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MALAWI Food Security Outlook January through June 2011
 

Key Messages 

National maize availability remains favorable with large maize stocks remaining in 
the Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC) and the 
Strategic Grain Reserves (SGR). Local private traders also have large quantities of 
maize evidenced by the stable maize prices in markets around the country. 

In response to the updated Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (MVAC) 
report, humanitarian food assistance interventions will continue in three of the 14 
food insecure districts in southern Malawi. 

With the 2010/11 agriculture season well underway, the rainy season has led to 
increased agricultural labor demands leading to more ganyu (casual labor), which 
is expected to bolster household incomes, allowing for the purchase of small 
quantities of maize from markets. 

Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline 

Figure 1. Current estimated 

food security outcomes, January, 

2011 

Source: FEWS NET 

Most likely food security scenario, January through June 2011 

National overview of current and projected food security 

National food availability in Malawi is expected to remain stable until the next harvest which is normally expected in April.
 
However, due to a combination of limited household incomes and inadequate national humanitarian response to food
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Figure 3. Most likely food 

security outcomes, April-June, 

2011 

Source: FEWS NET 

Food Insecurity Severity Scale, please 

see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

For more information on FEWS NET’s 
Source: FEWS NET 

insecure households, about 10 percent of the population in southern Malawi will be 
facing varying degrees of food insecurity between January and March. 

At the national level, the food security situation will remain favorable for most of the 
population during the outlook period. The national cereal availability remains stable 
with adequate national stocks of about 217,000 metric tons (MT) in the ADMARC and 
SGR at the end of December. High competition among traders has been responsible for 
maintaining stable food prices since last year’s harvest in !pril through to December. 
Private food commodity traders continue to be key players on the food markets and 
maize prices are expected to remain stable during the lean season months of January 
through March. Due to this, ADMARC has dropped its maize prices from MWK 60/kg to 
MWK 40 per kg. This means maize prices will not go above MWK 40/kg and will be 
keeping with MVAC projections. 

At the sub-national level, the central and northern regions of the country will have 
favorable food security situations owing to good harvests of both food and cash crops 
last year. The months of January through March are the peak agricultural production 
season and with the rainfall season well underway and with projections for rainfall to 
be normal to above-normal, casual labor opportunities are expected to increase. 
Contrary to normal trends in maize prices during the lean months of January through 
March, prices have remained low due to a national surplus of maize. However, in 
southern Malawi, the MVAC report of October 2010 projected that 508,000 people 
would not be able to access adequate food through their various livelihoods. The 
humanitarian food distribution which started in two of the worst-affected districts has 
ceased because the maize supply set aside and made available from the Government 
of Malawi’s SGR has been exhausted. 

in the current outlook period, there are three areas of concern facing different food 
security situations in Malawi. The first area covers the two southern districts of Nsanje 
and Chikhwawa which fall in the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone. The second area of 
concern covers 10 districts in southern Malawi and one district in central Malawi 
cutting across five livelihood zones. The third area of concern is the district of Balaka 
which is in the Middle Shire Livelihood Zone and has been singled out due to a new 
humanitarian response that will be implemented during this outlook period. 

The Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) has been distributing subsidized agricultural 
inputs for the production and storage of maize in Malawi since 2005. The FISP for the 
2010/11 production season was planning to cover about 1.6 million farming families 
across Malawi. In this program, the government distributes coupons which enable 
farmers to purchase fertilizer and seed at about 10 percent of what the inputs would 
cost on the market. Government reports indicate that the distribution of the FISP 
coupons was completed in all districts and acquisition of inputs from distributing 
agents by farmers was at an advanced stage. With the projected favorable rains and 
the increased use of improved seeds and fertilizers from the FISP, food security experts 

Figure 2. Most likely food 

security outcomes, January-

March, 2011 

are projecting a good production season and an increase in food availability from own farm production in the next season. 

Key assumptions that have informed the development of the most likely food security scenario for the January through 
June outlook period are: 

Private traders will continue moving maize from the center of the country to the south. 

Maize will be available in markets in the south at prices not higher than MWK 40/kg. 

Floods may occur, but the effects will not impact more than 55,000 people. 

Private traders will export no more than 300,000 MT of maize which the government has approved. These maize 
exports will not affect local supplies or prices. 

Crop harvesting will start as it normally does in April. 

http://www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale
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Humanitarian food assistance programs will only occur in Nsanje, Chikhwawa, and Balaka districts. 

