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Household food deficits for segments of the population are predicted for this marketing year, due to 
a decline in crop production coupled with limited household incomes.  Malawi will need to appeal 
for international food assistance to address some of these deficits.  The government is purchasing 
60,000 MT to replenish the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) and procuring an additional 70,000 MT 
for sale to the public.  WFP intends to start food-for-work programs through which about 14,000 
MT of maize will be distributed from August to December 2004.  It is important to take advantage 
of the dry season because logistical problems increase with the rainy season.   

SEASONAL TIMELINE  
 

CURRENT HAZARD SUMMARY 

• With final figures now released by the National Statistcs Office, it is now clear that crop production was poor in many parts of 
the country, especially in the southern region. 

 
• Staple prices are beginning to show signs of an upward turn after declining the last few months.  This increase is occurring 

earlier than it would in a normal year and is a reflection of the poor crop production. The national rate of inflation continues to 
rise gradually. 

 
• 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 and people begin to sell off their herds. 
 

• Ganyu rates, an important indicator of food security, are normal at the moment.  On farm ganyu activities normally start with 
the onset of the agricultural season in October. 

FOOD SECURITY SITUATION 

  Although the short-term household food situation has generally improved due to the current 
harvest, some households, especially in the southern region, have already started running out 
of food as was predicted in the recent Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (VAC) 
report.  Media reports have included the recent testimony of local and political leaders who 
are claiming that their areas are already experiencing food shortages and that the government 
needs to act quickly.    
 
The poor harvest this season has left a large number of poor households in certain areas with 
only enough production from their own harvest to last for about a month.  These households 
subsequently have to depend on the market for food.  However, ADMARC apparently has no 
maize in its markets, and prices are likely to rise as a result.  Already this month has seen an 
increase in local prices. According to the VAC results, households in the worst affected areas 
(indicated by red on the map) will not be able to buy enough food to fill the production gap 
this year, and will be left with household deficits of up to 60%. This translates into a 
humanitarian food requirement of between 56,000 and 83,500 MT. The recently released 
FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Assessment report is consistent with the VAC findings, 
recommending 56,000 MT of food aid which becomes 41,000 MT after deducting 15,000 MT 
of food aid already on hand.  The VAC intends to conduct another round of assessments in 
August to monitor the food security situation and update the previous need estimates 
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Table 1: MAIZE PRODUCTION COMPARISON BY 
SEASON (MT) 
ADD 2002-03 2003-04 COMPARISON 
KARONGA 48,515 48,419 0% 
MZUZU 127,932 183,327 43% 
KASUNGU 438,262 395,590 -10% 
SALIMA 111,057 83,974 -24% 
LILONGWE 443,339 423,221 -5% 
MACHINGA 387,286 281,669 -27% 
BLANTYRE 307,941 239,430 -22% 
SHIRE 
VALLEY 119,108 77,495 -35% 

MALAWI 1,983,440 1,733,125 -13% 

Source: NSO     

 
 
 

CROP PRODUCTION 

The National Statistics Office (NSO) released the final round of 
crop estimates on 23 June, 2004.  As expected, the figures show 
significant declines in production for most crops.  The situation 
is more serious in the southern region than the northern and 
central regions, as shown in Table 2.  The following paragraphs 
briefly review the findings for the major food crops: 
 

 
Maize  
 
Maize, the main staple food produced, is consumed everywhere 
in the country.  Even in areas where cassava and rice are 
considered a staple food, such as in areas along the lakeshore, 
maize is still significant.  Maize is, therefore, the major 
determinant of food security in Malawi. According to the final 
assessment figures, maize production is estimated at  1,733,125 
MT, down 13% down from last season.   
 
The country is divided into eight Agricultural Development 
Divisions (ADDs), namely Karonga and Mzuzu in the northern 
region; Kasungu, Salima and Lilongwe in the central region; and 
Machinga, Blantyre and Shire Valley in the southern region.   

