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According to the Malawi VAC food security projection for June 2004 – March 2005, up to 1.6 
million people, most of them in the southern region, will require food assistance in the coming year.  
Household food deficits have resulted mainly from a poor growing season, which was preceded by 
higher than normal prices in the lower Shire, following a poor winter harvest last season.  There is 
an urgent need to plan for the immediate provision of food or cash aid to affected areas, to identify 
sub-district targeting mechanisms, and to strengthen monitoring of rural staple prices and ganyu 
terms of trade. 

SEASONAL TIMELINE  
 

CURRENT HAZARD SUMMARY 

• With the harvest well underway, it is now clear that the rains were insufficient this year to support adequate maize production.  
 

• Staple prices are higher than normal in the southern areas, reflecting both a supply shortage (spurred on by the near-failure of 
both last season’s winter harvest and this year’s main harvest) and an unusual seasonal increase in demand.  

 
• Livestock prices are normal at the moment but may begin to decline in the months ahead as the number of households running 

out of food increases. 
 

• Ganyu rates, an important indicator of food security, are normal at the moment, but may change as the performance of the next 
agricultural season, beginning in October, becomes clear. 

FOOD SECURITY SITUATION 

  
Preliminary figures indicate that between 1,340,000 and 1,680,000 people will experience a 
significant food shortage this year, equivalent to approximately 56,030 – 83,550 MT of 
cereals.  Each end of this range corresponds to a ‘best’ and ‘worst’ case scenario; the best 
case scenario assumes staple prices keep pace with inflation, and the worst case assumes that 
staple prices rise 30 percent above inflation at the end of the year. Implicit in these scenarios 
is the recognition that households at risk this year will be buying all of their food at the time 
of the worst food gap, and therefore prices will largely determine the magnitude of the 
deficit.  (See page 3.) 

As illustrated in Figure1, households within the southern region, especially in parts of 
Machinga and Phalombe Districts, face the highest deficits, ranging from 35 – 60 percent, 
and will begin experiencing the gap in July 2004.  These households have limited means for 
responding to the production gap, and most depend primarily on the market to compensate 
for production failures.  But as prices rise over the season, poor households, who have limited 
income, will be increasingly unable to fill the food gap.  Given that poor, and in some cases 
middle-income households in the affected areas will not be able to afford to buy enough food 
to meet all their needs, even if it is available in the market, it is essential that agencies plan 
now to fill the localized households deficits, either through food aid or cash support.  
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Figure 1: Location of affected households    
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CURRENT HAZARDS 

RAINFALL 
 
Figure 2. RFE Anomalies: % of normal for the Oct-Mar season 
 

.

CROP PRODUCTION 
 
The National Statistical Office (NSO) released its 
second round crop production estimates for the 
2003/2004 season in April.   This formed one of the 
bases for the analysis that was conducted by the VAC.  
Final figures of the crop production estimates have 
just been released and are being reviewed by the NSO. 
A more detailed account of the results will be 
provided in the coming month.  Until then, the 
summary below provides an overview of this year’s 
main season based on the second round estimates. 
 
Due to late and erratic rains (see ‘rainfall’ section on 
right), the second round results put national maize 
production at 1.73 million MT, representing a 13% 
fall from the 1.98 million MT of 2003.  Such a drop in 
maize production has significant food security 
implications for poor households, outlined on page 3.  
 
Compared to last year, maize production was worst in 
parts of Nsanje District, with Nyachilenda, Mpatsa, 
and Mogoti EPAs facing losses of up to 80%.   
Mwanza District was also hard hit, with production 
declines of up to 60% in Mwanza EPA.  Most other 
areas saw drops of between 40 and 50%.   
 
Other cereals, such as sorghum and millet, were also 
affected in the southern region, although they were 
better able than maize to withstand the dry conditions.  
For instance, in areas like Nsanje, where maize 
production had declined 80% from last year, sorghum 
and millet production had fallen around 20%.   

As indicated on the seasonal timeline on page 1, the growing season in 
Malawi normally starts in October and continues through March.  This year, 
however, the rains did not start in earnest until January, and then they were 
patchy, at best, with particularly poor precipitation in the southern areas. 
 