Lower Shire Livelihood Zone (Chikhwawa and Nsanje districts) 

MVAC food security assessments in October projected that there would be about 119,313 people unable to access 
adequate food from their livelihoods in this livelihood zone. Of this number, about 95,000 people benefitted from a 
government food aid response from September until December. The humanitarian maize allocated for the response (3,122 
MT) has since been exhausted. Currently, there are no indications that the government will provide more maize by 
extending this food and logistical support to sustain the food assistance program up to the next harvest in April. Without 
any humanitarian food assistance, this population, which comprises a majority of the very poor and poor households in 
these districts, would have to rely on extreme coping mechanisms to access food as reported by earlier FEWS NET reports 
and MVAC assessments. As stated in the FEWS NET October Outlook report, very poor and poor households were surviving 
on looking for food from the wild and ganyu. Other extreme coping mechanisms include increased theft and migratory 
ganyu into Mozambique. There were also anecdotal reports of very poor and poor households withdrawing their children 
from school to join them in search of ganyu and women spending significant periods of time collecting water lilies (nyika) in 
the Shire River and risking attack by crocodiles. These negative coping mechanisms would negatively affect the agricultural 
production in the current season as households would spend more time and effort in search of food or cash for survival 
instead of working in their fields for this year’s upcoming production. This would lead to another low production season 
despite the input subsidy programs and projected positive rainfall. While ganyu opportunities seem normal this year, the 
incomes are not enough to procure adequate food from the markets. Current average maize prices for markets in southern 
Malawi, which is a deficit area, have remained stable at MWK 33 (USD 0.22)/kg from October to the end of December. This 
trend is expected to continue through the lean season because of the availability of maize in central Malawi and high 
competition among private traders. The key challenge in these two districts has been, and will continue to be, a lack of 
adequate household incomes to access food through markets. 

It is likely that the World Food Programme (WFP), with support from Irish Aid and the United Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development (DFID), will provide food assistance to all 119,313 people identified by the MVAC assessment in 
October. WFP will develop an alternative pipeline from the typical government humanitarian maize pipeline due to delays 
in the approval of maize draw down from the SGR. In these two districts it is likely that WFP will provide an adequate 
humanitarian assistance response for the remaining months as the food which was already distributed by the government, 
and which ended in December, has managed to cover food needs through January. The new humanitarian food assistance 
pipeline will provide an adequate household ration of 50kg of maize, 5kg of pulses, and 4.625kg of vegetable oil. 

The Department of Climate Change and Meteorological Services (DCCMS) has projected a La Nina rainfall season which is 
expected to bring normal to above-normal rainfall to central and southern Malawi. This rainfall is expected to cause 
flooding in low-lying areas which include the lake shore areas and the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone. Normal to above-
normal rains are associated with the shock of flooding which could be similar to the last La Nina phenomenon in 2006, 
though this currently is difficult to predict. Heavy rains were reported in most parts of the southern area of the country with 
average rainfall in the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone reaching 100 percent, 104 percent, and 85 percent of normal expected 
rainfall in the first, second, and third dekads of December, respectively. While flooding in the extreme south is also 
influenced by heavy rains in the upper districts, no serious flooding has been reported for these two districts up to the first 
dekad of January. Most floods are likely to occur during the months of January and February. Floods in early January of 
2006 displaced about 40,000 people in the Chikhwawa district alone, representing about 10 percent of the population that 
lives in the low-lying areas along the Shire River. Floods can easily increase the number of people who cannot access food if 
household stocks are washed away, roads to markets are impassable, and economic activities are hindered. Floods could 
cause both damage to crops and problems in accessing markets, which may cause food scarcity and a rise in food prices. On 
a positive note however, floods could result in more residual moisture once the flood waters recede, thereby supporting 
more irrigated/residual moisture crop production later in the season which could improve the food security situation 
beyond the outlook period for households with access to wetland (dimba) areas. In its contingency plan, the Malawi 
Disaster Preparedness Team came up with three scenarios for floods with the first scenario (Best Case Scenario) based on 
the occurrence of minimal localized flooding caused by heavy, but short durations of, rainfall of a maximum of two to three 
days. In this category, up to 10,000 households nationwide would be affected including Chikwawa and Nsanje in the Lower 
Shire Livelihood Zone and five other districts in the south. The second and most likely scenario is based on the occurrence 
of localized flooding as a result of heavy rainfall but over a longer period of time which would impact the same districts as 
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above with Chikhwawa and Nsanje included. In this scenario, the flooding may impact 35,000 to 55,000 households 
nationwide, most of whom would be in these two districts. 

Another potential shock is drought, as has been observed in the past few years. Drought has been taking place at a critical 
period of crop development thereby affecting the harvests and therefore impacting household food and income. This would 
have food security implications for the next consumption year. 

Generally in this area of concern, maize is harvested in April and May, while sorghum, millet, and cotton are harvested in 
May and June. As a result, from April to June all households are expected to be able to access available food from their own 
production. 