All ADDs except for the two ADDs in the northern region 
registered drops in maize production ranging from 5 to 35 
percent.    The drops were more serious in the southern region 
compared to the other two regions as shown in Table 1.  
Production declines were due to inadequate and poorly 
distributed rainfall.  The southern region was particularly hard hit 
by rainfall deficits; the season started late in these areas and 
ended before crops were able to reach full maturity. The 
Vulnerability Assessment Committee (VAC) analysis, conducted 
in May, was based on second round crop estimates figures.  The 
final figures are almost the same as the second round estimates, 
therefore, these recent figures will not significantly change the 
final analysis of needs.   

Rice 

Rice requires a lot of water, and therefore suffered markedly 
from the unfavourable weather conditions.  Rice production 
declined by 44% from last season to 49,722 MT.  The ADDs in 
the southern region again suffered most with some of them 
experiencing drops of over 50%.  Although rice is not the main 
staple food in most parts of the country, it plays a very important 
gap-filling role when there is a maize shortage.  Rice is also an 
important cash crop, providing significant income for many 
households in the rice growing areas. 

Cassava 

Drought-tolerant cassava helps buffer households from the risks 
involved in dependence on high moisture crops like maize and 
rice.  Cassava is one of the few food crops that showed a 
significant increase in production, up by 48% from 1,735,065 
MT last season to 2,559,319 MT this season,  While these figures 
are not easy to verify, it is at least clear that cassava production 
has been increasing in some areas due to efforts by both 
government and non-governmental organisations to promote 
cassava production as one way of improving food security in the 
country.  .However, transportation of cassava from surplus areas 
to maize deficit areas is limited, and maize is still the preferred 
staple.  This makes it difficult to say that the noted increase will 
necessarily help to alleviate maize availability problems.  

NATIONAL STOCK BALANCE 

 

The government is taking steps to replenish the grain reserve through the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA).  With the support 
of the EU, tendered for the purchase of 28,000 MT of maize and delivery is expected to begin any time in August.  The government 
also intends to purchase an additional 32,000 MT to bring the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) to the required 60,000 MT, and a tender 
for the purchase of 30,000 MT was already issued towards this objective.  In addition, the government has issued another tender for 
the purchase of 70,000 MT of maize for sale to the general public; the source of this maize has been left open, so it could come from 
either local sources or from the larger southern Africa region.  Zambia has produced a national surplus this year, and is a potential 
source of grain.  In addition, northern Mozambique, a traditional supplier for Malawi, appears to have adequate surplus for export as 
well.   
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Figure 2: National Inflation Rates Comparison between 2003 and 2004
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Figure 1.  Comparison of 2003 and 2004 Nominal Local Market 
Maize Prices for April, May and June
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MARKETS AND PRICES 
Staple prices are a critical determinant of 
food security in Malawi because the 
majority of households turn to the market 
to meet at least half of their food needs 
every year. Because of decreasing plot 
sizes and the vagaries of the weather, their 
own production is never sufficient to carry 
them through the entire year. 
 
With poorer households beginning to run 
out of food already, demand for maize in 
the markets is beginning to increase (See 
Figures 1 and 3).  Out of the 32 markets for 
which June 2004 data was available, 18 
markets registered price decreases ranging 
from 1 to 35 percent.  Increases of between 
2 and 33 percent were apparent in13 
markets.  There are indications that June 
marked the beginning of a general price 
increase; If so, this is occurring earlier than 
the normal seasonal increase which occurs 
in August/September. The price increases 
were concentrated disproportionately in the southern region, where 8 of the 9 markets for which data was available registered price 
increases; in the central region 4 out of 12 markets saw increases, and only 1 of the 5 markets in the northern region reported an 
increase. This reflects the seriousness of the food security situation in the southern region.   
 
Despite the price drop in some of markets, they still remain higher than at the same time last year. Figure 1 illustrates price trends for 
five reference markets. All the markets registered maize prices below MK20/kg.  This is attributed to the temporary improvement in 
maize supplies as a result of the recent harvest.  Prices will soon rise rapidly beyond MK20.00/kg if ADMARC markets which 
normally sell maize at subsidized prices continue to have no maize.  It appears that the trend is drifting towards the worst case scenario 
presented in the last VAC report, and that the food aid needs will be closer to the upper range (83,500 MT) rather than the lower range 
(56,000 MT).  
 
