
 

 

Summary 
Malawi is expected to experience normal rainfall in the 2000/01 rainfall season (October-March), 
according to national and international meteorologists. Light pre-season rains, known locally as 
chizimalupsya, are falling in some parts of the country. 
Farmers are now busy preparing their fields, while others have already finished, in readiness for 
planting with the first rains normally expected towards the end of October or early November. 
Food availability is very satisfactory. The majority of households still have food crops from their 
own production. Both Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC) and local 
markets have maize readily available for people to buy. Malawi expects to export 60,000 MT of 
maize to Kenya through the newly created National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA). 
Although the average local market maize prices are beginning to rise, they still remain very low 
compared to prices in the past two seasons. The national-average local market maize price for 
September, for instance, is 32% and 27% below average prices in September 1999 and 1998, 
respectively. 
The Malawi Kwacha depreciated sharply against the currencies of the country�s major trading 
partners, the United States, United Kingdom and South Africa � by over 25% in September 
alone. This depreciation is exerting inflationary pressures on the economy by raising the 
Kwacha price of imported goods and services. 

1. Food Availability 

1.1. Agroclimatic Conditions 

The Malawi Meteorological Department issued a press release on this year�s seasonal forecast 
indicating that during the 2000/01 rainfall season, Malawi will experience near-normal rainfall 
during the six-month period October to March. However, some areas can expect local variability 
even in near-normal rainfall seasons. 
El Niño events are associated with below-normal rainfall in the southern part of Africa, although 
Malawi was not affected by the dry conditions that affected most of the countries in the region 
during the 1997/98 El Niño. La Niña episodes, on the other hand, are associated with normal to 
above-normal rainfall in Malawi. The Meteorology Department notes that the La Niña 
phenomenon in the equatorial Pacific Ocean, which dominated the past two seasons, 1998/99 
and 1999/2000, has died down. Sea surface temperatures in the same area are currently near 
average and are projected to remain around normal during the October-March period, implying 
that the ocean/atmosphere interaction will be normal. The 2000/01 rainfall season in Malawi 
falls almost exactly within these six months. Hence, Malawi will not be affected by either El Niño 
or La Niña, implying a normal season. 
The Department analyzed four previous normal seasons (1959/60, 1978/79, 1980/81 and 
1989/90) within the 30-year long-term average (1961-90) and found that: 

• The onset of the rains was normal, relatively uniform across the country and occurred 
during the second dekad (10-day period) of November; 
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• The season progressed normally with the usual-mid season dry spells; 

• The cessation of the rains was normal, towards the end of March over the southern half 
of Malawi but stretching into April over the northern half; and 

• Total seasonal rainfall was normal in most areas. 

The Department also analyzed the three main indicators that affect rainfall prospects in Malawi 
and drew these conclusions: 

• Inland surface heating over the country, which precedes the onset of the rainy season, 
was delayed up to end August. However, from September to date the country has 
experienced warm temperatures. Normally, such a continued warming trend leads to a 
favorable onset of the rains. 

• The Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), which is the main rain-bearing system 
over Malawi, is currently close to its normal position around the equator, slowly 
progressing southwards. 

• Current atmospheric wind and pressure patterns favor the normal onset of rainfall over 
the country. Pre-season rains, locally known as chizimalupsya, are falling in some parts 
of the country. 

In addition, the Department will continuously monitor the performance of the 2000/01 season, 
especially the evolution and movement of tropical cyclones over the Indian Ocean into the 
Mozambican channel where, depending on their position, these cyclones have either adverse or 
favorable effects on Malawi rainfall. 
Based on the above analysis and additional information from the September 2000 Southern 
Africa Region Climate Outlook Forum (SARCOF) held in Botswana which forecast a 45% 
probability of near-normal rainfall for Malawi, the Meteorological Department concluded that 
Malawi can in the 2000/01 rainy season. 

