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Summary 
 
♦ Most parts of the country received planting rains earlier than expected.  Land preparation 

and planting is taking place almost concurrently due to the early onset of planting rains. 
 
♦ There is concern about the delayed distribution of free agricultural inputs under the 

Targeted Input Programme as planting is already underway. 
 
♦ Winter maize is being harvested and helping to improve household food security.  The 

majority of rural households still have food from their own production.  
 
♦ ADMARC and the local markets also have maize for those with cash to buy.  A field visit 

to the northern region to assess the food security situation in the moderately vulnerable 
EPAs indicates that there is  no cause for alarm. 

 
♦ ADMARC is still not buying any maize.  ADMARC maize sales, on the hand, have picked 

up, but remain very much below the sales level attained at the same time last year. 
 
♦ Local market maize prices continue to rise as households draw down their household 

food stocks.  However, prices remain low compared to prices of the past two years. 
 
♦ The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate remained relatively stable in November at about 

MK80/US$.  The national inflation rate continued to rise, increasing to 40.5% in November 
from 34.9% in October. 

 
 
1. Food Availability  
 
1.1. Agroclimatic Conditions 
 
Most parts of the country have received planting rains.  The rains are above normal in volume 
over most parts of the country. 
 
Most parts of the country usually experience pre-season rains (Chizimalupsya) in October 
that usually fall once and can either be light or heavy — a signal for farmers to complete their 
field preparations.  These rains are usually followed by a two to three week dry spell before 
the start of the planting rains.  The rainfall pattern this year has, however, been different.  
What began as pre-season rains has in fact turned out to be planting rains in most parts of 
the country.  Thus the rains have started early and have continued to fall regularly since 
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Figure 1: Comparison of Actual and Normal Rainfall 
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Source: Malawi Meteorological Department 

around mid-October, catching a lot of farmers unawares, particularly in the north, whereas 
the rains usually start in the south and progress northward. 
 

Rainfall figures from the Meteorological Department show that by the end of second dekad 
(ten-day period) of November, most parts of the country had received above-normal rainfall.  
Figure 1 compares the total amount of rainfall received between the first dekad of October 
and the end of the second dekad of November 2000 with normal rainfall for the same period. 
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The figures show that the majority of the rainfall stations received above-normal rainfall during 
this period.  Unlike in the past few seasons, most areas in the north also received above-
normal rainfall during this period.  The cumulative rainfall received ranged from 64% at 
Makhanga and Mwanza Boma Meteorological stations in the southern region to 493% at 
Karonga Meteorological station in the northern region.   
 
Meanwhile, the government’s Disaster Preparedness, Relief and Rehabilitation department is 
warning the general public, especially those living in the flood prone areas, to take 
precautionary measures such as moving to high areas, as some parts of the country are 
likely to experience flash floods during the season.  Nonetheless, Malawi is expected to 
experience normal rainfall this season, according to the seasonal forecast released by the 
Meteorological Department in September this year. 
 
1.2. Crop Production 
 
The main agricultural activities in the field include garden preparation, fertilizer or manure 
application and planting.  In most areas, land preparation and planting are being done 
simultaneously with the early onset of the planting rains. 
 
Harvesting of winter (dimba) crops is underway.  The availability of new reserves helps to 
improve household food security at this time of the year. 
 
There is need to expedite the distribution of the agricultural inputs under the Targeted Input 
Programme as rains have already started and some farmers have started planting. 
 
The rains that have been received so far are good for planting.  Most of the farmers thought 
these were pre-season rains, only to be surprised to see that the rains have continued, 
prompting a majority of them to plant.  This has resulted in farmers working under pressure 
to prepare their gardens and plant at the same time.  These preparations have been all the 
more urgent in the northern region where the planting rains are expected later than in the 
southern and central regions.  The main agricultural activities in the field therefore include 
garden preparation (clearing and ridging), planting, weeding and fertilizer application.  Planting 
has generally started earlier than last year due to the early onset of the planting rains. 
 
Harvesting of winter (dimba) crops is underway.  Most of the winter maize is harvested green 
for sale and on-farm consumption.  Winter cultivation is practiced in localized areas along 
riverbanks and other areas that retain moisture after the rainy season is over.  Planting of 
crops in these areas is therefore continuous, depending on the availability of moisture. 
 