This pattern is clearly observable in the rainfall anomaly images, presented 
above.  Rains in the southern region were less than 15% of normal during 
October, increasing marginally to between 15-40% by the end of December.  
They began to improve significantly in January, but declined again in 
February and March, just when crops needed moisture the most.   
 
This pattern of rainfall resulted in serious moisture stress, and in some 
cases, complete failure, particularly for maize, the main staple crop.   

 

PRICES 

Figure 3: Local Market Maize Prices (MK/kg) for Selected Markets in Malawi: 2003-2004
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With harvesting underway throughout 
the country, maize is readily available 
in local markets and prices continued to 
drop in May. However, they remained 
higher that at the same time last year. 
Figure 3 illustrates price trends for three 
reference markets. With the exception 
of Dowa market, all markets registered 
prices below MK20/kg in May.  In the 
southern region, prices ranged from 
MK10.07 in Nsanje to MK15.61/kg at 
Luchenza market.  In the central region 
the range was between MK9.00 at Thete 
market and MK21.08 at Dowa market.  
The price range in the north was 
MK10.51 in Chitipa to MK15.77 in 
Mzuzu market. 
 
Given low ADMARC supplies, private 
traders and informal imports will play 
an crucial role in ensuring sufficient 
supplies to stave off panic buying. 
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Source: NOAA Climate Prediction Center 
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Thyolo & Mulanje: Thyolo-Mulanje 
Tea Estates 
Population 
Affected 

Scenario 
1 

Scenario 
2 

 267,900 502,400

Chikwawa & Nsanje: Lower Shire 
Valley 
Population 
Affected 

Scenario 
1 

Scenario 
2 

 246,400 246,400

Balaka, Zomba, Blantyre & 
Mwanza: Middle Shire Valley 
Population 
Affected 

Scenario 
1 

Scenario 
2 

 188,700 292,800

Machinga, Phalombe & 
Chiradzulu 

Population  
Scenario 

1 
Scenario 

2 

Karonga: Central Karonga LZ 

Population 
Scenario 
1 

Scenario 
2 

Affected 1,800 1,800

Kasungu, Dowa, Ntchisi, Mchinji, 
Lilongwe & Dedza: – Kasungu-
Lilongwe Plain LZ 

Population  
Scenario 

1 
Scenario 

2 
Affected 172,700 172700

Mangochi, Maiwa, Machinga, 
Zomba, Chiradzulu & Blantyre: 
Shire Highlands 

Population  
Scenario 

1 
Scenario 

2 
Affected 154,240 154,200

Salima & Mangochi: Southern 
Lakeshore LZ 

Population  
Scenario 

1 
Scenario 

2 
Affected 73 400 73 400

 

FOOD AND LIVELIHOOD SECURITY 

 
Figure 4. Population with a food deficit from July 2004 to March 2005 

Source: Malawi VAC Report, May 2004 

The recent food security situation has 
improved with the harvesting of crops, 
currently underway. But this is expected 
to be short lived, as many households, 
particularly in the worst affected areas, 
are expected to run out of food stocks 
from their own production as early as 
July.  Food deficits will occur where 
poorer households do not have adequate 
income to buy food to fill the gap.  
While in general (and with a few 
exceptions) middle and ‘richer’ wealth 
groups will not experience direct food 
gaps this year, poor households in parts 
of all three regions of Malawi will 
suffer food deficits.  These deficits will 
grow in magnitude as the end of the 
year approaches, reaching their peak 
just before the start of next year’s 
harvest in March, 2005. 
 
Figure 4 to the left details the number of 
people in different areas of Malawi that 
will require assistance this year.  The 
number of people affected increases in 
some cases depending on the price 
scenario under consideration.  In 
scenario 1, the assumption is that prices 
will remain in line with the expected 
inflation rate.  In scenario 2, prices rise 
to 30% above the inflation rate, 
reducing the amount of food people are 
able to purchase with available income.  
 
Given that poor households’ 
dependence on the market will increase 
in the coming months, a key indicator to 
monitor will be staple food prices.  
Another indicator to watch will be terms 
of trade for labor (ganyu), both in food 
and cash terms.  

