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The number of households in need of food assistance will continue to increase until the 
next harvest in March 2005.  The situation is expected to become serious mainly in parts 
of the southern region, where crop production was mostly affected by adverse weather, 
and where people have little means of coping with the production failures.  As detailed in 
previous reports, humanitarian assistance is required to address some of the food deficits. 
 
Prices have already started to rise, consistent with predictions of a worse than normal year.  
Humanitarian aid agencies need to ensure that deliveries of maize start as soon as possible 
to avoid logistical problems that are normally experienced during the rain season.   

SEASONAL TIMELINE 
 

CURRENT HAZARD SUMMARY 
• The winter wheat crop is likely to be less productive than last year, given the unfavorable residual moisture following on 

from an erratic main rainy season. 
 
• Many markets registered maize price increases in July 2004, which might well mark the beginning of the seasonal upward 

trend in maize prices.  Continued prices increases will adversely affect housholds’ ability to purchase food. 
 

• Livestock prices remain stable. 
 

• Ganyu (labor) rates, an important indicator of food security, are normal at the moment.  On-farm activities for which 
ganyu is normally used usually start with the onset of the agricultural season in October. 

 
FOOD SECURITY SUMMARY 
Increasing numbers of households are running out of their own stocks of food from the last year’s poor harvest.   As a result, more 
and more households are turning to the market to meet their basic food needs.  At the same time, prices in local markets are starting 
to rise, decreasing the amount of food people are able to buy with their limited incomes.   
 
According to the Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee assessment (MVAC) results, households in the worst affected areas 
will not be able to buy enough food to address the poor production this year, and will be left with cereal deficits of up to 60 percent.  
Poor households in these areas do not have the livelihood options or resilience to address shortfalls of this magnitude and will 
require food aid to meet the food gap. 
 
Food aid is already being delivered to parts of the country where needs were assessed.  Distributions will increase monthly from 
now through the end of the year, reflecting the increasing deficit faced by poor households.  (See page 4.) 
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Figure 1.  Winter Maize Production in Malawi by Region: 
1998/99 - 2003/04

Southern
Central
Northern

THE WINTER MAIZE HARVEST 
The winter harvest offers a possible resource to ameliorate some of the existing food gaps.  Cultivation of winter crops starts soon 
after harvesting of the main summer crop and is practiced in areas where there is residual moisture after the end of the rainy season 
or where farmers have access to irrigation 
facilities.  In the past few years, the 
Government of Malawi has been 
encouraging winter crop production 
through various means, and this has 
resulted in a steady production increase 
as shown in Figure 1.   
 
The National Statistics Office (NSO) is 
currently predicting that this year’s 
winter maize production will be around 
225,545 MT, which is almost the same as 
last year’s output (224,752 MT).  This 
raises some questions about the accuracy 
of these estimates given that 2003/04 
rainfall was significantly worse than that 
of 2002/03, especially in the winter 
maize producing areas.  This poor rainfall 
would have resulted in relatively less 
residual moisture and water availability, 
necessary preconditions for winter crop 
production.  The general expectation is 
that winter crop production should be lower than last season, especially in the southern region which was the most hit by the dry 
spells and shortness of the rainfall season. 
 
Although the coming in of winter harvest around October to December would help improve the aggregate national food availability 
situation, the improvements for small holders in the southern region will be short lived, and a majority of the households will 
continue to rely on the markets for food.   
PRICE ANALYSIS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE CURRENT FOOD SECURITY SITUATION  
 
As reported last month, adverse weather 
conditions negatively affected crop production 
this year with the southern region being the 
worst affected.  As a result, a majority of 
households in the affected areas - particularly 
in the southern region - will experience food 
deficits.  The MVAC estimates that between 
56,000 MT and 83,000 MT of emergency 
food assistance will be required during the 
current consumption year (May 2004 – April 
2005).  This range is based on a best and 
worst case scenario, with the actual amount of 
food required dependent on how market prices 
change.  The first scenario assumes relatively 
stable price increases in line with inflation, 
while the second scenario assumes price 
increases of 30 percent above the inflation 
rate.   The MVAC analysis therefore 
recognizes the fact that with the drop in crop 
production, many more households will 
dependent more heavily on purchasing food 
than normal.  As a result, the behavior of 
staple food prices will play a crucial role in 
determining household ability to access food. 
 

Figure 2.  Maize Price Comparison: July 2003 vs.  July 2004 

Source: Graphics, FEWS NET; Data, MoAIS 
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PRICE ANALYSIS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE CURRENT FOOD SECURITY SITUATION – CONT. 
Maize price data by the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security for 
the month of July confirms last month’s report 
that local maize market prices are beginning to 
increase.  Maize is the main staple food for the 
country and its availability and accessibility are 
crucial for ensuring household food security for 
all households.  Price is always one of the main 
determinants of poor households’ access to 
food because they are net food buyers.  In year 
such as this one, when many households are 
expected to depend on the market for food for a 
longer-than-normal period, prices will become 
the most crucial element to monitor in relation 
to household food security.   
 
As Figure 2 illustrates, July prices in a majority 
of markets are already higher than they were 
last year.  Between June and July, prices 
increased on almost three-quarters of the 
observed markets.  This represents a significant 
shift from last month, when price decreases 
were observed in just over half of the markets 
between May and June, and it clearly indicates 
that prices are rising sooner than they did last 
year, when only 3 of 13 markets (23 percent) 
registered price increases between June and 
July.  All but 2 markets registered prices above 
the ADMARC fixed price of MK10.00/kg. 

