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Households in the 
southern areas will 
need the most 
food aid.  But poor 
households in 
parts of the center 
and north will also 
need assistance 
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The emergency food distribution (in the form of food-for-work) is helping to address a significant 
household food gap, especially in the southern region.  One important result of the food aid is that 
fewer poor households are looking for ganyu than would have been otherwise, allowing them to 
concentrate on their own fields, and keeping ganyu rates at normal levels.  In addition, maize prices 
are remaining relatively stable due in part to food aid.  The number of households requiring food 
aid is expected to peak around January/February, making it critical to ensure that adequate stocks 
are strategically pre-positioned to quickly and effectively respond to these increasing food needs. 

SEASONAL TIMELINE 
 

CURRENT HAZARD SUMMARY 
• Many local markets continue to register  maize price increases.    
• Ganyu, the main source of income for the majority of the poor households, is readily available and ganyu rates are currently 

stable.    
• Livestock sales and prices are normal  
• Army worms attack crops in the northern districts of Chitipa and Karonga. 
• Fertilizer scarcities threaten yields this season. 
FOOD SECURITY SUMMARY 

Although many households, especially in the southern region, have run out of food 
stocks from last year’s harvest, the food security situation is generally better than it 
could have been otherwise, due mainly to the emergency food distribution, which has, 
according to some agricultural experts in the field, helped ensure availability of maize 
at the household level and reduced demand for maize in both local and ADMARC 
markets, thereby keeping maize prices relatively stable.   In addition, food aid has 
helped to avert a potential labor glut, and daily wage rates have remained normal.  
 
In some areas like in Nsanje District, the winter crop harvest, especially of sweet 
potatoes, has also greatly assisted in improving the food security situation.  Some of 
the sweet potatoes are being sold to traders from Blantyre and neighbouring 
Mozambique.  However most of it is used for consumption.   
  
In addition to the food aid program, households have turned to the markets for food.  
Maize, sourced by private traders either locally from areas such as Dowa, Kasungu 
and Ntchisi in the central region, or from neighboring countries, is readily available in 
the local markets.  Most of the maize in the southern region is coming from 
Mozambique through informal cross-border trade.   The little maize that ADMARC 
bought this season is also readily available in their markets but in some of the areas, 
sales are very low for a number of reasons discussed below.   
 

Agricultural labor opportunities (ganyu), the main source of income for most poor households, are increasing with ongoing farming 
activities.  Contrary to general expectations that ganyu rates would drop due to excess labor supply as a result of the food shortage, the 
rates have remained stable because of the interventions being carried out and consequently the incomes obtained there from have also 
remained stable.   
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INTERVENTIONS 
The efforts by different food security stakeholders to address the national food gap and localized household food deficits appears to 
be having the desired effect of saving lives and livelihoods. There is need for all the stakeholders to continue to fully support the 
program especially in the coming two months when the needs are highest.   
 
The country experienced a national food deficit equivalent to about 257,000 MT of maize this season, according to the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security.  At the household level, the MVAC projected in May 2004 that this deficit would translate 
into between 1.3 and 1.7 million people requiring emergency food assistance this year.   This range was related to uncertainty about 
maize prices, with the higher end linked to a higher projected price (Scenario 2), and the lower end associated with lower prices 
(Scenario 1).   
 
To address national availability, the government and its partners have been working to ensure that there are sufficient food stocks in 
the country.  As of end-December, the government, with assistance from donors, had managed to replenish the strategic grain reserves 
with 58,000 MT out of the required 60,000 MT of maize.  This comprises a 32,000 MT (government) and a 28,000 MT (EU) 
contribution.   However the procurement of the 70,000 MT by government for sale to the general public started late (around October), 
and as a result only about 22,000 MT had been delivered by the end of December.  With ADMARC failing to sell the little maize they 
had, it is doubtful that all 70,000 MT will be sold in the next three months.  However the experience of 2001 shows that things can 
suddenly turn around, and as Malawi is already in the midst of the lean period, timely responses are essential. 
 
At the household level, food aid has been the main tool for addressing food gaps, and this assistance so far has been distributed 
through food for work programs.  Food aid has had a number of positive benefits, increasing household food supplies, and thereby 
reducing demand pressure on the market and keeping local market maize prices relatively stable.  An added advantage of the food-
for-work programme is that the households are allowed to work in their own fields instead of working on other peoples fields in order 
to obtain cash to buy food.  Food for work programs have also helped reduce the number of households looking for ganyu, thereby 
keeping wage rates relatively stable.  According to local agricultural field staff, the number of households crossing over into 
Mozambique to do seek work has declined significantly compared to normal in some areas as households choose to engage in local 
food-for-work programs. 
 
The emergency operation coordinated by WFP intensified after it borrowed 10,000 MT of maize from the SGR. Each targeted 
household is getting 50kgs of maize or sorghum and 5kgs of beans per month.  Random interviews with agricultural experts in the 
field indicate that this has greatly improved the food situation in the affected areas.  January/February is the peak of the hungry season 
and it is for this reason that WFP is already pre-positioning its food stocks for the January distribution of 17,000 MT.  As reported last 
month, WFP requires about 42,000 MT of food for the critical period of January to March. As time is running out, there is need for 
quick delivery and distribution of the food aid to maintain the gains already made in the household food security situation.   
 
