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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 Despite improvements in rainfall in mid-January, cumulative precipitation in 
many parts of the country is below normal and threatens this year’s crop 
production.   

 Planting continued as late as February in some parts of the country, especially in 
the Lower Shire Valley.  Chances of a successful harvest form this recent planting 
are very slim because rains normally end in mid to late March.   

 Demand for maize is mounting as increasing numbers of households run out of 
stocks from last season’s harvest, resulting in long queues in ADMARC markets 
and upward trends in local market maize prices.  Maize prices ranged between 
MK9.83/kg and MK26.93/kg and are generally highest in the southern region.   

 A state of disaster may be declared in areas like Nsanje and Chikwawa Districts, 
pending official crop estimates.  A recent rapid food assessment highlighted very 
poor crop development in these areas, resulting from inadequate rains during 
the growing season.   

 

1.  FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
 
a.  Agro-climatic Conditions 
 
The last half of January saw widespread rains, followed by a dry spell in early February.   
 
Rainfall picked up during the second half of January in most parts of the country, with 
many parts of the southern region reporting above normal 10-day rainfall totals; a few 
areas recorded more than 120 mm during this period.   
 
The Meteorological Department attributed this improvement to a combination of 
factors, including the inflow of the Congo air mass, the tropical cyclone ‘Elita’ in the 
Mozambican channel, the cyclone, ‘Frank’, which moved over Mauritius toward the 



FEWS NET/MALAWI: Monthly Food Security Report, mid January 04 – mid February 04, Page 2 

Figure 1: Dekadal and Cumulative Rainfall for Malawi 

 
Source: Meteorological Department, Chileka 

end of January, and the 
Inter-Tropical 
Convergence Zone 
(ITCZ), which moved over 
the southern and central 
parts of Malawi during 
mid-January.   
 
However, rainfall activity 
dropped off in the first 
half of February, with less 
than 25 mm falling on 
most parts of the 
southern region during 
the first ten days of the 
month.  Figure 1 shows 
actual rainfall received 
during the first ten days of 
February and the total 
rainfall to date as a 
percentage of normal 
rainfall for the period 
October 1 to February 10.   
 
The rainfall in January 
helped ailing crops 
recover, and 
encouraged some 

farmers to continue planting.  While it is still early to determine the district-by-district 
effects of this year’s erratic rainfall on crop production, it does seem clear that the 
Lower Shire Valley has experienced the worst rainfall pattern overall, with a late onset 
and repeated dry spells. 
 
b.  Inputs Availability 
 
Supplementary input program distributions continue. 
 
The government, through the Ministry of Agriculture, continued to distribute farm inputs 
to a number of households across the country in February, targeting, in particular, 
households that were left out of the initial distribution early in the season.  Because the 
rains were late this year, it was still possible for farmers to make use of this late 
distribution, either for the main season, or for winter cultivation.  
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2.  CROP DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
Late rains delay crop development; lean season extended this year. 

The late onset of rains has delayed crop development across the country.  While 
households in the southern region and parts of the central region should have already 
begun to consume green and mature crops, most maize is only at the tasseling stage.  
Households this year will be forced to continue purchasing grain during a time when 
they normally begin to depend on their own harvest.  Because the crops will not have 
matured until mid- or late-March, the lean period will be extended this year.  Although 
the rains started earlier than normal in the northern region, most of the farmers 
hesitated to plant until they were sure of the rains; hence, most of the crop is just 
approaching the tasseling stage.  Frequent dry spells occurring at this stage will 
undermine yields, with the southern region already clearly showing the effects of these 
dry spells.   
 
 
3.  MAIZE AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS 
 
a.  Maize Availability 
 
Government imposes maize export restrictions because of drought fears.   
 
Government starts releasing maize from the SGR to meet high maize demand.   
 
An increasing number of households have run out of their own crops, as evidenced by 
long queues in the ADMARC markets and high demand for staple foods in both the 
local and ADMARC markets.  The recent field assessment discovered that demand for 
maize was highest in the southern region, a few areas in the central region, and 
Karonga District, in the northern region.  ADMARC maize supplies in these areas only last 
a day or two whenever it becomes available.  Nevertheless, the current situation is 
generally better than at the same time last year.   
 
By the end of January 2004, the government had 92,830 MT in maize stocks; of this, 
24,050 MT was for commercial sale and 68,780 MT for the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR).  
The government increased commercial maize sales slightly between December 
(226,385 MT) and January (226,950 MT), leaving a balance of 24,050 MT, which is not 
enough to meet the current demand for maize.  Hence, the government has 
authorized the release of maize from the SGR to meet the demand.   
 