1.2. Crop Production 

Farmers continue to prepare their fields while others have already finished and are just waiting 
for the rains to start before planting. Agricultural extension agents are advising farmers to plant 
with the first rains to ensure a successful harvest. Since Malawi expects normal rains this 
season (section 1.1.), this means that the country may have another good crop production 
season, all factors equal. 
It is important for the government and traders to jointly start thinking about strategies to facilitate 
the marketing of these crops. Planning such strategies now will avoid a repetition of the current 
situation where farmers have failed to find a market for their maize or end up selling it at very 
low prices. It is also important to ensure that all the necessary production inputs are strategically 
pre-positioned, through the private sector or the wide network of ADMARC outlets, so that 
farmers have ready access to inputs now, before the rains start. This pertains equally to all 
agencies, including the government, involved in input programs such as the Starter Pack 
Program (SPP) and the Agricultural Productivity Investment program (APIP) who should ensure 
that the inputs are distributed as soon as possible. Farmers have complained in the past that 
inputs arrive late in some areas and cannot be effectively used. 
The Starter Pack Program, sponsored by the Department for International Development (DFID), 
European Union (EU) and the Malawi Government, provides enough fertilizer and seed for 0.1 
of a hectare per household. The SPP is entering its third year but unlike the case in its first two 



 

 

years, the SPP is not going to cover all small holder farm families (over 2.5 million). Based on 
evaluation recommendations and a tighter budget, the Starter Pack Program will now become a 
Targeted Input Program (TIP) and will target only 1.5 million households. There are mixed 
reactions to the SPP evaluation and the change in its objective from universal coverage to 
targeted coverage. Some people and organizations feel that the Starter Pack Program has 
successfully done its part and should not continue. The APIP, on the other hand, provides 
subsidized input credit to small holder farmers and is sponsored by the EU through the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Irrigation. The inputs are distributed through private firms for a commission 
from the APIP. 

1.3. Pasture and Livestock Conditions 

Movement and marketing of livestock and livestock products in Mzimba District still remains 
restricted to within the district until all animals have been vaccinated against foot and mouth 
disease and until the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation is fully convinced that the disease has 
been eradicated completely. The disease is said to be under control and the restrictions are 
expected to be removed soon. 

2. Food Accessibility 

2.1. Market Conditions 

The national average local market maize price is showing signs of an upturn as some 
households begin to run out of maize from their own production and turn to the market for 
supplies, thereby boosting market demand. The national average local market maize price may 
have bottomed out at MK4.77/kg in August as the average price registered a 2.8% increase to 
MK4.77/kg in September. At the regional level, the southern and the central region experienced 
0.6% and 7.8% increases from August to September, respectively. The northern region, on the 
other hand, experienced a 3.4% drop from MK4.70/kg to MK4.54/kg in the same period.  

Figure 1: National Average Local Market Retail Maize Prices in Malawi
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Generally, nominal maize prices have been lower than prices in the last two years, despite the 
rise in the inflation rate. In addition, the prices have been relatively low for the past several 
months, additional evidence of the 1999/2000 bumper harvest. 
Figure 1 compares the national average maize market price trends from 1998 to 2000. This 
September�s national average maize price of MK4.77/kg is 31.8% lower than MK6.99/kg and 
27.4% lower than MK6.57/kg, which prevailed in September 1999 and 1998, respectively. This 
decline is due to the abundance of maize on the market this year. As reported last month, 
farmgate prices (the price paid to farmers when crops leave the farm) are even lower, averaging 
about MK2.00/kg to MK3.00/kg. These low prices are not good for farmers who depend on 
maize sales as a source of income to meet their various needs, including repaying input loans 
and buying inputs for next season. 

