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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 The main season rains are essentially over.  The end was characterized a 
prolonged dry spell in March, resulting in damage to crops.  Many parts of the 
southern region are at increased risk of hunger this season.   

 Even though maize is not completely dry yet, farmers in the southern region are 
harvesting it as a precaution against theft.   

 Only about 22,000 MT is left in the Strategic Grain Reserve.  There is urgent need 
to replenish the SGR in light of the failure in maize production in some parts of the 
country.   

 Despite the on-going maize harvest, maize prices have continued to rise in most 
of the local markets.  Prices ranged between MK10/kg and MK25/kg.   

 

1.  FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
 
a.  Rainy season ends before crops are fully mature 
 
Farmers are usually a month into the harvest by April, but the rains were late this year, 
and maize had not fully matured by the end of March, when the rains stopped in most 
parts of the country.  Most crops had been planted two to three months later than 
normal, and their success depended on the continuation of rains into April, especially in 
the southern region.  The abrupt end of the rains towards the end of March occurred 
when the late-planted maize was at the critical tasselling and silking stages.   
 
As a result, some farmers expect to harvest almost no maize.  Widespread rains fell 
during the first part of April, but these were too late to save the crop.  Most of the 
affected areas are in the southern region and include parts of Nsanje, Chikwawa, 
Blantyre, Mwanza, Chiradzulu, Phalombe, Balaka, Machinga and Mangochi Districts.   
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2.  AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES AND CROP PRODUCTION PROSPECTS 
 
a.  Maize is harvested early while tubers are planted as fall back  

Even though maize has not completely dried yet, farmers already started to harvest it 
as a precaution against theft, which tends to increase when crops fail.  Less maize than 
normal was left in the field to start with, since many households had harvested green 
maize to bridge the longer-than-normal hunger season this year.  Some households in 
the worst affected areas will harvest almost nothing for domestic storage.   
 
The widespread rains that fell in April allowed farmers to plant tubers like cassava and 
sweet potatoes as a fall back for maize.  Unfortunately, it appears that mealy bugs 
have infested much of the cassava this year.  Some analysts have suggested that the 
mealy bugs resulted from the particular weather pattern this year, while others think 
that inadequate screening of planting materials has helped to spread the disease.  
Either way, cassava production is likely to be negatively affected.  The dry spells have 
also adversely affected rice production, which requires a lot of water. 
 
 
3.  MAIZE AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS 
 
a.  The Strategic Grain Reserve maize stocks have dropped by around 70% since last 
month.  Stocks need to be replenished urgently in order to prevent further price 
increases.   
 
In March the government released around 30,000 MT of maize to ADMARC for sale to 
the general public; it also released about 17,000 MT to WFP for food aid programs, 
leaving a balance of around 26,706 MT.  Out of the remaining stocks, 4,000 MT is said to 
be unfit for human consumption, leaving the SGR stocks at around 22,000 MT.  This 
represents a significant drop from the 73,706 MT that had been kept in the SGR since 
around June of 2003.   
 
So far, the SGR stock has helped to moderate prices during the traditional hunger 
period (December to February).  However, because of the late start of season, and the 
poor maize harvest this season, demand for maize in ADMARC markets will not drop off 
as much as it normally does, and will start rising sooner than it would in a good year.   
 
Actions must be taken now to replenish the SGR in order to prevent price hikes, which 
could result in a food crisis as bad as that of 2001/02, or even worse.  The government 
intends to import 100,000 MT of maize for sale in ADMARC markets and the NFRA intends 
to issue a tender for the local purchase of 60,000 MT of maize for the SGR. 
 
b.  Maize prices continued to rise in many parts of the country and range between 
MK10/kg and MK25/kg.   

Generally maize demand in local markets is expected to decline in April, as most 
households harvest their own crops, but, as discussed above, this demand is unlikely to 
drop much this year because of the poor harvest, especially in the southern region.  
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Although farmers have started harvesting, prices have not registered this change yet, 
with increasing trends evident in most local markets.  Although maize is readily 
available in the local markets, all 34 local markets registered prices above the ADMARC 
fixed price of MK10.00/kg.  Local market maize prices ranged from MK10.44/kg to 
MK24.64/kg at Mitundu and Ngabu markets in Lilongwe and Chikwawa Districts, 
respectively, as shown in Table 1.  Maize supplies in ADMARC markets remain erratic 
despite efforts by ADMARC to ensure availability.   