The SGR maize stocks declined from 73,706 MT at the end of December 2003 to 68,780 
MT in January because the SGR released 4,926 MT to WFP for its emergency operation 
through an agreement between the EU and Government of Malawi.  However as 
reported last month, the EU contributed an additional cash reserve equivalent to 40,000 
MT of maize (assuming a maize price of MK17.00/kg), which in principle, raises the SGR 
level to 108,780 MT.  Therefore, the combined commercial and SGR stocks should be 
sufficient to meet the demand in the ADMARC markets even though the current hunger 
season will extend into March.   
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Figure 2: ADMARC Maize Sales since April 2003, by 
Region (MT) 
 

Southern, 54%

Central, 24%

Northern, 22%

FEWSNet/Malawi 
Source: ADMARC 

However, maize supplies to ADMARC markets have been erratic due to logistical 
constraints leading to shortages, particularly in the southern region.  One factor limiting 
the distribution of supplies is that all the maize is held in the silos at Kanengo in Lilongwe.  
Decentralizing the SGR stock to regional NFRA depots would perhaps improve the 
situation.   
 
As reported last month, the government has imposed restrictions on maize exports due 
to fears of poor crop production.  There were no maize exports in January and the 
amount of maize exported since April 2003 remained at 40,914 MT by the end of 
January 2004.  Reports from the field indicate that the ban has reduced the amount of 
maize exported through informal trade in the northern region.   
 
b.  Markets and Prices 
 
Maize prices in local markets continue to rise with some areas in the southern region 
registering prices close to MK20.00/kg. 
 
As mentioned above, demand for 
maize in ADMARC markets has 
increased due to the increase in 
households running out of their own 
crops.  Although the government has 
adequate stocks, logistical problems 
are undermining the effective 
distribution of this maize.  Most poor 
households buy from ADMARC 
markets when they can because 
prices, which remain at MK 10.00/kg 
in ADMARC markets, are lower than in local markets.  In addition, ADMARC markets 
extend into remote areas of the country, while local markets are mainly concentrated 
in town centers.  ADMARC maize sales since April 2003 amounted to about 73,000 MT, 
distributed as shown in Figure 2. 
 
ADMARC sales in the southern region are normally highest, where the population is most 
concentrated, and landholding sizes are smallest, forcing many households in the area 
to depend on the market to meet their food for a large part of the year.  The sales 
would have been higher had it not been for the logistical problems in moving maize 
from the silos to the markets.   
 
Maize is available in the local markets, but prices are rising as demand increases.  The 
erratic supply of maize in ADMARC markets makes the situation worse, because it 
leaves households with no option outside the local markets.  According to the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food security (MoAIFS), January prices in local markets 
ranged between MK9.83/kg and MK26.93/kg at Nkhoma and Bangula markets, 
respectively (see Figure 3).  All markets, except for Nkhoma and Mitundu in Lilongwe 
District, registered prices above the ADMARC fixed price of MK10.00/kg, with most 
markets between MK10.00/kg and MK20.00/kg.  The highest prices were found in the 
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southern region, at Mangochi (MK20.68/kg), Chikwawa (MK21.04/kg), Lunzu 
(MK21.34/kg), Nsanje (MK24.54/kg) and Bangula (MK26.93/kg) markets.  Three of these 
five (Nsanje, Bangula and Chikwawa) are in the Lower Shire Valley, where prices at this 
time of the year tend to be among the lowest in the country, because these areas 
produce winter maize and maize from Mozambique increases local supplies.  However, 
winter maize production, which accounts for over 30% of local production, was poor 
last year due to waterlogging.   

 
 
4.  FOOD SECURITY PROSPECTS 
 
If erratic rainfall patterns continue, household food security is likely to be at risk in parts 
of the country, especially in the Lower Shire (Chikwawa and Nsanje Districts).  
Chikwawa and Nsanje Districts experienced widespread dry spells, keeping many 
farmers from planting until mid-January.  Some farmers were still planting as late as 
February.  There are pockets in most other districts, especially in the southern region, 
that are also affected by the poor rainfall.  Although the recent rapid food assessment 
highlighted these areas, the government would like to corroborate these finding with 
crop estimates, which were delayed this year.  Even without these estimates, it is clear 
that the country will experience a drop in crop production and that some areas, like 
Nsanje and Chikwawa Districts, may require assistance. 
 

Figure 3: Local Market Maize Prices (MK/kg) for Selected Markets in Malawi, 2003-04 
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