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 Following an erratic start, the rainy season, which resumed with heavy rainfall in 
January, continued with two consecutive dekads of widespread heavy rainfall in 
late February and early March.  During the latter half of March, rainfall activity 
diminished with the end of the season approaching.  Exceptionally heavy rains in 
Western and Eastern Provinces led to flooding in valley areas of these regions.  
No down stream flooding of the Zambezi River is anticipated. 

 
 The crop conditions in southern areas have recovered for the most part, but 

areas in Central Province expect maize yield reductions due to erratic rainfall 
during the first part of the season, coupled with the very late delivery of 
government-subsidized top dressing fertilizer.   

 
 Cereal crops in the southern half of Zambia are mostly at the grain filling stage, 

and therefore, rains are still required until April to ensure a good harvest.  The 
cotton crop in part of Central Province, on the other hand, requires another 
month of rainfall to reach full maturity after very late planting.   

 
 The government has so far only released 20% of the total funds required to 

undertake the crop forecast exercise, despite the rapidly approaching harvest.   
 

 Maize grain prices peaked in February at much lower levels compared to other 
years.  Price trends are consistent with those in other surplus years. 

 
 With indications of another good harvest in 2004, demand for maize has 

decreased, as large buyers wait for lower prices after the harvest.  At the same 
time, increased export demand may counter the downward price pressures.   

 
 According to the 2004 Government National Budget, farmers will no longer be 

able to reclaim VAT on production inputs such as fertilizer, seed and chemicals.  
This cost will be passed on to consumers whose access to some basic foods will 
be reduced. 

 
 
1.0 Progression of the Season  
 
The heavy and extensive rains of January and mid-February continued in late February 
and through the second dekad of March.  Many areas recorded over 100 mm of rainfall 
in the first ten days of March; Chipata District (Eastern Province), for example, recorded 
283 mm during that dekad, with 93 mm falling on one day.   
 
Rains were exceptionally heavy in western and eastern parts of Zambia, where, as a 
result, flooding occurred.  In Eastern Province, the flooding occurred in the Luangwa 
Valley, affecting Mambwe District, and low-lying parts of Nyimba, Petauke and Katete 
Districts.  In Western Province, flooding was reported in Lukulu, Kalabo and Mongu, 
where part of the crop in the low-lying areas along the Zambezi River was washed away.  
The remaining stands are being harvested before fully mature using canoes.  It should 
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be noted that flooding in western Zambia is localized in the upper Zambezi Basin, 
trapped in the Barotse Flood Plains.  Lake Kariba’s water levels are still at least 2 meters 
below the point that would require the spillway gates to be opened; in the past, water 
releases from Lake Kariba have caused flooding in neighboring Mozambique.   
 
Consistent with Department of Meteorology reports that the current season is ending, 
rains generally let up during the second dekad of March, with the exception of Western 
Zambia, where heavy rains continued.  (Kalabo District, in the extreme western part of 
Zambia recorded the highest rainfall during this dekad, with 136 mm of rain falling in one 
day and a total of 275 mm accumulating during the dekad.) The season in southern 
Zambia, which normally ends in the first dekad of April, does appear to be ending, with 
the rain belt currently withdrawing from that part of the country.   
 
 
2.0 Crop Condition 
 
The pause in rainfall 
during March provided 
crops with much 
needed sunshine, but 
further rains are still 
needed in the first part 
of April for optimum 
development.  Figure 
1 shows the general 
maize condition in 
areas being monitored 
by FAO as of the end 
of February.  Up to this 
point, crops appear to 
be in fair to good 
condition throughout 
the country, with the 
exception of the valley 
areas (upper Zambezi 
Basin and Luangwa 
Valley) where crops 
planted in low lying 
areas were washed 
away with the floods (mentioned above).  Most of the crop reported to be in good 
condition is found in southern areas, while central parts reported mostly fair crop 
conditions. 
 