Given the lack of maize in ADMARC markets, the local markets will play a crucial role in ensuring ready availability of maize in the 
country.  At the moment maize is readily available in local markets. Most of the maize in southern region markets originates from 
Mozambique.   The newly instituted informal cross-border monitoring system, which became effective at the beginning of this month, 
highlights the in-flow from Mozambique; preliminary figures show that the country has been informally importing about 1,500 MT to 
2,500 MT of maize per week, mostly from Mozambique.   
 
Rising inflation erodes the purchasing 
power of households, affecting their ability 
to buy food.  According to the National 
Statistics Office, the country continues to 
experience a rising trend in the national 
inflation rate. (See Figure 2). The rate may 
increase rapidly in the following months 
due to rise in food prices.   The inflation 
index comprises food, beverages and 
tobacco, footwear and clothing, housing, 
household operations, transport and 
miscellaneous.  The national inflation rate 
was at 11.6% in June 20045, up by 0.3 
percentage points from 11.3 in May 2004.  
The inflation rate is expected to drop 
around this period when harvesting of 
crops has just been completed; the current 
upward trend, therefore, is cause for 
concern, as it signals a likely erosion in 
purchasing power for households who 
already have trouble covering basic needs. 
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SPECIAL FOCUS: LOWER SHIRE VALLEY  

This report’s special focus is on the Lower Shire Valley Zone which covers Shire Valley ADD 
comprising the two districts of Chikwawa and Nsanje.  This is one of the areas that was severely affected 
by the short rainy season and prolonged dry spells.  Planting rains in some parts of the area came as late 
as January rather than the usual October/November.  The Shire Valley ADD experienced one of the 
highest drops in maize production this season as shown in Table 1.  Reeling from a poor winter maize 
harvest in the previous season, many 
households were already struggling to meet 
their food needs before this latest shock, 
and the area was experiencing some of the 
highest local market maize prices in the 
history of the area just prior to the current 
harvesting period (May/June).  Although 
sorghum production (sorghum is one of the 
staple crops in this area) increased by about 

39% from 6,429 MT to 8,022 MT, it will not compensate for the loss in 
maize production.    
 
Poor households will depend buying their food starting in July/August, 
with middle and better off households turning to the market later in the year.  Almost all households will be buying food by March 
2005. As shown in the graph below, sales of livestock, cotton and labor provide most of the cash for poor households.  Farmers are 
now selling cotton at a price of MK25.00/kg, which is above double the price of last season (reflected in the increased size of the cash 
crop component in the sources of cash graph). At the moment maize prices have dropped considerably from what they were three to 
four months ago, as shown in Figure 3, however, as mentioned above, prices are already beginning to rise. 
 
 

One of the major contributing factors to the drop in maize prices so far this year has been the inflow of maize from Mozambique.  
While this will help to moderate prices in the coming months, it will not change the fact that household income is quite limited, and 
will be insufficient to fill the 30 – 40% annual gap left by poor production this year. 
The graphs to the right show the combined 
effects of this year’s production and the 
projected price increase on household 
access to food and income.  The projection 
is based on the assumption that prices will 
keep pace with inflation, and reach, at 
their peak, 22 MK/kg.   
 
This sources of food graph depicts a gap 
between the minimum daily requirement of 
2100 kilocalories and the expected 
household food access after using all food 
stocks (shown in the green and tan bars) 
buying as much food as household income 
will allow (shown in the gray/white bar) 
and exploiting all local labor opportunities 
(shown in the brown bar).   
 
This is reinforced in the expenditure 
graph, which shows that even if 
households switch all their expenditure to 
essential food and non-food purchases, 
they will not be able to cover all their 
requirements. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Malawi VAC Food Security Monitoring Report, May 2004 
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‘Poor’ Households in the Lower Shire Zone: Access to food this year
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