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Summary 
 

 After widespread moderate to heavy rainfall in January, Zambia experienced a two-week dry 
spell in early February.  However, crops were not adversely affected due to sufficient moisture in 
the soil.  Since mid-February, rains have resumed, and if they continue through March and early 
April, crop output is expected to be good. 

 
 Crop conditions are generally fair to good in all parts of the country, including the southern half, 

which had a poor start.  Crop development is in different stages throughout the country, from 
mostly late vegetative in the southern half to tasseling /grain filling in the north.  Green maize 
(planted in October) is already available on the market in many parts of the country.   

 
 The price of maize grain and meal has continued a marginal rise across the country.  Maize 

supplies are dwindling, resulting in increased prices that are being passed on to consumers.  The 
Food Reserve Agency has started auctioning its maize stocks on the market helping to moderate 
prices.   

 
 
PROGRESSION OF THE SEASON 
 
Rainfall 
 
Moderate to heavy rains fell during the last twenty days of January; many parts of Western, Southern, 
Lusaka and Eastern Provinces received in excess of 110mm and flash floods occurred in parts of Eastern 
Zambia.  Even the southern half of the country, which is typically drought-prone, is currently receiving 
enough rain for good crop development, notwithstanding below normal cumulative rainfall for the season.   
 
Following the heavy to moderate rainfall in January, the first part of February was dry throughout the 
country, as depicted in Figure 1a, with the exceptions of Northern, Luapula, and parts of Northwestern 
and Copperbelt Provinces, where light to moderate rainfall occurred.  In mid-February, after the dry spell, 
widespread rains resumed throughout the country (Figure 1b).   

   Famine Early Warning Systems Network 



Crop Condition 
 
Generally, crop conditions are fair to good throughout the country.  Farmers grew increasingly worried 
during the two week dry spell that took place in the first part of February; the dry spell was of particular 
concern to those who had planted late and those with crops at the flowering stage, since these stages 
require a lot of moisture.  However, because the dry spell set in after a period of good rainfall, soils 
generally had enough moisture to sustain the crops (see Figure 1c).  This could help explain why there 
were no reports of severe water stress during the period of the dry spell.   
 
FAO, in its January crop 
monitoring report,1 states that 
crop conditions have improved 
significantly in Chibombo and 
Mumbwa Districts (Central 
Province), after experiencing 
severe water stress in December.  
Crops are at varying stages of 
development, ranging from early 
vegetative to mature.  In the 
southern half of the country, most 
of the maize crop was at the 
vegetative stage, with a few areas 
reporting crops at maturity stage.  
Figure 2 depicts the development 
stages of the maize crop at the end 
of January in selected districts 
where FAO monitors.  Generally, 
by mid-February, the cereal crops in the northern half of the country were in the filling stage, while those 
in southern half were mostly at the late vegetative stage, with few at the tasseling stage.  Ideally, most of 
the cereal crops should be at the grain filling stage at this time of the season. 

                                                 
1 The crop monitoring exercise covers forty districts in mostly southern and western Zambia. 

Fig 1a: Rainfall Estimate for Feb. 1-10 Fig 1b: Rainfall Estimate for Feb. 11-20 

Source: USGS/FEWSNET 

Fig 1c: Maize Water Requirement Satisfaction Index 

Source: USGS/FEWSNET 



A few localized pest and disease problems have been reported.  In Chilubi (Northern Province) mealy 
bugs and mosaic virus on cassava were reported; in Gwembe and Namwala (Southern Province) cutworm 
and rodent attacks on maize occurred.  In addition, mealy bug and termites have attacked part of the 
cassava crop in Gwembe.  The magnitude of the damage inflicted by these pests has not been determined 
yet.   
 
In Zambezi District (Northwestern Province), excessive rains in January caused flooding, damaging part 
of the maize and cassava crop planted near the riverbank.  Similar flooding was reported in Lukulu 
District (Western Province) along the Zambezi River banks.  This type of flooding is normal in years of 
good rainfall.   
 
Given the supportive rains, crop yields would have benefited from appropriate applications of fertilizer 
this year.  However, the Government-subsidized top dressing fertilizer arrived later than it should have.  
Ideally, the commodity should have been with farmers by the end of December, allowing them to apply it 
in January.  However, most target farmers only started receiving the fertilizer in mid-February, and even 
then, the amounts received have been considered inadequate, according to field reports.  This is due, in 
part, to the unpromising start of the season and the subsequent lack of enthusiasm by farmers at that time 
to register and pay for the fertilizer.  Now that the rains have picked up and continue to perform well, 
more farmers are putting more land to maize resulting in increased demand for the commodity.  This 
trend is especially true for many parts of Southern Province.  It should be noted that availability of the 
urea fertilizer coincided with resumption of rainfall in mid-February, enabling farmers to apply it when 
moisture was available.  Applying the fertilizer during the dry spell would have resulted in scorching the 
crop, and a subsequent reduction in yield.   
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Maize Stage of Development as of January

Inform ation Source: FAO
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Implication for Crop Output  
 
Since early February, green maize has been making it onto the market in increasing amounts.  This green 
harvest comprises maize planted with the early rains in October.  In Kazungula District, for instance, the 
northern parts of the district received early rains, and it is from these areas that green maize is currently 
originating.  According to field reports, these initial amounts are only a fraction of the maize that was 
planted later, which is still mostly at the late vegetative stage. 
 