2.1 Results of joint field visit to Central Province  
 
FEWS NET and WFP visited Chibombo and Mumbwa Districts in the central part of the 
country to verify the crop situation there.  These districts had mostly erratic rainfall during 
the early part of the growing season and like all other districts, received government-
subsidized top dressing fertilizer late.  The visit confirmed that crop yields had been 
negatively affected, unlike in Southern Province, where despite the erratic rains early on, 
many crops have recovered with the resumption of steady rains in January and as a 

Figure 1: Maize Crop Conditions in February 
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result of access to early maturing varieties.  Indications are that the poor start to the 
season has had a varied effect on yields from one area to another.  .   
 
Most of the maize crop in the two districts visited by FEWS NET and WFP is at the grain 
filling stage, although crops planted early are already mature.  While the output will vary, 
even within districts, the agricultural field staff in Chibombo expect the yield this year to 
be around 2.5 MT/ha compared to the normal yield of about 3 MT/ha, with no apparent 
reduction in hectarage planted compared to last year and to the average.  In the case of 
Mumbwa District, a significant reduction in hectarage was reported as a result of the 
poor start to the season and expected yields were much lower (around 1.8 MT/ha 
compared to the average of 2.7 MT/ha).   
 
The major cash crops, cotton and sunflower, are in good condition, though still at 
flowering stage because they were planted very late (towards the end of January).  The 
late planting was attributed to the fact that farmers were otherwise busy with the 
repeated planting and replanting of maize.  Sunflower is often planted in January, even 
in years of normal rainfall, but cotton is only at the mid-flowering stage when it should be 
at boll formation stage this late in the season.  FEWSNET estimates that the cotton crop 
will require at least one more month of rain to reach full maturity, but as rains in central 
parts of Zambia are likely to end by mid-April, yields are projected to be only about 62% 
of normal (500Kg/ha instead of the average 800Kg/ha).   
 
 
3.0 Crop Forecast Still Not Underway 
 
With some crops already reaching maturity in the fields and the late-April harvest rapidly 
approaching, the annual national crop forecasting exercise has still not been fully 
funded.  The crop forecast is important for a number of reasons.  First, it provides the 
basis for the National Food Balance Sheet, which helps guide marketing, relief and trade 
policies and programs for the coming year; second, it provides a feedback mechanism to 
demonstrate the effects of the agricultural support and inputs provided by the 
government, NGOs and donors during the agricultural recovery phase; third, given the 
erratic rainfall this year throughout southern Africa, other countries in the region are 
looking to Zambia as a possible source of surplus maize, and the crop forecast would 
help other countries determine just how much they might be able to import from Zambia 
to cover their expected gaps.   
 
So far, the government has released only 20% of the required funds to undertake the 
crop forecast exercise.  FEWS NET strongly recommends that the government prioritize 
the crop forecast exercise in its annual budget because the late funding of this important 
exercise has become a normal pattern, and late funding and the subsequent late release 
of the data has negative implications for planning in many different important areas and 
for many different agencies.   
 
 
4.0 Price Analysis 
 
Maize prices across the country reached their peak levels in February 2004, especially 
in urban markets.  Meanwhile in peri-urban and rural markets the prices have remained 
relatively steady, with negligible increases in some areas.  Even at their peak, prices this 
year were much lower than during most other years, with 2003/04 price trends 
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consistent with those typical in a surplus year.  Figure 2 supports this claim, showing that 
this year’s pattern in Lusaka Urban is similar to that during the 2000/01 marketing 
season, when the country had a surplus harvest.   

 
 
The price pattern this year suggests that the maize supply has been good, with an 
increasing supply of stored maize currently being released onto the market in 
preparation for the new harvest. 
 
As a result, large buyers are purchasing less than usual at this time of the year, waiting 
for the harvest in late-April, when prices are likely to go down.  While there is no formal 
estimate yet on the volume of the early-planted maize harvest, which is usually artificially 
dried and made available to the market by April, the early harvested maize has averaged 
50,000 MT in the past three years, and it is likely to be close to that figure this season as 
well.   
 
