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MALAWI Food Security Outlook  January to June 2015 
 

Heavy rainfall and extensive flooding in the southern and central regions threaten livelihoods 

 

KEY MESSAGES 
 

 Humanitarian assistance for households already facing acute food 
insecurity due to a poor harvest in 2014 started in December and January, 
improving food access and resulting in Minimal (IPC Phase 1!) outcomes in 
the presence of this assistance. However, heavy rainfall and extensive 
flooding in parts of central and southern Malawi has displaced 
approximately 175,000 people and affected an additional 525,000-
825,000 people. Currently the displaced populations are in Crisis (IPC 
Phase 3) and the remaining affected populations are likely Stressed (IPC 
Phase 2). 

 

 Extensive flooding has washed away crops, damaged roads, and displaced 
households in the central and southern regions. During a 4-10 day period 
in January, these areas received 108-433 mm of rainfall in places that 
typically receive 53-135 mm of rain during that same period. Some 
humanitarian organizations are reporting difficulties in delivering and 
distributing assistance due to the flood waters and the damaged road 
networks. 

 

 It is estimated that between 700,000 to over 1 million people have been 
affected or displaced by the flooding and will require humanitarian 
assistance between January and June. This assistance may be required 
throughout the next consumption period for some areas if recovery is not 
achieved. 

 

NATIONAL OVERVIEW 
 

Current Situation 
 

 The country is in the peak lean season, so most poor households have depleted their food stocks and have to depend on 
income from labor in order to make market purchases. However, due to the late start of season and dryness, agricultural 
labor opportunities are below average. Middle and better-off households are still consuming their food stocks from the 
previous harvest.  
 

 Most of the country is experiencing Minimal (IPC Phase 1) acute food insecurity outcomes, and in the presence of 
assistance, areas with households that experienced a poor harvest in 2014 are Minimally (IPC Phase 1!) food insecure. 
Within the flood affected areas, displaced populations that may have lost their homes and other assets are in Crisis 
(Phase 3), while some of the remaining flood affected populations are receiving some assistance but remain Stressed 
(IPC Phase 2!). 

 

 Over the past 3-4 months maize prices have generally been stable. In comparison to this same period last year, current 
national prices are about 38 percent lower, but still 30 percent higher than the five-year average.  
 

Current acute food insecurity outcomes, 

January, 2015. 

 

 
 

Source: FEWS NET 
  

This map represents acute food insecurity outcomes 
relevant for emergency decision-making. It does not 
necessarily reflect chronic food insecurity. Visit here 

for more on this scale. 
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 Between November and December, informal maize imports from 
Mozambique increased by about 56 percent. This is probably the result of 
increased demand in southern Malawi because during this period 
households began to rely fully on market purchases for their 
consumption. During this same period informal maize exports declined 
significantly due to lower availability of maize supplies in Chitipa district 
(located in the north).   

 

 In January the country experienced rainstorms and flooding that 
displaced approximately 175,000 people in 15 of the 28 districts within 
the country. The heavy rainfall destroyed livestock and approximately 
35,000 hectares (ha) of agricultural land. It is not known how long it will 
take the affected households to recover and reestablish their livelihoods. 
Displaced households are currently receiving temporary assistance but 
will likely need humanitarian assistance for the remainder of the current 
consumption period in March, and possibly even beyond if they are 
unable to regain their livelihoods. 

 

Assumptions 
 

The Food Security Outlook for January to June 2015 is based on the following 
national-level assumptions: 
 

Agroclimatology 
 

 National weather forecasts for January to March indicate that the 
northern region is expected to receive normal to above-normal rainfall in 
the second half of the rainy season, which could result in additional 
flooding and may damage crops. The local and regional forecasts are also 
indicating that the central and southern regions are likely to receive 
normal to above-normal rainfall which might include dry spells that could 
lead to premature drying of crops and further delays in the harvests. 

 
Seasonal Progress 
 

 The start of season in central and southern Malawi was delayed by more 
than a month. Significant rains started around the last 10 days of 
December. The delayed start of season led to delayed crop planting, and 
as a result maize crop stand across the country is quite low. This delayed 
crop development will likely push back or delay the availability of green 
food from February to March. This will prolong the lean period and 
harvests will probably be ready in May or June.  
 

 In early January, severe rainstorms and flooding has displaced households 
and villages, and washed away crops and livestock in about 15 districts. In 
total an estimated 700,000-1,000,000 people have been affected by the 
flooding. Household assets have been lost, along with the destruction of 
roads, markets, and schools. These events have also disrupted the current 
growing season which is expected to lead to low production in the 
affected areas.  

  

Projected acute food security outcomes, 

January-March 2015. 
 

 
                                
 

Projected food security outcomes, April-

June 2015. 
 

