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Key Messages 

• The Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security estimates that the 
national maize production in the 2010/2011 growing year will be 
3,895,181 MT, creating a surplus of 1.2 million MT over the estimated 
national consumption requirements. 

 
• Retail maize prices in markets across the country have remained 

below last year’s retail prices.  This trend is expected to continue 
through to December and facilitate most households’ access to 
maize.  

 
• Agricultural ganyu opportunities for the poor are expected to 

increase following a government subsidy for cotton production in the 
2011/12 agriculture season.  This will complement the lower retail 
maize prices in the markets to result in increased maize access 
through local markets for the poor. 

 
• The Malawi VAC is expected to release a national food security 

situation report detailing the areas and populations that will be food 
insecure.  The report is expected to show a few pockets in southern 
Malawi (including Nsanje and Chikhwawa districts) where there will 
be less than 20% of the population requiring government food 
assistance.  Since the government has adequate humanitarian food 
assistance stocks, it is expected that food insecure households will receive food assistance. 

 
 
Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

  

Figure 1. Current estimated food 
security outcomes, July 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

For more information on the IPC Acute Food 
Insecurity Reference Table, please see: 
www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 
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Current food security conditions 
 
National overview of current and projected food security 
 
Following this year’s national maize surplus production of 1.2 million MT, national food availability is projected to be good 
for most of the country with the exception of very few areas where households are experiencing some food insecurity 
between July and December (IPC Phase 1). The National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA), a government agency responsible for 
stocking maize grain for use in humanitarian emergencies, has over 160,000 MT, but it is likely going to increase its stocks. 
Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC), a government agency involved in buying and selling both 
agricultural inputs and agricultural products including maize, is reported to have carryover stocks of over 40,000 MT.  While 
within the private sector, private grain traders are affiliated to the Grain Traders and Processors Association (GTPA), but 
their maize grain stocks are not readily available because each trader operates on its own, making it difficult to monitor 
stocks. The Malawi government has also budgeted funding of more than MWK 1 billion for purchasing maize from farmers 
on behalf of the NFRA, enough to purchase more than 40,000 MT. This means that Malawi will have more than 210,000 MT 
of maize by the end of the marketing season (September 2011) after it sold 30,000 MT earlier in the year.  Meanwhile most 
private traders have been buying maize from farmers from the beginning of harvests in April all over the country, while 
ADMARC will only start in July or August in most of their markets.  It is expected that some of the maize that private traders 
are purchasing from surplus production areas in central and northern Malawi will be exported while some will be sold 
within the country. 
 
The national retail maize prices from April to July remain below the three-year average in the whole country.  Even in 
markets in the southern part of the country, especially in the Lower Shire Livelihood zone districts of Chikhwawa and 
Nsanje where most households realized below normal food and cash crop production, July prices are currently at 
MWK36/kg, one MWK/kg below last year’s price of MWK37/kg.  It is expected that retail prices will remain lower than the 
three-year average.   Below-normal cash and food crop harvests were caused by prolonged dry spells during last year’s 
maize production season in January and February. 
 
In July 2010, the government lifted the maize 
export ban due to maize production surpluses for 
more than five consecutive years, mostly owing to 
the government Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) 
and generally good rainfall.  The Informal Cross 
Border Trade Monitoring System (XBT), currently 
coordinated by FEWS NET, has detected a sharp 
rise in exports of maize through both formal and 
informal routes since April 2010. For example, the 
XBT system captured a 417% rise in maize exports 
from 8,261 tons in the period April 09 - March 10 to 
34,469 tons in April 09 - March 10 across all the 
monitored borders.  A sharp rise in the formal and 
informal exports has also been observed. Maize 
exports are more than 43,000 MT in only three 
months, 26% higher than the total exports of 
34,000MT recorded in these borders for the entire last year (Figure 2).  Since there are many more borders which are not 
monitored and also that the Malawi border is porous is can be expected that the actual exports are much higher.  The ban 
on maize exports was imposed in 2008 during the time when national and global commodity prices were at their peak. The 
export data presented here includes both formal and informal maize exports for the borders which are monitored by the 
XBT system only.  The maize exports have peaked in the past three months because there are more export markets as a 
result of the food production deficits in Zimbabwe and Horn and Eastern Africa Region.  Maize export ban is expected to 
remain lifted until December 2011.  Most of the maize is being exported through the Mozambique borders of Dedza and 
Mwanza.  Further information shows that the maize is being exported to Zimbabwe and Kenya. 
 

Figure 2: Maize exports from April 2008 to June 2011 

Source: FEWSNET 
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The Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (MVAC) has conducted an 
assessment for projecting food security conditions for the period of April 2011 to 
March 2012.  Initial indications are that the prolonged dry spells that affected parts of 
the southern region, including the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone districts of Chikhwawa 
and Nsanje, has resulted in localized cereal production deficits.  It is expected that the 
findings from the MVAC assessment will corroborate that a combination of increased 
maize production and lower maize prices in all the markets and a favorable maize grain 
position in ADMARC and NFRA will enable more households to access adequate food 
either from their own stocks or through the markets. Final results from MVAC are 
expected to be release in August.   
 