Table 1.  Projected for Maize price developments 

This is explained in part by the fact that ADMARC markets generally have no 
maize at the moment.  Although none of the markets registered a price above the 
MK20.00/kg (a symbolic threshold for households), there are 10 markets that 
registered maize prices above MK15.00/kg.  Given the current trend, it is fair to 
expect that prices in some markets may exceed MK20.00/kg in a month or two.   

Malawi Kwacha per Kg 

Livelihood 
Zone Districts 

Scenario 1 
(average 
predicted 

Nov – 
March) 

July 
2004 

Scenario 2 
(average 
predicted 

Nov – 
March) 

Central 
Karonga 

Karonga 23 11 29 

Southern 
Lakeshore 

Salima and 
Mangochi 23 13 29 

Shire 
Highlands 

Mangochi, 
Zomba, 
Chiradzulu, 
Blantyre and 
Thyolo 

22 13 - 16 27 

Middle Shire Balaka, Zomba, 
Mwanza and 
Blantyre 

22 14 - 16 28 

Lake Chilwa 
and Phalombe 
Plain 

Machinga, 
Phalombe and 
Chiradzulu 

20 13 - 15 25 

Lower Shire Chikwawa and 
Nsanje 22 10 - 17 27 

INFLATION 
Rising inflation erodes the purchasing power of 
households, affecting their ability to buy food.  
This is particularly true for poor households, 
who rely on the market for most of their food.   
 
According to the National Statistics Office, the 
national inflation rate dropped slightly in July 
by 0.2 percentage points from 11.6 percent in 
June to 11.4 percent in July 2004; nevertheless, 
the inflation rate remains higher than at the 
same time last year. 
 
This drop in inflation could be just temporary 
considering that food prices have already begun 
to rise, which will exert an upward pressure on 
the inflation rate. 

 

CASUAL LABOR (GANYU) 
The main ways that households obtain money to buy food in times of food deficits are casual labor (ganyu) and/or the sale of 
livestock.  Casual labor is paid in either cash or food.  These livelihood strategies will become crucial as more and more households 
run out of food.  Casual labor becomes particularly important during the agricultural season, which starts in October.  Monitoring 
the availability of and wage rate for casual labor and the price of livestock will become increasingly important in coming months.  
Meanwhile these remain relatively stable. 
 

Figure 3: National Inflation Rates Comparison between 2003 and 2004
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Figure 4: AMOUNT OF FOOD TO BE DISTRIBUTED UNDER THE WFP FOOD for 
WORK PROGRAMME

INTERVENTIONS 

The message that some parts of the country will face food security problems is very clear.  Government and partner organizations 
concerned with food security issues are busy developing plans to deal with the situation.   As reported last month, the GOM with 
support from the European Union (EU) is taking steps to replenish the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) with the required 60,000 MT 
of maize.  Out of this, 28,000 MT will be purchased with support from the EU.  Delivery of this maize to the silos in Kanengo has 
not yet started, according to the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA).  In addition, the government issued another tender for the 
purchase of 70,000 MT of maize for sale to 
the public.  The informal cross-border 
monitoring system has captured some 
quantities of maize, especially from Zambia, 
destined for the silos in Kanengo.  Perhaps 
some of the traders are propositioning their 
maize stocks in readiness for delivery to the 
NFRA.  There is need to ensure that 
deliveries of the maize start as soon as 
possible to avoid logistical problems that are 
normally experienced during the rain 
season.   

ADMARC has also started buying maize, 
especially from the border points where 
informal cross-border trade is active.  
Discussion with some of the ADMARC 
buyers indicated they had no problems 
getting the maize.  The problem is that their 
financial resources are limited.  FEWS NET 
has previously recommended that 
ADMARC could easily buy the maize at 
these border points where traders are able to 
offer large quantities of maize.  During a FEWS NET visit recently to one of the border points, ADMARC was buying the maize at 
about MK12.00/kg to MK13.00/kg in order to favorably compete with the private traders.  Maize prices at the border points 
generally range between MK10.00/kg and MK15.00/kg.  Availability of maize in ADMARC markets at relatively low prices may 
help stabilize the local market maize prices, thereby avoiding the worst case scenario in the MVAC analysis. 
 
Some of the households will not be able to purchase food even if it is available in the market due to resource constraints, hence the 
need for humanitarian food assistance.  WFP has embarked on a Food for Work program through which 14,000 MT will be 
distributed in 20 districts between now and December.  As expected, most districts (12) are in the southern region followed by the 
center (7) and only one in the north.  The MVAC findings were the basis for the targeting of this program.  The amount of food 
targeted will start with about 700 MT this month to about 5,000 MT in December as shown in Figure 4.  About 14,000 MT will 
have been distributed from August to December.  The program will be implemented through various NGOs operating in various 
parts of the country.   
 

SPECIAL FOCUS: GOVERNMENT TO SUBSIDIZE FERTILIZER COSTS 

While the government is taking steps to address the current food security problems, it is also considering steps to increase crop 
production next year and beyond.  One of the prominent factors blamed for a decline in crop production in recent years has been 
lack of access to inputs, especially fertilizer.  This has come in wake of rising fertilizer prices, which have more than doubled in a 
period of about 5 years from just above MK500/50 kg bag in 1998 to about MK2,000/50kg bag in 2004.  The government is 
moving away from free handouts of fertilizer under the previous starter pack and targeted input programs to subsidies.  The 
government is expected to spend about MK2.5 billion for the program targeting about 2 million farming households.  This, it is 
hoped, will help boost crop production thereby improving household food security. 

 