Figure 5. Aggregate household food gap by period: 2004/2005 
Source: Malawi VAC Report, May 2004 

It will be crucial to accelerate food aid deliveries as the year goes on in 
order to ensure that the growing needs, as illustrated in Figure 5, are 
met.  These needs, which set in by July for some households in the 
worst affected areas, particularly in parts of Phalombe and Machinga 
Districts, will grow as a result of declining food stocks, and an expected 
increase in staple prices. 
 
The amount of food required to fill this growing gap is roughly 
equivalent to 1,700 - 2,600 MT in July and will reach 41,000 – 56,900 
MT by the January to March period, depending on the price scenario 
that emerges.  The total food required will range between 56,000 and 
83,500 MT.   
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SPECIAL FOCUS:LAKE CHILWA & PHALOMBE PLAINS ZONE 

Figure 6: Income and Expenditure of Poor Households 
(Source for Figures 6 – 8: Malawi VAC report) 

 

Figure 7: Estimated Food Access for Poor Households 
:  baseline and 2004/2005 

 

In a ‘normal’ year, a ‘poor’ 
household’s income can 
purchase less than half of its 
food needs –greatly 
restricting their capacity to 
cope with production shocks. 
 
With this year’s severe 
decline in crop production, 
and a likely increase in 
prices, these households will 
not be able to meet half of 
their annual needs. 

Crop Production this year in relation to baseline  

Crop % of baseline 

 
Special attention is given in this report to the 
southeastern livelihood zone of Lake Chilwa 
& Phalombe because the combination of 
particularly bad production conditions this 
year, and the specific livelihood system found 
in the area will result in severe household 
level food deficits.  As such, it provides a 
good example of the causal factors underlying 
the food problems this year; and more 
importantly, why such problems are likely to 
continue into the future as long as the 
livelihood options for rural Malawian 
households remain so limited. Note: Much of 
the background text in this section is taken 

from the FEWS NET/Malawi VAC profile for this livelihood zone. 
 
As its name suggests, this zone includes areas surrounding Lakes 
Chilwa and Chiuta in Machinga and Zomba Districts, extending south 
to the highlands known as the Phalombe Plain in Phalombe District 
and parts of Mulanje, Thyolo and Chiradzulu Districts in the southern 
region. It generally receives an annual rainfall of 700-1000 mm, which 
is adequate for production of various crops. The main crops grown for 
food are maize, cassava, sorghum and rice. Tobacco and sunflower are 
cash crops but only a minority of households grow them. Most of the 
households depend on their food crops for cash as well; rice being the 
most important cash crop for the households around the Lake Chilwa 
basin. Some of the cash obtained from selling rice is used to purchase 
maize, the main staple. Both the ‘poor’ and ‘middle’ households 
supplement their food access by doing ganyu in exchange of food in 
normal years. Livestock (mainly goats and chickens) production is 
very insignificant as a source of food but it serves as a reliable source 
of cash during the hard times, mainly for ‘middle’ and ‘better-off’ 
households. Small-scale businesses and fishing are other economic 
activities from which households in the zone may derive their 
livelihoods. In summary most of the households in the zone are 
subsistence farmers who sell part of their produce in order to access 
other basic needs including food. 
 
In ‘normal’ years, neither the ‘poor’ nor the ‘middle’ households are 
able to meet their food intake requirements. Over half of their food 
(50-60% and 60-75% for ‘poor’ and ‘middle’, respectively) comes 
from own crop production; while purchases (30-40% for the ‘poor’ 
and 20-30% for the ‘middle’) and food from ganyu (5-15% for the 
‘poor’ and 1-10% for the ‘middle’) accounts for the rest.  
 
The drop in production this year creates an obvious gap in poor 
households’ food income; their income is also affected, given that 
much of it derives from crop sales.  Ganyu and self employment 
simply can not expand to make up the difference.  Because the deficit 
is established in relation to minimum calorie requirements (2100 kcal 
per person per day) this level of deficit warrants an immediate, well-
targeted, and deliberate response. 
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