Fertilizer and seed are readily available from the various commercial agricultural input 
sources.  However, these inputs are mainly available at the district centers while some 
remote areas face input supply problems.  Access to these inputs by farmers, however, is 
hampered by lack of purchasing power as input prices have gone up while real incomes have 
gone down.  In addition, a lot of the farmers depend on maize for both cash and food.   
 
The poor performance of the maize market this year ?  low prices and unavailability of 
markets following a second year of record production ?  has adversely affected farmers’ 
incomes and hence their purchasing power.  Some farmers have failed to repay their input 
loans and are no longer eligible to receive loans this season.  The government’s Targeted 
Input Programme (TIP) which intends to distribute free inputs to 1.5 million households had 
not yet started distributing the inputs in most parts of the country by the end of November.  
This is a matter of urgency as farmers have already started planting even in areas where it 



 FEWS NET: MALAWI, Monthly FS Report: November 2000 (December 20, 2000), page 

4 
was least expected, such as the northern region.  There is need, therefore, to expedite the 
distribution of these inputs. 
 
1.3. Pasture and Livestock Conditions 
 
Availability of water for livestock has improved due to the rains.  Apart from some isolated 
cases, there are no serious disease outbreaks and the foot and mouth disease that had affected 
Mzimba Central Rural Development Project (RDP) is now under control. 
 
Drinking water for animals has not been a serious problem this season and the situation is 
improving with the current rains across the country.  Major sources of water include rivers, 
boreholes and dambos (water drainage courses).  Movement of animals is beginning to be 
controlled to prevent them from grazing on the emerging crops in the field. 
 
The foot and mouth disease that had affected cattle in Central Mzimba RDP is now under 
control.  A number of remedies were put in place, including movement restriction of cattle 
and cattle products and vaccinations.  The government has now lifted the movement 
restriction and marketing ban imposed in the area after the outbreak some four months ago. 
 
 
2. Food Accessibility  
 
2.1. Market Conditions 
 
The majority of the rural households still have food from their own production while maize is 
readily available in both ADMARC and local markets. 
 
Maize prices are starting to rise as households continue to draw down food from own 
production, but prices generally remain low compared to prices in past years.  Maize prices 
in the local markets in November ranged from MK4.60/kg to MK8.74/kg, compared to last 
year when they were as high as MK15/kg at the same time. 
 
Maize still dominates as the main staple food of the country to the extent that access to 
maize is taken to be synonymous with food security.  For this reason, discussions in this 
report emphasize maize.   
 
Maize is readily available in both ADMARC and local (council) markets.  In addition, a lot of 
households still have maize from own production due to the bumper harvest the past season.  
Those households that have run out of food can either buy maize from ADMARC, local 
markets or from households that still have food from their own production.  Those that do not 
have cash can exchange their labor or other commodities for food with the households that 
have food.   
 
Average local market prices for maize are beginning to rise as households become 
increasingly dependent on the market.  Figure 2 shows the maize price trend in selected 
council markets in the northern, central and southern regions.  Prices still remain lower than 
those of the past two seasons. The price trends are fairly similar in all the markets, urban and 
rural.  Lilongwe (central region), Karonga (northern) and Lunzu (southern) markets are 
relatively urban markets compared to Rumphi (northern region), Lizulu (central) and 
Namwera (southern) markets that are relatively rural.  As expected, the prices are generally 
higher in the urban markets than the rural markets.   
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Figure 2.  Average Local Market Maize Prices for Selected Markets in 
Malawi, 2000
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Source: Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation 
 

Prices are even lower at the rural household level as most traders buy to sell in the local 
markets with a small mark-up.  The prices at the household level (farmgate) generally range 
from MK3.50/kg to MK5.00/kg.  The upturn in prices this year has been slow compared to 
other years due to the bumper harvest last season that has to prevented a lot of households 
from running out of food from their own production by this time. 

 
There is some cross-border trade of maize, especially in the southern and northern regions.  
In the southern region the trade is practiced around Nsanje, Chikwawa, Phalombe and 
Mulanje districts.  Maize and other crops from Mozambique find their way into Malawi in 
exchange for cash, which traders use to buy manufactured products such as soap and 
sugar.  In the northern region (Chitipa, Karonga, Rumphi and Mzimba Districts), maize and 
rice are going to Tanzania in exchange for cash and manufactured products such as kitchen 
wares and cloth pieces (zitenje). 
 