 
                                                                                                                              
                                                 Source: FEWS NET 
 

This map represents acute food insecurity outcomes 

relevant for emergency decision-making. It does not 
necessarily reflect chronic food insecurity. Visit here 
for more on this scale. 
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National food stocks 
 

 National stocks are about 60,000 MT, which is adequate to meet national food requirement until the next harvest in 
May/June. The National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) managed to purchase enough maize for humanitarian assistance 
to the 695,000 people (figure revised in November 2014) identified as food insecure in 2014 and the subsidized maize 
sales. However, the additional food needs for households affected by the flooding is likely to put a strain on the national 
food stock levels since they are currently at the minimum required level of 60,000 MT.  
 

 Markets currently have adequate supplies of maize staple. Normally, traders source maize from surplus areas in central 
Malawi and stock them in district centers and transport the grain to remote markets on weekly basis. With most of the 
unpaved roads and bridges damaged by the heavy rains there is a huge likelihood that supply routes to remote markets 
in southern Malawi will be disrupted thereby limiting food supplies in markets and likely pushing prices up for households 
that are relying on markets for their food purchases.  

 
Household-level food stocks 
 

 Due to above-average production in the 
2013/14 season, the majority of poor 
households ran out of own produced food 
stocks in December, as opposed to 
October, which is when they typically 
deplete these stocks. Between January and 
the harvest period (May/June) poor 
households will access food predominantly 
through market purchases, and their 
access may be constrained due to higher 
food prices. The majority of middle and 
better-off households have enough food 
stocks for consumption until the harvest in 
May/June. 

 
Markets and trade 
 

 National maize prices are likely going to increase by about 10 percent between January and March and remain stable 
between April and June. In comparison to prices during the same period last year, projected average prices between 
January and March are around 30 percent lower, but remain 30 percent above the five-year average prices. Prices 
between April and June are projected to be approximately the same as last year but about 50 percent above the five-
year average. 
 

 Informal cross border trade maize imports mainly from neighboring Mozambique are expected to remain stable between 
January and March and could increase by about 40 percent between April and June as traders start to purchase stocks 
for 2015/2016 consumption season trading. Informal cross border exports, especially into Tanzania, are expected to 
decrease by about 10 percent between January and March as demand increases in local markets. Exports are expected 
to increase by about 50 percent between April and June as traders start exporting maize grain from the 2014/15 harvest. 

 
Humanitarian Assistance 
 

 Populations identified as food insecure due to poor harvests in 2014 were targeted to receive food rations or cash 
transfers starting in December and concluding in March. It is projected that this humanitarian assistance would improve 
Stressed (IPC Phase 2) and Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes in these localized areas through March. During this period, 
Minimal (IPC Phase 1!) acute food insecurity outcomes are expected in the presence of humanitarian assistance.  

 

 Malawi’s flood response programming is budgeted to cost approximately $81 million USD, and only 21 percent of these 
funds have been secured. Displaced and other affected households in the hardest hit districts of Nsanje, Chikwawa and 

Figure 1. Comparison of informal maize exports. 

 

 
 

Source: FEWS NET and ACTESA 
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Phalombe are being targeted with humanitarian assistance. However, the current assistance has not rolled out to other 
affected districts and the assistance program is not yet regularized in terms of standard rations and consistency.   
 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 
 
From January to June the majority of poor rural households across the country are projected to face Minimal acute food 
insecurity outcomes (IPC Phase 1) due to access to own produced stocks and the ability to make food purchases in local 
markets once household stocks are finished. Access to green foods will be later this year, as will the harvests, because of the 
late start of the rains. Harvests are expected sometime in May/June. Households that were identified as facing food insecurity 
in 2014 in localized areas will benefit from humanitarian assistance between January and March and were expected to start 
consuming their green foods in April. However, the late start of season is likely going to extend the lean season by about a 
month. Households in areas that have been affected by rainstorms and flooding are likely going to face Stressed (IPC Phase 
2) and Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes between January and June. 
 

AREAS OF CONCERN  
 

Central Karonga (CKA) Livelihood zone1  (Karonga district)  
 

Current Situation 
 

 Most households across all wealth groups in this area experienced below-normal food production in 2014, so they ran 
out of their own food stocks much earlier than normal. Poor households have been relying on food purchases from local 
markets since September and October. Incomes are earned from weaving mats and doing some agricultural labor.   

 

 Income opportunities are limited because the middle and better-off households experienced low production in 2014, 
resulting in less income to offer for labor. Additionally, maize prices in the area are 60 percent above the five-year 
average. As a result poor households are only able to realize about a third of the income that they would normally earn 
and with this income they’re only able to purchase about half of their food needs.  

 

 Households did not plant winter crops, which usually provides 10-15 percent of their food during the normal 
consumption year. 
 

 Reduced production and reduced income opportunities have reduced household food access and some poor households 
are reporting reducing meals taken per day from three to one or two meals. 
 

 The humanitarian assistance for areas targeted in 2014 has begun and is improving acute food insecurity among poor 
households.  

 

Assumptions 
 

 The humanitarian assistance program will improve the food security outcomes for poor households that are facing acute 
food insecurity. 