 
Table 1: LOCAL MARKET MAIZE PRICES FOR MARCH 2004   
District Market MK/kg District Market MK/kg 
BALAKA BALAKA 21.28 MACHINGA NTAJA 18.62 
BLANTYRE LUNZU 22.20 MANGOCHI MANGOCHI 18.92 
CHIKWAWA BANGULA 22.92 MANGOCHI NAMWERA 16.80 
CHIKWAWA CHIKWAWA 22.05 MCHINJI MCHINJI 17.52 
CHIKWAWA NCHALO 20.13 MZIMBA EMBANGWENI 12.97 
CHIKWAWA NGABU 24.64 MZIMBA MZIMBA 14.27 
CHITIPA CHITIPA 23.49 MZIMBA MZUZU 19.92 
DEDZA THETE 18.06 NKHATABAY NKHATABAY 23.16 
DOWA DOWA 22.96 NKHOTAKOTA DWANGWA 17.40 
DOWA MPONELA 17.45 NKHOTAKOTA NKHOTAKOTA 18.50 
KARONGA KARONGA 15.70 NSANJE NSANJE 21.51 
KASUNGU KASUNGU 16.33 NTCHEU LIZULU 16.05 
LILONGWE CHIMBIYA 18.00 NTCHEU SHARPEVALLEY 18.60 
LILONGWE MITUNDU 10.44 NTCHISI NTCHISI 17.94 
LILONGWE NANJIRI 13.40 SALIMA SALIMA 15.31 
LILONGWE NKHOMA 12.26 THYOLO LUCHENZA 16.00 
LILONGWE NSUNDWE 16.17 ZOMBA ZOMBA 20.91 
MACHINGA LIWONDE 17.55  Source: MoAIFS  

Local market prices are unlikely to drop much unless the market is flooded with maize 
from other regions, and/or from Mozambique.  However, for this trade to be active, 
profit margins have to be attractive to sellers, which still means in all likelihood, relatively 
higher prices than normal.  Figure 1 compares this season’s price trend in the December 
to March period with the past three seasons. 

Prices are generally higher in the southern region than the northern and central regions.  
Two markets in the Lower Shire Valley, Nsanje and Chikwawa Districts, have recorded 
some of the highest local market prices of the year due to low winter maize production, 
which contributes over 30% of the area’s total maize production.  These high prices are 
especially unusual because these two districts normally experience some of the lowest 
local market prices in the country at this time of the year due to augmented supplies 
from the winter maize crop and inflows from Mozambique.  Figure 2 shows the spatial 
distribution of markets along with the prices registered in March. 
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Figure 1.  Comparison of Local Market Maize Prices for 
December to March in 2000/01 to 2003/04 Seasons
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4.  FOOD SECURITY PROSPECTS 
 
Hunger looms in many parts of the southern region.   
 
The abrupt end of the main season rains has dashed any hopes of good maize 
production in many parts of the southern region.  Because of the late planting, 
successful production in the southern region hinged on the continuation of rains into 
April.  Because the rains stopped right when most of the maize was at a critical 
development stage, the crop was seriously compromised, leaving many households 
without any meaningful harvest.  Recent April rains are too late to turn the situation 
around, as the damage had already been done.  Food aid is likely to be required in the 
worst affected districts, mentioned above.   
 
The MVAC has just completed an assessment, which will help shed light on the 
magnitude of the food security problem in different livelihood zones.  The MVAC is 
currently analyzing the data and writing the report.  Preliminary findings indicate that 
the southern region is the worst affected area and the likelihood of households in the 
affected areas requiring external assistance is high.  The national statistical office is 
expected to release its second round crop estimates at the end of April.  These 
estimates, together with the VAC findings, should provide timely information to the 



FEWS NET/MALAWI: Monthly Food Security Report, mid March 04 – mid April 04, Page 5 

GOM, donors and other stakeholders who should start developing appropriate 
response plans in time to avert a potential crisis in the months ahead. 
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