2.2. Food Stocks 
 
Malawi has adequate food stocks at the national level and the situation at the household level 
is far much better than was the case last year or the year before.  Low sales figures at 
ADMARC reflect ample household food supplies.  In a difficult year ADMARC sales are usually 
high at this time as more households deplete their stocks much earlier.  The lack of markets as a 
result of oversupply of maize in the 2000 harvest season has resulted in many farmers having to 
keep the maize against their will.  Almost all RDPs have reported fewer households than last 
year have depleted their stocks already and the forecast for the “hunger months” (January to 
March) is not bad. 
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Cumulative ADMARC maize sales since April 2000 amounted to 19,256 MT by the end of the 
third week of November, up by 45% from 13,280 MT at the end of October.  Most of these 
sales were made in the southern region (10,277 MT) whereas the central and the northern 
regions registered less than half of the southern region sales at 4,161 MT and 4,818 MT, 
respectively.  This is expected because, as reported last month, the majority of the population 
is concentrated in the south, resulting in small average landholding sizes.  This makes it 
difficult for some of these southern region households  to produce enough for the whole year.  
They then have to depend on the market for food earlier than their counterparts in the central 
and northern regions.  In addition, harvesting of crops starts from the southern region and 
progresses towards the north following the rainfall pattern and, as a result, southern 
households are also the first to deplete their household food stocks and turn to the market for 
food.   
 
ADMARC sales are picking up as more and more households use up maize from their own 
production.  The current sales figure is much lower than the 195,966 MT attained at the same 
time last year.  Even after deducting the 100,000 MT sold to the government by ADMARC last 
year, this year’s sales figure (19,256 MT) is only a fraction of the remaining 95,966 MT maize 
sales at the same time last year.  The low level of ADMARC maize sales is a reflection of 
how better-off many households are compared to last year in terms of having maize on hand 
from own production. 
 
ADMARC has not still made any cash purchases of maize this year.  The maize ADMARC is 
getting now is from farmers who are repaying their input loans in the form of maize.  A lot of 
farmers who depend on ADMARC for sale of their maize have been disappointed by the 
failure of ADMARC to buy maize this year.  The general public is yet to come to terms with 
the changing role of ADMARC, as a future viable, profit-making enterprise, and its 
commercialization process.  ADMARC has to invest its money where it can expect a 
reasonable return and not act as a lender or buyer of last resort.  Last year at this same time, 
ADMARC had purchased 143,757 MT of maize compared to zero this time. 
 
 
3. Vulnerability Update  
 
The government’s Disaster Preparedness, Relief and Rehabilitation department is warning the 
general public about the possibility of flash flooding, especially in the flood prone zone areas 
in Nsanje, Chikwawa, Phalombe, Salima, Nkhotakota and Karonga Districts. 
 
FEWS NET went on a field trip to the northern region to verify the findings of this year’s 
Current Vulnerability Assessment (CVA) findings.  The CVA findings show that two of the six 
food-insecure EPAs (Kaporo North and Kavukuku EPAs) are in the northern region.  The trip 
revealed that both of these EPAs should be classified as moderately food insecure.  In 
addition, Karonga Central should be added to the list of the food insecure EPAs, also 
moderately food insecure.  In Rumphi RDP, a small part at the center of Bolero EPA could be 
considered food insecure.  These areas require close monitoring.  A similar trip to central and 
southern regions will be taken as soon as possible.  The CVA report will be finalized after 
these trips. 
 
The government is warning the general public in the flood prone areas to take precautionary 
measures as there is a very high probability of flash flooding in these areas.  The districts 
where these flood prone areas are found include Nsanje, Chikwawa, Phalombe, Zomba, 
Salima, Nkhotakota and Karonga. 
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4. Macro Economic Indicators 
 
After a long time of continuous depreciation, the rate of depreciation of the Malawi Kwacha 
slowed to about 3% between October and November.  The Kwacha now stands at about 
MK80/US$. 
 
After several months of rapid depreciation, the rate of depreciation of the Malawi Kwacha 
slowed to about 3% between October and November, from MK78/US$ to MK80/US$.  Thus, 
the Malawi Kwacha monthly average exchange rate depreciated slightly against currencies of 
the country’s major trading partners such as the United States, United Kingdom and South 
Africa, as shown in Figure 3.  The general public and the business community are yet to be 
convinced that the Kwacha will remain stable for the forseeable future. 
 
The inflation rate continues to rise due to rising food costs and the depreciation of the Malawi 
Kwacha.  The inflation figure for November stood at 40.5%, up from 34.9% in October, an 
increase of 16%. 

 

 

Figure 3.  Malawi Kwacha Exchange Rate: 
January 1998 - November 2000
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