Based on the fact that most of the very poor and poor households in this area will rely on the food assistance programs that 
are expected in February and March from WFP, the area is likely to be moderately food insecure in the months of February 
to March while all middle-income and better-off households will be food secure. The situation will improve with the harvest 
that is expected in April and May thereby leaving most of the households in the two districts with no acute food insecurity 
from April through June. 

Southern and central districts of: Blantyre, Ntcheu, Mulanje, Thyolo, Phalombe, Chiradzulu, Neno, Mwanza, Zomba, 
Mangochi, and Machinga 

Households from these districts experienced low cash and food crop production as a result of prolonged dry spells last year 
after a number of good production years. Currently, maize is available in all local markets at the same low prices that were 
projected earlier in the October MVAC assessment. Currently, average maize prices for markets in these districts have 
remained stable at MWK 33 (USD 0.22)/kg from October to the end December. Fewer households than normal have been 
able to find ganyu and those who have been unable will not have the necessary income to access food through the 
markets. In these areas no humanitarian support has been given in the current consumption season. An MVAC food 
security assessment conducted in October projected that there would be 410,000 people missing food entitlements 
through March. The food deficit in these areas is about 20,000 MT. The FEWS NET Outlook report in October reported that 
households in most of the affected districts were using desperate coping mechanisms such as eating fewer meals per day, 
eating a less preferred combination snack made of boiled dried cassava and pigeon peas, and that many of the very poor 
and poor households were spending a significant amount of time looking for ganyu instead of preparing for the next 
agricultural season. The report also indicated that some households were already relying on extensive sales of charcoal and 
fuel wood, even some households which had never resorted to this banned trade previously. 

Based on the DCCMS rainfall season projections, there will be normal to above-normal rainfall. This means that there is a 
potential shock of floods in low-lying areas causing crop and infrastructural damage. While crop damage will affect next 
year’s food security, it is damage to roads and bridges which would cause roads to be impassable and lead to food scarcity 
in markets in these districts. As is also very common in many years, floods can occur in the same year that dry spells also 
occur. If dry spells occur they will lead to a reduction in food and crop production thereby exacerbating the food security 
situation next year. 

In these areas, households will rely heavily on ganyu, though ganyu opportunities are difficult to find at the moment. Some 
households will withdraw their children from school so that the children can join them in searching for ganyu. Some 
households will be relying on cutting down trees to burn charcoal and sell firewood which has negative environmental 
effects on future farming activities in the area. Because food entitlements will be realized as a result of employing highly 
negative coping mechanisms, and because of the need for humanitarian assistance, a majority of households in these 
districts will be moderately food insecure for the period from January through March. As stated earlier, generally, food 
insecurity will end starting in April after the harvest of the current crops 

District of Balaka (Middle Shire Livelihood Zone) 

The district of Balaka falls under the Middle Shire Livelihood Zone. This district faced prolonged dry spells for the third 
consecutive year, which did not just affect cash and food crops, but also eroded the area’s productive asset base. An MVAC 
assessment conducted in October identified over 23,363 people unable to access food through their livelihoods. Oxfam, 
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with support from DFID, is implementing a cash transfer program targeting all the food insecure people in the district. The 
cash transfer program commenced in January and will be completed at the end of March. With this assistance program, all 
of the food insecure households who are benefitting from this program will be able to access adequate food leading up to 
the harvest in April. 

Drought is always a potential shock in Balaka, as part of the district is in a rain shadow area. Once drought occurs in Balaka 
there will be reduced cash and food crop production but this will likely affect households after the outlook period. 
Since very poor and poor households will rely on the cash transfer program implemented by Oxfam, these households will 
be moderately food insecure until March, while for the middle-income and better-off households will be food secure. After 
the harvest in April, a majority of the households in the district will be able to access adequate food and will be able to 
meet all of their food needs. 

Table 1: Less likely events over the next six months that could change the above scenarios 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

Focus areas one and 
two 

Multiple food assistance programs 
implemented from GoM, NGOs, 
and private/individuals. 

More food/income would be available thereby improving 
food security conditions. Some of the food assistance would 
be exchanged for income to meet other household needs. 

All focus areas Government approving a 
drawdown of maize for 
humanitarian assistance in all 
districts in need. 

All people that MVAC identified as missing food 
entitlements during the outlook months would be food 
secure. 

All focus areas Sudden rise in maize prices due to 
floods cutting off road access. 

Since most households will not have cash, they will be 
unable to access maize through markets. 

Focus area one Less floods in the Lower Shire 
River areas. 

This can cause less residual moisture thereby decreasing 
irrigated crop production. 

All focus areas Private traders exporting more 
maize using informal cross 
borders than approved by the 
government due to better 
markets in neighboring countries. 

There will not be much concern for the current consumption 
season as ADMARC and SGR already have adequate maize 
stocks. 