PRICE ANALYSIS 
Maize prices have generally been increasing in the local markets, but they are still below the projections made in the MVAC analysis 
back in May, which had assumed that at the lower end (Scenario 1 level) the number of households in need of food assistance would 
be around 1.3 million households with missing food entitlements of 56,000 MT.  If the current interventions continue in a timely 
manner, Scenario 2 of the analysis, which increases the number of households in need of assistance to 1.7 million (with missing food 
entitlements of 84,000 MT) will be avoided. Appendix 1 shows a comparison of the actual current maize prices and the projected 
prices for Scenarios 1 and 2 of the VAC analysis.  The critical months of the hungry season are December to February.  So far, prices 
have not exceeded Scenario 1 levels, (except for in November in Karonga) but the remaining two months are critical and hence 
monitoring will be essential.  In this context, the move by the WFP and other stakeholders to preposition stocks for the January 
distribution is commendable.   
 
In December, under half of the monitored markets (40%) showed price decreases, while the remaining 60% registered price increases.  
The prices ranged from MK11.34/kg at Mitundu market in Lilongwe District to MK24.54/kg at Nkhatabay market in Nkhatabay 
District.   The prices are generally higher in the southern region where none of the 14 markets registered maize price below 
MK15.00/kg.  Figure 1 represents the situation in the southern region, highlighting the general upward trend, but at the same time, the 
moderate incline compared to 2001, the crisis year.   
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Figure 1: SOUTHERN REGION LOCAL MARKET MAIZE PRICE TREND in 2001 
and 2004
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In 2001, many markets experienced a 
price hike in December.  Despite the crop 
failure this year in the southern region, 
prices have remained relatively stable for 
two main reasons.  First, local market 
maize supplies have generally been 
adequate.  Maize and other commodities 
continue to enter the country through 
informal cross border trade, on top of the 
known official imports.  According to the 
Informal Cross-border Trade Monitoring 
System, a total of about 85,000 MT of 
maize were imported into the country 
from July to December 2004.  Second, the 
interventions being carried out in the 
affected areas have reduced the market 
demand for maize thereby lifting the 
upward pressure on maize prices.  
Although ADMARC has been the main 
source of food for a majority of the 
households in the past, its market share 
appears to be reducing as this year they 
only managed to purchase 7,288 MT.  
According to informants in parts of the 

southern region, ADMARC maize is not selling well due to the availability of maize in the local markets at relatively lower prices 
than the MK17.00/kg ADMARC price and food-for-work programs.   The long queues of people buying maize, which typically 
characterize ADMARC markets at this time of year, especially when there is a food shortage, as is the case this year, have not 
materialized. 
 

SPECIAL FOCUS: PROGRESS OF THE CURRENT GROWING SEASON 
Wide spread rains continue across the country.   According to the Malawi 
Meteorological Department, by December 20, many parts of the country had 
received normal to above normal (≥ 75% of normal) rainfall, as shown in Figure 2. 
   
Crop conditions are generally good due to the favorable weather and, if there are 
no  serious dry spells in the second half of the season, the country could have a 
bumper harvest this season. Most maize now ranges from the vegetative stage to 
knee high.  Farmers are now busy weeding and applying fertilizers. One constraint 
to production this year, however, is the scarcity of fertilizers on the market.  The 
fertilizer is said to be stuck in transit routes in Mozambique due to logistical 
problems.  However the government and other stakeholders are doing all they can 
to ensure that fertilizers are readily available.  Now is the time for fertilizer 
application, so there is a need to speed up the distribution of free fertilizers under 
the Targeted Input Programme, which is not yet complete in some parts of the 
country. It is also important to ensure the availability of fertilizers on the market 
for those with cash to buy.   
 
In addition, an outbreak of army worms has been reported in the northern two 
districts of Karonga and Chitipa affecting over 1,500 hectares of maize.  Some rice 
nurseries have also been affected in Karonga.  Depending on the success of control 
operations, yields in these areas could be adversely affected.  Heavy rains are 
indirectly helping to reduce the threat posed by the worms.   However some of the 
affected households have to replant and those that had kept some seed are already 
doing so.  There is need to ensure that the households that need to replant have 
seed as soon as possible while the rains continue to fall.   
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Appendix 1: MONTHLY COMPARISON OF 2004 PRICES TO MVAC SCENARIOS 
 
Note: The following graphs depict Scenario 1 and 2 prices for the reference year.  Although the MVAC scenarios projected an 
average price scenario for the hunger gap (the average price for the months December through March for the reference year 
2002/2003), it is essential to have a trend line leading up with the static Scenario 1 and 2 projections in order to monitor against these 
projections on a month-by-month basis.  Therefore, FEWS NET has calculated corresponding Scenario 1 and 2 prices by month, using 
the reference year prices (2002/2003) as the base, and adding 19% for two years of inflation for Scenario 1 and an additional 30% on 
top of that for Scenario 2. These values (represented below in the green and yellow bars) were then compared against this year’s 
actual monthly average for that livelihood zone.  In cases where there were more than one district market representing a livelihood 
zone, the average of all the district prices was used. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: Market representation is not adequate in most of the livelihood zones to effectively monitor price movements over the zone as a 
whole.  The Kasungu/Lilongwe Plain is perhaps the best represented in terms of the number of local markets being monitored by the 
Ministry of Agriculture Irrigation and Food Security.   
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Comparison of 2004 prices to VAC scenarios
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Comparison of 2004 prices to VAC scenarios

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

may jun jul aug sep oct nov dec

M
k/

kg

Scenario 1
Scenario 2
2004/2005 (Average)

Central Karonga Livelihood Zone: 
Karonga District 



MALAWI: FOOD SECURITY UPDATE DECEMBER 2004 
 

Page 5 of 5 
 

 
 

Comparison of 2004 prices to VAC scenarios

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

may jun jul aug sep oct nov dec

M
k/

kg

scenario 1
scenario 2
2004

Lake Chilwa/Phalombe Plain Livelihood 
Zone: Machinga and Phalombe Districts

Comparison of 2004 prices to VAC scenarios
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