 

 Normal to above-normal rainfall in the January to March period will facilitate normal crop production activities and 
households will start to consume green foods in March, likely harvesting in May/June.  

 

 Private traders will maintain the flow of staple maize supplies from the surplus district of Chitipa at prices that will 
increase by 5 to 10 percent between January and March and are expected to start decreasing and following seasonal 
trends between April and June. 

 
Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 
 
In normal years, households in Karonga have a wide range of coping mechanisms because of the availability of varied crops 
(maize, cassava, and rice) as well as better prospects for irrigated winter cropping. A FEWS NET assessment carried out in 
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December indicates that most of the poor households started to depend on food purchases in local markets in October. It 
also showed that poor households were facing reduced income generating opportunities because of lower labor wages being 
offered and low selling prices of mats. However, the distribution of humanitarian assistance has improved poor household 
access to food and acute food insecurity outcomes are expected to be Minimal (IPC Phase 1!) from January to March in the 
presence of humanitarian assistance and Minimal (IPC Phase 1) from April to June when households start consuming their 
own produced food.  
 

Middle Shire (MSH) Livelihood zone (Balaka, parts of Blantyre, Neno, and Mwanza districts)  
 

Current Situation 
 

 Poor households have depleted almost all of their livestock and have very little that they can sell in order to buy food. 
The few chickens that some households have are selling at prices 25 percent lower than normal. 
 

 Maize grain supplies in the local markets are at normal levels in this area. Poor households are relying on the market for 
their food commodities since they depleted all their own stocks in September. 

 

 Rainstorms in early January and heavy rains in the subsequent weeks washed away crop fields, livestock, and houses in 
MSH. This has caused a disruption to livelihood activities.  

 

 Most poor households usually rely on land preparation labor, charcoal sales, and firewood sales for income. However, 
extensive rains and flooding has reduced access to these livelihood activities, especially in Balaka district. 

 

 At the time of the FEWS NET food security assessment in December 2014 households had not yet started receiving 
humanitarian assistance but registration of beneficiaries was in progress. However current report by the Department of 
Disaster Management Affairs indicates that beneficiaries started receiving food aid during the last two weeks of 
December.  

 

 Food consumption among poor households consists of eating mostly maize and vegetables once a day. Normally poor 
households eat at least twice a day and they normally have some diversification in the form of fish and pulses. Some of 
the households interviewed indicated that they are depending on gifts for their food needs.  

 

 Current average maize grain prices in the livelihood zone are 32 percent lower than last year’s prices but they are still 35 
percent higher than the five-year average. 

 

Assumptions 
 

 Maize grain prices are projected to follow normal seasonal trends increasing between January and February before they 
start decreasing in April following seasonal trends.  
 

 Livestock prices are expected to decrease during the January-March period, which is a normal trend during the peak of 
the lean season.   
 

 The livelihood zone is expected to receive normal to below-normal rainfall during the second part of the rainfall season 
(January-March). 

 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 
 
Poor households marginally meet their food needs in a normal year. However, this livelihood zone has been experiencing 
production shortfalls due to negative weather conditions for more than five consecutive years and their coping capacity has 
been depleted. With limited options for raising incomes, poor households will be unable to purchase enough food to meet 
their requirements. Household interviews conducted by FEWS NET in December indicate that poor households have poor 
consumption because they are consuming maize and greens once a day, when normally they eat twice a day and they eat 
more diverse foods. FEWS NET therefore projects that poor households will face Minimal (IPC Phase 1!) food insecurity in the 
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January-March period in the presence of assistance and Minimal (IPC Phase 1) outcomes in the April-June Period. However, 
households in Balaka district that were directly affected by flooding are likely to face Stressed (IPC Phase 2) or Crisis (IPC 
Phase 3) acute food insecurity outcomes between January and June. 
 

SEASONAL CALENDAR 
 

 
 
EVENTS THAT MIGHT CHANGE THE OUTLOOK 
 

Table 1. Possible events over the next six months that could change the most-likely scenario. 

 
 
 

ABOUT SCENARIO DEVELOPMENT 
To project food security outcomes over a six-month period, FEWS NET develops a set of assumptions about likely events, 
their effects, and the probable responses of various actors. FEWS NET analyzes those assumptions in the context of current 
conditions and local livelihoods to develop scenarios estimating food security outcomes. Typically, FEWS NET reports the 
most likely scenario. Click here for more information. 
 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

National Continued rain storms and 
flooding which could disrupt the 
transportation of humanitarian 
assistance. 

Without humanitarian assistance acute food insecurity among poor 
households could deteriorate during the outlook period. 

Continued rain storms and 
flooding could disrupt farming 
activities. 

The availability of the green foods and the harvests are already delayed 
due to the late start of the season, and any other disruptions might 
result in a further extension of the lean period.   

http://www.fews.net/our-work/our-work/scenario-development

	Markets and trade

