reserve (SGR).  The amount of maize in the SGR remained at 73,706 MT in early 
December, with pending EU contribution of 22,000 MT.  This will bring the level of 
the SGR to 95,706 MT.   

 Local market maize prices continue to rise as demand for maize increases.  The 
November prices ranged from MK9.72/kg to MK16.67/kg.   

 The flow of maize out of the country through informal cross-border trade 
drastically reduces as informal maize imports from Mozambique to the Lower 
Shire Valley increase.   
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1.  FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
 
a.  Agro-climatic Conditions 
 
Warm and dry conditions persist over Malawi in the first half of December.   
 
Occasionally light to heavy rains experienced in some parts of the country, prompting 
some to begin planting.   
 
The country continues to experience dry and warm conditions with occasional light to 
heavy rains.  The rains that have fallen so far started two to three weeks ago in most 
parts of the southern and central regions, but have been erratic.  During this period, 
some of the areas have only received two to three instances of rain.  In most parts of 
the country, these have been treated as pre-season rains or Chizimalupsa.  Normally 
effective planting rains are expected by mid November in the south, mid December in 
the centre and the end of December over Northern Malawi.  So far, good rains for 
planting of crops have been sporadic and pockets of dry areas still exist throughout the 
country.  In some areas of the south and central region, in particular, farmers have not 
yet planted because effective rains sufficient for planting have not yet been received.  
By the end of the first dekad of December, only about 15% of farmers had planted.   
 
Although the rains were delayed, it is too early to predict the impact of this on this 
season’s crop production.  According to some agricultural experts, the situation would 
become worrying if the rains do not start by mid-December.  Perhaps the crop that 
may be affected most by the late on set of the rains is tobacco, mostly due to 
overgrown seedlings as a result delayed transplanting.  As for maize, if the planting rains 
start mid-December and progress well up to the end of the season (end March/early 
April), production may not be affected.  So far, cumulative rainfall from October 2003 to 
December 10 has been below normal (less than 75%) over most parts of Malawi.  
According to the meteorological forecast, widespread rainfall is expected throughout 
the country during the second and third dekads of December. 
 
 
b.  Inputs Availability 
 
Almost all the farmers targeted to receive inputs under the government Targeted Input 
Programme have received their inputs, especially in the southern and central regions. 
 
Access to inputs, especially fertilizer, is crucial for increased crop production in the 
country.  Inputs are generally available in local markets, but most poor households 
cannot afford them.  Fertilizer prices have gone up, mainly due to the huge 
depreciation of the Malawi Kwacha this year.  The government, in its efforts to ensure 
that the poor households have access to these inputs, has since the 1998/99 season, 
been implementing a free input program, formally known as starter pack, now known 
as Targeted Input Programme (TIP).  This year the program is targeting 1.7 million farm 
families with farm inputs (improved maize seed and fertilizer) enough to plant 0.1 of a 
hectare.  The number of beneficiaries has varied from year to year depending on the 
availability of resources.  According to reports from agricultural offices in the field, the 
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Figure 1: SALE OF GOVERNMENT COMMERCIAL MAIZE - 2003
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program has been progressing well and all the targeted farm families have received 
the inputs, which are especially important for farmers in the southern and central 
regions where the planting rains start earlier than in the northern region.   
 
 
2.  AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES 
 
Few farmers plant since the rains have just started.   

The main agricultural activities are land clearing and ridging in readiness for planting.  
Those that have already finished these activities are waiting for the planting rains.  As 
already mentioned above, very few farmers have planted, but the number is expected 
to grow depending if the rains progress well.   
 
 
3.  MAIZE AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS 
 
a.  Maize Availability 
 
Sales of government maize are accelerating.  The sales amounted to 206,385 MT by the 
end of the first week of December 2003, up by 32% in a period of just about one month.   
 
Government maize exports amounted to 45,615 MT by end of the first week of December, 
from 25,414 MT at the end of October 2003, an increase of about 80%.   
 
The pace of government commercial maize sales continues to accelerate.  Out of the 
251,000 MT of government maize for sale, 206,385 MT had been sold by the end of first 
week of December, leaving a balance of 44,615 MT.  The current level of sales 
represents a 32% increase over the cumulative sales attained by the end of October 
(Figure 1). 
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The increase in the maize sales is due to a number of factors.  First, the demand for 
maize has increased as the number of households running out food from their own 
production increases during the consumption season.  Most of these households are net 
buyers of maize, and depend on ADMARC as their main market.  Second, anecdotal 
reports indicate that there are some areas in the south where maize demand in 
ADMARC markets is so high so that maize supplies do not last long after they arrive.  In 
some areas, this is attributed to private traders who are also buying from the ADMARC 
markets in order to sell at a higher price in the local markets.  Third, since the maize 
supplies do not last long in the ADMARC markets, the households are forced to buy in 
the local markets at relatively high prices, though not as high as at the time last season.  
Some of the ADMARC officials are reportedly rationing the maize sales to ensure that as 
many people as possible have access to the maize.  Those ADMARC markets with 
inadequate maize stocks or no maize at all are mainly found in the southern region in 
districts such Nsanje, Chikwawa, Blantyre and Mangochi.  FEWS NET and its partners will 
soon embark on a field trip to the southern region to verify some of these reports.  
Government maize sales to ADMARC increased from 59,450 MT at the end of October 
to 86,165 MT by the end of the first week of December 2003, representing an increase of 
45%.  The shortage of maize in some of the ADMARC markets is probably due to 
logistical problems, because the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA), from where 
ADMARC sources its maize, still has maize. 
 
