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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
Ø Continuous rainfall has resulted in leaching of the soil in some parts of the country, which is 

adversely affecting crop yield and production prospects.  The Ministry of Agriculture and 
Irrigation (MoAI) projects that maize production will drop by 15 percent, from 2,501,311 MT 
last year to 2,133,348 MT this year. 

 
Ø Based on interviews with some Agricultural Field Officers, the Balaka Rural Development 

Project seems to be the worst affected by the late-December-to-early-January dry spells 
across most parts of the country.  Although the rains have resumed, they have generally 
been below normal in Balaka and are adversely affecting crop yields.   

 
Ø A shortage of pesticides for cotton in some of the major cotton-growing areas will adversely 

affect cotton yield and production.  The continuation of this crop’s five-year decline in 
production has worried government officials.  However, cotton production this year is 
projected to increase by 18 percent mainly due to an increase in area planted as some 
farmers opted to grow cotton instead of tobacco. 

 
Ø The country has adequate food stocks at both the national and household level.  The official 

maize stocks (held by the government and the Agricultural Development and Marketing 
Corporation, ADMARC) stood at 85,640 MT as of the end of the first week of February 2001.  
At the current rate of ADMARC maize sales of about 3,500 MT per week, these official stocks 
should last for about another six months, until about August/September. 

 
Ø Local market maize prices continue to rise as more and more households deplete food 

stocks from their own production.  However, the rate of increase is lower than normally 
expected due to favorable food availability at the household level.  Although most markets 
reported an average price above the MK5/kg offered by ADMARC, prices were still lower than 
corresponding prices at the same time last year.  

 
Ø The potential for flooding continues due to heavy rains falling across the country.  The 

government has reiterated its warning to people living in flood-prone areas to take the 
necessary measures to ensure safety in the event of flooding.  Several incidents of flooding 
have been reported in different parts of the country, particularly in the lower Shire area. 

 
Ø The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate remained stable in January for the third month in a row at 

about MK80/US$.  Petroleum importers have reduced the local price of fuel by between 3.3 
percent and 13.8 percent in response to a drop in oil prices on the international market and 
the stable Malawi Kwacha.   
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1. FOOD AVAILABILITY 
 
1.1. AGROCLIMATIC CONDITIONS 
 
Continuous rains are causing leaching of soils in some parts of the country, adversely 
affecting crop yields, particularly for maize. 
 
Crop production in Balaka RDP appears to be adversely affected by dry spells and below-
normal rainfall in general. 

 
Although the rains resumed around the end of 
December, most parts of the country, 
especially the southern and parts of the 
central region, experienced below-normal 
rainfall due to dry spells in these areas.  
These mid-season dry spells are normal for 
this time, particularly over the southern areas 
of Malawi, and are usually good for plant 
growth and allow farmers to weed their fields.  
However, because farmers planted early this 
season due to the early onset of the rains, the 
dry spells occurred when the maize was 
already at tasseling and cob-forming stages.  
This is the crop that has been adversely 
affected.  The situation improved in the 
second dekad of January with most of the 
areas experiencing moderate to heavy rains.  
The rains continued in the third dekad of 
January, although with reduced intensity.   
 
In a nutshell, the rains have generally been 
good for crop production with a few local 
exceptions.  The rainfall distribution has been 
good across the whole country.  By the end 
of January, most areas had received 
cumulative rainfall ranging between 75 
percent and 124 percent of normal rainfall for 
the period October-January, as shown in 
Figure 1. 
 
 
 
1.2. CROP PRODUCTION 

 
The MoAI’s first-round crop estimates indicate that maize production this season will 
generally be good but lower than last year, mainly due to low farm inputs usage and 
continuous rains that have caused leaching and water logging in some areas.  Maize 
production is expected to drop by 15 percent from last season’s levels. 
 

Figure 1 
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Mpilisi Extension Planning Area (EPA) in Balaka RDP is reportedly the worst affected by 
dry spells and below-normal rainfall.  As a result, crop yields may drop by as much as 40 
percent compared with last year.  A similar situation is expected for Manjawira EPA of 
Ntcheu RDP, where the dry spell lasted for more than 4 weeks. 
 