If this early maize is any indication, along with the current crop conditions and the rainfall situation, 
Zambia is likely to produce a fairly good harvest this season, provided that the rains continue into April 
(the normal end of the rainy season).  Even in southern Zambia, where the season is shortest and where 
planting was delayed, farmers are likely to have a decent harvest because farmers had access to early 
maturing varieties through various input support programs.  In addition, the two week dry spell in early 
February did not adversely affect crop performance, and widespread rainfall resumed in mid-February.   
 
FEWSNET recommends that planning for the 2004/05 marketing season should start as soon as possible, 
and that the government should release funds for the crop forecast exercise scheduled to take place in 
mid-March.  Making appropriate estimates regarding crop production and marketable surpluses is 
particularly critical this season because most of the other Southern African countries expect reduced 
output this year, and the demand for maize is likely to be high. 
 
Marketing Performance for Maize and Mealie Meal 
 
The January national average nominal retail price for maize rose by less than one percent from the 
December price (see Figure 3).  Over the same time span in past years (December 2002 to January 2003 
and December 2001 to January 2002) prices rose by 3% and 28% respectively, indicating that access to 
maize has improved in relation to the last two seasons.   
 
Nevertheless, prices have started rising, but at a slower pace than usual.  Two factors have moderated the 
price increase.  First, significant amounts of maize are being offloaded onto the market to protect against 
water-related spoilage as the rains intensify across the country.  Second, a spike in smallholder cash 
requirements, fueled by the need to buy inputs (fertilizer and seed) in January, has also contributed to 
increased supplies of maize on the market.   
 
The Food Reserve Agency (FRA) has been buying maize from farmers at a floor price of ZMK 30,000 
per 50 kg (equivalent to USD$125 per MT) and later reselling through public auction at an average price 
of US$190 per MT (a 52% gross profit margin).  As of February 18, the FRA had purchased 54,745 MT 
of maize and sold 31,644 MT.  Of these sales, 26,481 MT were purchased by the World Food Program 
(WFP) and 5,163 MT went to local traders and millers.  The FRA is currently issuing tenders to sell an 
additional 20,000 MT of maize.  The maize buying exercise has now stopped (as of February 20) with 
only 27 percent of the planned 200,000 MT bought from small-scale farmers.  The FRA’s funding has 
been irregular ever since the beginning of the exercise in the last quarter of 2003.  Fumigation of maize 
already in storage has started and no new maize will be bought in order to avoid contamination. 
 
There have been no reports of significant price drops anywhere in the country, the implication being that 
by the end of February, prices are expected to start rising at a faster rate as smallholder maize stocks are 
depleted (some through spoilage) and as only the relatively more expensive stored maize from large-
holder sources and the FRA remains.  The expensive maize will ultimately result in higher mealie meal 
prices.  Already the maize price at the Agricultural Stock Exchange (ACE) as of the beginning of 
February reached a maximum of ZMK 48,000 per 50 kg (or US$175 per MT) compared to ZMK 31,070 



per 50 kg (or US$ 130 per MT) at the beginning of the last quarter of 2003.  These price increases, which 
are expected around this period, are less steep this year compared to previous years.   
 

Figure 3: Nominal Retail Price in selected areas that have requested food relief
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Source: FEWSNET / CSO 
 
Price changes have been marginal in selected districts where food relief was requested in November 2003, 
except in Isoka (Northern Province), where prices rose by 17%.  Isoka’s price increase has in part to do 
with the fact that it lies in the Luangwa Valley, where roads are poor, and its degree of integration with 
other national markets is limited.  Further, it tends to be a deficit-producing area, and when local stocks 
run low, prices immediately reflect this combination of factors.   
 
The lowering of staple food prices in the last quarter of 2003 and January 2004 has improved access to 
maize for a longer than normal period, even in those areas which had originally requested food relief.  
FEWSNET recommends that the Government collaborate closely with local communities and NGOs in 
areas that still require food aid in order to target only those who can not afford the staple food, either 
because they are unable to generate sufficient levels of cash income, or because they have inordinately 
high expenditure requirements (because of emergency health or other reasons).  Given the improved 
market access to staple foods, it is reasonable to expect that assistance should not extend beyond April. 
 
Roller (lower grade) mealie meal has been around 21% cheaper than breakfast (high grade) meal over the 
last quarter of last year, contributing to improved access to cheaper mealie meal by disadvantaged 
households across the country.  However, the retail price gap will soon start to narrow as maize stocks 
start to dwindle.  Between December 2003 and January 2004, both breakfast and roller meal prices rose, 
although marginally, by 1 and 1.3 percent, respectively.  This marginal price increase is significantly 
better than the situation two years ago (December 2001 and January 2002) when increases of 15% and 
11% were noted for breakfast and roller meal, respectively.   

** 