Cotton, one of the major cash crops produced in Malawi, has enjoyed very good prices 
this year, resulting in good income for households that produced cotton. The 
government plans to support cotton production by setting aside MWK1.6 billion for 
the purchase and distribution of seeds and cotton pesticides.  It is expected that this 
support will attract more cotton farmers into production of cotton.  This is likely going 
to result in increased demand for ganyu and incomes for poor and very poor 
households. While the exact increase in ganyu is hard to estimate,  increased 
household incomes for the poor as a result of increase ganyu will likely narrow the 
food consumption gaps by increasing purchasing power, albeit not adequate to 
entirely close the consumption requirement gaps experienced by the poor and very 
poor households in the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone. It is worth mentioning that for the 
past four years, the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone has been experiencing localized dry 
spells resulting in reduced production and limited household incomes for poor and 
very poor households resulting in dependence on humanitarian food assistance for 
part of the year. The Lower Shire Livelihood Zone is susceptible to droughts and floods 
and this seems to be worsening with climate change.   
 
 
Most-likely food security scenario, July through December 2011 
 
Key assumptions that have informed the most likely food security scenario for the July 
to December outlook period are: 

• A sharp increase in cotton production is expected in all cotton producing 
areas including Chikhwawa and Nsanje as a direct result of the government 
injection of MWK1.6 billion into the sector. Although the funding does not 
include labor costs, the cotton production loans will likely induce ganyu 
demand and increase incomes in poor and very poor households.  

• Agriculture credit loans will be available to enable the cotton growers hire 
more ganyu in response to government cotton input subsidy. 

• Private traders will continue to sell maize in all areas across the country 
including the areas experiencing localized food insecurity. 

• Prices for maize in most local markets will rise, as normal, following the 
seasonal trends, but will not be higher than the ADMARC price of MWK40/kg. 

• Government will provide adequate resources to meet humanitarian food needs of the few people that will 
experience stressed food security conditions necessitating humanitarian food assistance in southern Malawi. 

 
Southern Malawi (Lower Shire Livelihood Zone parts of Chikhwawa and Nsanje districts) 
 
Malawi is going into the consumption year with a larger than normal maize surplus. As a result, maize prices have been 
lower this year than in the past three years. For instance in July 2010, average retail maize price for Nsanje market in Nsanje 
district was MWK37/kg while in July 2011 the price was MWK36/kg.  It is unlikely that retail maize prices in local markets 
where private traders sell their grain will be more than the official ADMARC price of MWK40/kg. It is therefore unlikely that 
there will be some households unable to access food through markets.   

Figure 3. Most-likely food 
security outcomes, July to 
September, 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 4. Most-likely food 
security outcomes, October to 
December, 2011 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

For more information on the IPC Acute 
Food Insecurity Reference Table, please 
see: www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 
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The key sources of food and income for poor households are own produced maize, ganyu labor, cash crops sales, and 
livestock.  In the current year, cash crops, especially cotton, and livestock have become a much less important source of 
household income for poor households because the poor have experienced food consumption deficits for the past four 
consecutive years due to food production deficits brought on by prolonged dry spells.  This has resulted in most of the poor 
households selling their livestock in the past years. The poor were unable to invest in cotton production due to the high 
costs for pesticides associated with this important cash crop for these two districts.  Most recently NGOs have been 
promoting livestock restocking interventions as part of livelihoods recovery in these districts.  The livestock restocking is still 
at nascent stages and poor households are not able to sell the only breeder livestock most of which are still under 
communal collateral arrangements and therefore cannot benefit an individual poor household in times of hunger. 
 
Government has provided MWK1.6 billion for supporting cotton production with seeds and pesticides.  Although this 
government subsidy for cotton production does not cover labor costs, it is likely that it will result in a sharp increase in 
cotton production resulting in demand for land clearing, transplanting, weeding and spraying cotton larger than normal 
cotton sizes.  This will result in increased household incomes from ganyu in cotton fields and effectively increasing the 
purchasing power for poor households in the livelihood zone.  It is expected that increased ganyu from increased cotton 
farming in response to government subsidy to cotton farmers will trigger more ganyu labor demand.  This would result in 
poor households being able to purchase most of their food through the markets to access food although the ganyu incomes 
are unlikely going to meet all the food needs for the poor and very poor households in the livelihood zone.   

 
As a result of the widely available food stocks in all local markets, ganyu incomes expected to increase, and retail maize 
grain prices staying at or below the ADMARC price of MWK40/kg, it is expected that all households including within 
Chikhwawa and Nsanje will stay within the minimal to no food insecurity (IPC phase 1) with a few areas requiring close 
monitoring. 
 
 
Table 1. Events over the next six months that could change the above scenarios 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 
Both focus areas High food prices Many very poor and poor households would be unable to 

access food through markets. 
Both focus areas Private traders exporting more maize 

using both formal and informal cross 
border trading due to better markets 
in neighboring countries. 

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

Both focus areas Reduced cotton production credit 
loans covering labor demands 

Reduced labor for the poor and very poor households 
resulting food consumption gaps. 

 