Although the number of households running out of food from their own reserves is 
increasing, the situation is still much better than expected at this time of the year and 
there is no cause for concern.   
 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation released its first-round crop production estimates on 
February 15.  The expected outputs for the main crops are briefly described below.  
 
1.1.1. Maize 
 
Maize is the country’s major staple food as well as an important source of income for many 
farmers. 
 
Overall, maize production is expected to amount to 2,133,348 MT, representing a 15 percent 
drop from last year’s production of 2,501,311 MT.  The smallholder sector is expected to 
produce 199,0107 MT, 13 percent below the 2,290,018 MT produced by this sector last year.  
The estate sector is also expected to register a drop in production of 32 percent from 211,293 
MT last year to 143,241 MT this year.  All but two Agricultural Development Divisions (ADDs) are 
expected to experience a decline in maize production, ranging from 11 percent in Shire Valley 
ADD to 22 percent in Kasungu ADD.  Karonga ADD in the north is expected to register a 51 
percent increase over last year’s production (although Karonga ADD is not a major maize 
producer, as shown in Figure 2.)  Mzuzu ADD, also in the north, will register a smaller production 
increase of 3 percent. 
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The drop in maize production this year is mainly attributed to two factors.  First, levels of input 
use were low due to high input prices as well as low farmer incomes.  The absence of markets 
for maize during the past year adversely affected incomes of farmers who depend on maize for 
cash as well as food.  The targeted input program, previously known as the starter pack 
program, got off to a late start in distributing inputs and in many places farmers had already 
planted when they received the inputs.  In addition, the number of beneficiaries was reduced by 
half.  Hence, fewer households benefited from the program this year than in each of the past two 
years when all the smallholder households were beneficiaries.  This program had contributed to 
the increased input uptake in the past two years and consequently to increased crop production.   
 
Second, the rains have been heavy in some areas, resulting in leaching of the soil and water 
logging in dambos, which has adversely affected crop yields, including maize.  The rains also 
prevented farmers from weeding in some areas.  The heavy rains in some areas caused floods 
that damaged crops and property.   
 
In contrast, the dry spells have been severe in a few areas, including Bilira EPA in Bwanje Valley 
RDP, Manjawira EPA in Ntcheu RDP, and Mpilisi and Utale in Balaka RDP.  Balaka RDP has 
been the most adversely affected by the dry spells because even though the rains resumed, they 
have been below normal.  Mpilisi EPA is the hardest hit in the RDP, where the maize yield may 
drop by as much as 40 percent.  Karonga ADD is the only one expected to register an increase 
in maize yield.    
 
1.1.2. Rice 
 
Continuing rainfall is conducive to rice growing in most of the rice-growing areas, despite 
flooding in some areas. .  As a result, area planted and yields are expected to increase.  
Consequently, production is also expected to increase.  Rice production is estimated at 87,396 
MT, a 22 percent increase from 71,633 MT last year.  All ADDs that grow rice are expecting 
production increases, ranging from 7 percent in Mzuzu, Machinga, and Shire Valley ADDs, to 84 
percent in Kasungu ADD.  However, Kasungu ADD is not a major rice producer and its 
production is the lowest at 239 MT compared with 31,236 MT in Machinga ADD. 
 
1.1.3. Groundnuts 
 
Groundnut production this year is expected to increase 23 percent from 122,281 MT last year to 
151,002 MT.  All ADDs expect an increase in groundnut production except Shire Valley ADD, 
which anticipates a 23 percent drop due to the 30 percent drop in area cultivated..  The drop in 
area is attributed to the fact that last year many farmers grew groundnuts because of the 
availability of seed through the starter pack program, which this year was reduced in scope to 
target only the needy farmers.  However, all ADDs expect an increase in yields, ranging from 10 
percent in Shire Valley ADD to 69 percent in Karonga ADD.  
 