Fourth, exports of the government commercial maize have also increased from 25,414 
MT at the end of October to 45,914 MT by end of first week of December, up by 80%.  As 
previously reported, the government tendered for the export of 100,000 MT of maize as 
one way of boosting the maize sales which were very low at the time and raising 
concerns among stakeholders as to how the maize stocks would be disposed.  In 
addition, there were genuine concerns about the cost of maintaining the huge maize 
stocks and the risk of deterioration of the maize quality.  Exports and sales to ADMARC 
and exports are major contributors to the increase in government maize sales this 
period.   
 
The increase in maize sales has reduced the balance of the government commercial 
maize stocks from 94,545 MT at the end of October, to 44,615 MT by the end of the first 
week of December.  If all the confirmed pledges to buy the maize were fulfilled, all 
government commercial maize stocks will be sold by the end of the season, and the 
government may be forced to release some maize from the SGR to meet local 
demand.  The maize in the SGR remained at 73,706 MT by the end of first week of 
December.  The government plans to have 100,000 MT in the SGR to hedge against any 
serious food shortfalls that may occur in the country.  There is an outstanding pledge by 
the EU to contribute 22,000 MT of maize towards the replenishment of the SGR.  This, 
when it happens, will increase the level of the SGR maize stocks to 95,706 MT, leaving a 
shortfall of only 4,294 MT.   
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Figure 2: Local Market Maize Prices (MK/kg)for Selected Markets in Malawi: 2002-2003
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b.  Maize Prices 
 
Maize prices in the local markets continue to rise as demand for maize increases.  The 
prices ranged from MK9.72/kg to MK16.67/kg in November 2003. 
 
Due to the disturbance in the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security’s 
(MoAIFS) market information system, only eight markets reported price data for 
November, ranging for a period of one to three weeks.  The figures show that the maize 
prices in the local markets are continuing to rise.  This is expected at this time of the 
year, right before the lean period (December-February).  Figure 2 shows maize price 
trends for some of the markets since January 2003.   

 
The local market maize prices in November ranged from MK9.72/kg at Mitundu market 
in Lilongwe district of the central region, to MK16.67/kg at Namwera and Lunzu markets 
in Mangochi and Blantyre districts, respectively, both of the southern region.  Although 
the prices have increased, they remain generally lower than at the same time in the 
last two years, as shown in Figure 3.  The low prices this year are generally attributed to 
increased crop production and availability of maize in ADMARC markets, selling at the 
fixed price of MK10.00/kg.  The increase in prices at this time of the year is attributed to 
an increase in the number of households depleting food stocks from their own 
production and becoming dependent on the market for food.  In addition, shortage of 
maize in some of the ADMARC markets resulted in an increased demand for maize in 
the local markets, thereby pushing up the price in these markets.  Sustainable supply of 
maize in the ADMARC markets will therefore play a crucial low in ensuring stability in the 
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Figure 3: LOCAL MARKET MAIZE PRICES IN NOVEMBER by MARKET
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local market prices in the coming months.  Otherwise, the 2001/02 scenario, where 
prices reached unprecedented high levels around January/February, could be 
repeated.  When the rainy season sets in, some of the roads may become impassable, 
interrupting maize supplies to some of the ADMARC markets.  It is therefore important to 
ensure strategic location of the ADMARC maize stocks.   

 
The flow of maize outside the country to Tanzania and Zambia through informal cross-
border trade has drastically reduced as household maize stocks in the areas where the 
maize was sourced begin to dwindle.  As reported in previous trip reports of FEWS NET 
market assessments, maize from areas in Kasungu, Dowa, Ntchisi, Mzimba and Chitipa 
Districts had been flowing to Tanzania through informal cross-border, while maize from 
Mchinji District had been crossing to Zambia.  This trade has now drastically reduced.  
On the other hand, the Lower Shire Valley has started importing maize from 
Mozambique.  By September, the maize available at local markets in the Lower Shire 
was sourced from within, while in previous years at this time, area maize supplies would 
not be sufficient and maize would have to be sourced elsewhere.  This indicates 
improved food security in the country.  However, the resumption of maize imports from 
Mozambique could imply that household maize stocks in the Lower Shire Valley are 
declining. 