Another factor keeping prices low is the active participation of the Food Reserve Agency 
(FRA) in the market.  The FRA’s trading and reserve carry over stocks (from the last 
harvest and imports) totaled 60,000 MT as of March 22, 2004, and it has been issuing 
maize tenders at an average of US $180 per MT.  The price offered by the FRA is more 
attractive to millers than that offered by farmers who stored maize (over US $200 per 
MT). 
 
 

Figure 2: Real Retail Maize Price in Lusaka Urban 2000 - 2004
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Figure 3 shows the downward trend in prices, with an obvious drop between the 
beginning and end of March.  The higher February prices are attributed in part to a 
United Nations World Food Program (WFP) tender for maize to export to Zimbabwe, and 
in part to high storage prices.   

 
 
 
4.1 Implications 
 
This year, lower prices (compared to the deficit years of 2001/02 and 2002/03), are likely 
to translate into improved access to food for poorer households who depend on the 
market to fill gaps in their annual food needs.  For example, retail real maize prices in 
Lusaka actually fell by 11% this marketing year (between May 1, 2003, the start of the 
marketing season, and February 29, 2004, two months before the close of the marketing 
season).  During the same period in two previous seasons, (May 1, 2002 to February 28, 
2003, and 1May 1, 2001 to February 28, 2002) prices had risen by 25% and 184%, 
respectively.   
 
These lower prices may also act to discourage maize traders, who are likely to switch to 
other crops with better profit margins such as wheat and soybeans, which are presently 
selling for twice as much as maize.   
 
 
4.2 Future Outlook 
 
Prices are more likely to go down than up in the near future because of the continued 
weak domestic demand for maize, as the new early planted crop is being harvested, and 
the increasing indications of another good harvest in 2004.  During the harvest in late 

Figure 3: Agricultural Commodity Exchange (ACE) Maize Price Movements in 
Lusaka Urban (February and March 2004)
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April, domestic demand will decrease further, as households rely more heavily on their 
own cereal stocks.   
 
The downward trend in prices could be reversed if export demand increases.  The recent 
exports to Zimbabwe were very attractive to producers as they fetched parity prices.  
Farmers who have exported to Zimbabwe have fetched prices of between US $190 and 
US $200 per MT compared to a maximum of US $180 per MT if sold locally.   
 
  
5.0 Macro Economic Outlook 
 
5.1 Inflation rate 
 
The annual inflation rate has been relatively stable, rising to 17.6% in March 2004 from 
17.4% in January 2004.  The low rate of increase is attributed to very marginal 
oscillations in the maize grain price during the first quarter of 2004.   
 
5.2 National budget 
 
On February 6, the government announced the 2004 fiscal year national budget.  One 
new decision introduced along with the budget, and relevant to agriculture production, is 
the removal of Value Added Tax (VAT) on previously “zero-rated” unprocessed 
agricultural produce and products like maize, mealie meal, soybeans, wheat, and stock 
feed.  Starting in 1996, farmers were able to claim back from the government the VAT 
paid on supplies and inputs used in producing a “zero-rated” agricultural product. With 
the new “VAT Exempt” status, farmers will no longer be able to reclaim VAT on 
production inputs such as fertilizer, seed and chemicals.   
 
5.3 Implication 
 
Sustainable development of the agricultural sector depends in part on policies that 
support both producers’ and consumers’ interests (stimulating both supply and demand), 
but this policy appears to do the opposite.  Increasing production costs in the agriculture 
sector will place a new constraint on output, especially since private sector finance is 
very expensive in Zambia.  In addition, since the tax burden is likely to be passed on to 
the consumers, food prices are likely to increase by at least the minimum VAT rate of 
17.5%, which will reduce effective demand for the majority of the population. 
 

*** 
 