1.1.4. Cassava 
 
Cassava production, which has experienced tremendous increases in production in the past five 
to six years (see the Malawi Update for July 20, 2000), is expected to increase by another 12 
percent, from 2,794,617 MT last year to 3,142,666 MT this year.  All ADDs except Karonga are 
expected to register an increase in cassava production.  The increases range from 7 percent in 
Machinga ADD to 61 percent in Lilongwe ADD.  Karonga ADD anticipates a 7 percent drop in 
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cassava production due to a 2 percent reduction in area put to cassava and 6 percent decline in 
the cassava yield.  These are attributed to shortage of planting materials and attacks by the 
cassava mosaic disease and by mealy bugs.   
 
The increase in cassava production is attributed to ready availability of improved planting 
materials through seed multiplication programs and distribution of planting materials by NGOs.  
These have resulted in an increase in area planted to cassava by as much as 20 percent 
(Kasungu ADD).  Cassava yields are expected to increase by as much as 43 percent (Lilongwe 
ADD).  The increase in yield is attributed to planting of clean materials and increased use of 
improved cassava varieties.  Anecdotal reports indicate that some farmers, especially in 
Lilongwe East RDP, are opting for cassava instead of tobacco as a cash crop this year.  
 
1.1.5. Cotton 
 
Cotton production is expected to increase by 18 percent from 36,431 MT last year to 43,042 MT 
this year.  The increase is attributed to the motivating effect on farmers of good prices offered to 
the crop last year and a shift by some farmers from tobacco, which fetched very low prices last 
season, to other crops including cotton.  Despite this increase, cotton production during 2000/01 
will fall short of the 82,591 MT and 51,321 MT produced in 1995/96 and 1998/99 seasons, 
respectively. 
 
1.1.6. Tobacco 
 
Tobacco production estimates from the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation do not include the 
tobacco grown by the estate sector (estimated by the Tobacco Control Commission).  
Smallholder tobacco production is estimated to decrease by 7 percent from 98,614 MT last year 
to 91,383 MT this year.  The majority of ADDs expect a drop in production mainly due to 
reduction in area put to the crop as a result of last year’s poor prices offered at the auction floors. 
The reduction in area put to the crop ranges from 1 percent in Mzuzu ADD to 59 percent in Shire 
Valley ADD.  High fertilizer prices have also resulted in low input use, which in some areas has 
resulted in lowered yields.  
 
A number of firms have entered the inputs market since its liberalization in 1995, including 
ADMARC, Farmers World, Agricultural Trading Company, Agola, MaConell, Chipiku, individual 
traders, Chemical and Marketing Company.  However, as indicated earlier, the only limitation is 
the low purchasing power of farmers.   
 
Given the decline in cotton production in the last five years, the government is concerned with 
the reported lack of pesticides for cotton in Dowa East, Mangochi, Bwanje Valley, and Salima 
RDPs.  Bwanje Valley and Salima RDPs are among the major cotton producers in the country 
and have a critical role to play in supplying this important raw material for the garment industry.  
The government wants to promote this industry, which plans to take advantage of the opening of 
the American market under the U.S. African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) signed into law 
in May 2000.  Under this initiative, locally manufactured garments would enter the American 
market duty free.  The expected increase in cotton production this year is, therefore, an 
important development for Malawi.  
 
Field staff are reporting that tomato and Irish potato production in Ntcheu RDP is at risk due to a 
shortage of Daconil, a chemical used to control Late Bright disease in vegetables.  Ntcheu RDP 
is a major producer of these crops.   
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1.3. PASTURE AND LIVESTOCK CONDITIONS 
 
Drinking water for animals continues to be readily available due to the steadily falling 
rains across the country.   
 
Cases of African Swine Fever in pigs continue to exist in some of the RDPs.  There have 
also been isolated cases of Lumpy Skin and Black Quarter Diseases in cattle and 
Newcastle disease in chickens.  
 