2.2. Food Stocks 

The Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC) has not bought any maize 
this year. ADMARC has indicated that buying more maize would not make sense when it is 
failing to sell the small stocks it has ― even after having dropped its sale price by 31% in June, 
due to the abundance of maize on the market. Many rural households still have maize from own 
production due to the last two bumper harvests and have little need to buy from ADMARC. 
In the past, ADMARC could have intervened in the market by buying most of the maize from the 
farmers at a government-determined price. However, ADMARC is reorganizing itself to become 
commercially viable and no longer have to rely on government subsidies. This means that 
ADMARC will need to start making business-like decisions. Not buying maize this year is a 
decision in that direction. However, ADMARC has the widest market coverage across the 
country and most of the farmers depend on it as an outlet for selling their agricultural 
commodities and as a supply source for buying commodities and inputs. In addition, the majority 
of farmers depend on maize for both food and cash. The decision by ADMARC not to buy maize 
has left a lot of farmers stranded and forced them to sell their maize at very low prices. Those 
farmers whose incomes depend largely on maize sales have therefore been negatively affected 
by the excess maize supply and by the reluctance by ADMARC to buy maize this year. 
Figures on the current official maize stocks, purchases and sales were not available at the time 
of writing. However, government-owned maize for the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) accounts 
for over 90% of the total official maize stocks in ADMARC�s warehouses. The government 
recently created the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) to take over the management of 
the SGR from ADMARC as ADMARC is being put on a business footing. The NFRA has been 
trying to sell excess SGR maize not so much as to make profits, but to avoid storage losses and 
cut down storage costs. After finding no buyers, even at reduced prices, the NFRA is finally 
beginning to sell maize both locally, especially to millers, and internationally. Some 7,000 MT 
has been sold to Mozambique and the NFRA has also closed a deal to export 60,000 MT of 
maize to drought-affected Kenya. The NFRA maize is actually selling this maize at about half 
the purchase price of MK7.80/kg. 

3. Macro-Economic Indicators 

3.1. Depreciating Kwacha 

The Kwacha continues to depreciate against currencies of Malawi�s main trading partners such 
as the United States, United Kingdom and South Africa. The continued depreciation of the 
Kwacha has resulted in high speculative demand for the US Dollar as the business community 
loses confidence in the local currency. Anecdotal information indicates that some business 



 

 

people are demanding payment in dollars for their goods and services. In response, the 
government issued a warning against this practice. By the end of first week of October, the 
dollar was officially selling at MK78, up from about MK61 at the beginning of September � a 
27% loss in the value of the Kwacha in just five weeks. The exchange rate at private exchange 
bureaus is already about MK85/US$1.00. 
Demand for foreign exchange remains high against the background of low foreign exchange 
earnings and an increasingly strong dollar, dampening the prospects of a quick reversal in the 
depreciation. Figure 2 shows the trend in the average Malawi Kwacha exchange rate against 
the United States dollar, the British pound, and the South African Rand for the past year. The 
Kwacha enjoyed relative stability against the US dollar for about 18 months before its loss of 
value during the past six months.  

3.2. Rising Inflation 

The continued depreciation of the Malawi Kwacha has contributed to a rise in the inflation rate, 
as shown in Figure 3. Inflation, which had been on a downward trend, started rising again in 
June. The national rate of inflation rose by 0.4 percentage points from 29.6% in July to 30.0% in 
August. Both the urban and rural areas experienced an increase in the inflation rate. The urban 
inflation rate climbed up by 4.1 percentage points to 40.4% whereas rural inflation increased by 
4.2.percentage points to 23.5%. 
Meanwhile, the inflation rate is likely to keep rising in the next few months. At the 
recommendation of the Petroleum Price Commission, the government raised fuel prices towards 
the end of September. The price of petrol went up by 12.9% from MK42.50 per liter to MK48.00 
per liter. The price of diesel went up by 35% from MK31.80 per liter to MK43.00 per liter. 
Adjustment to these price increases has rippled through the economy and fuelled the escalating 
costs of commodities and services as the country depends on road transportation for goods and 
passengers. The combined impact of currency depreciation and price inflation is continuously 
eroding the purchasing power of the people, particularly those on fixed wages and salaries that 

Figure 2: Average Malawi Exchange Rate Against MainTrading Partners:
September 1999 - September 2000 (Inverted Scales)
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are adjusted upwards only periodically and particularly those whose product prices remain low, 
such as maize farmers.  

Figure 3: Annualized Monthly Inflation Rates in Malawi: 
August 1999 - August 2000
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