Drinking water for animals is not a problem due the rains currently falling across the country.  
Most of the water sources are full.  Major sources of water include rivers, boreholes and 
dambos.   
 
Interviews with some RDP field staff indicate that cases of African Swine Fever exist in 
Phalombe RDP, Salima RDP (Khombedza, Tembwe, and Chinguluwe EPAs), and Mpinda EPA 
in Lilongwe East RDP.  Every effort is being made to bring the disease under control by 
restricting the movement of pigs and their products.  There was also an outbreak of Lumpy Skin 
disease in cattle in Mtakataka and Golomoti EPAs, which was brought under control through 
vaccination by veterinary officers.  Cases of Black Quarter have also been identified in Mpinda 
EPA of Lilongwe East RDP.   
 
An outbreak of Newcastle disease in Nachisaka EPA of Dowa East RDP has resulted in a 
number of deaths of chickens.  The chickens have been vaccinated in a bid to control the spread 
of the disease. 
 
 
2.  FOOD ACCESSIBILITY 
 
2.1. MARKET CONDITIONS 
 
Local market maize prices continue to rise due to increasing demand as more 
households run out of food from their own production.  In most markets the prices have 
risen above the MK5/kg offered by ADMARC but still remain lower than at the same time 
last year.   
 
Maize is readily available in both ADMARC and local markets for people to buy.   
 
Local market maize prices continued to rise in January, as expected.  However the rise is not as 
steep as usual around this time because the market demand for maize is not as high as in the 
past years due to better household food availability (Figure 3).   
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Figure 3:  Local Market Maize Prices for Selected Markets in Malawi, 2000 to 
2001
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The maize prices ranged from MK4.35/kg to MK11.54/kg at Chitipa and Nkhotakota markets, 
respectively.  Last year at the same time, the lowest price was MK5.05/kg and the highest price 
was MK12.73/kg.  The difference may not look that great in nominal terms, but it is significant in 
real terms considering the high inflation rate and the depreciation of the Malawi Kwacha over the 
past year (section 5) that has raised marketing costs, particularly transportation.   

 
Normally, market prices peak around this time of the year and bearing in mind that the current 
crop has already started maturing, the prices may not reach last year’s high of MK15/kg.  In most 
markets the prices have surpassed the ADMARC maize buying price of MK5/kg to an average of 
about MK7.50/kg.  However, farm gate prices remain generally lower than the ADMARC buying 
price, ranging from about MK3/kg up to MK5/kg.  It has been observed that in some of these 
places the middlemen are buying from ADMARC to sell in these local markets at a profit.  Some 
households still buy from these markets even when ADMARC offers cheaper maize, mostly for 
convenience.  Any quantity may be purchased at these markets, even less than a bag.  
Households also prefer local maize to the hybrid maize that ADMARC sells and, as such, they 
have a choice at the local markets.  Another important factor is that in a good season, like this 
one, most households who depend on these local markets are non-farm households living near 
the town centers where most of the markets are located. 
 
Reports from the field indicate that maize is readily available in both ADMARC and local markets 
for people to buy.  Households whose personal food stocks have been depleted engage in 
various activities to obtain cash to buy food, such as casual labor, selling firewood, fishing, 
brewing beer, and selling green winter maize.  The maize may not be in abundance in some 
markets because traders do not want to bring in amounts that they cannot sell. 



     FEWS NET: MALAWI, Monthly FS Report, January 2001; February 20 page 8

Figure 4: Distribution of ADMARC Maize Stocks and Sales by Region 
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Informal cross-border trade continues as normal along the borders of the country in all the three 
regions of the country, as reported last month.  
 
2.2. FOOD STOCKS 
 
Malawi has adequate food stocks, with official maize stocks (those owned by ADMARC 
and the Government) standing at 85,640 MT as of the end of the first week of February.  
At the current rate of ADMARC maize sales of about 3,500 MT per week, official stocks 
would last for about six months, until August/September.   
 
The country continues to have adequate maize stocks at both the household and national levels.  
Although it is difficult to quantify household stocks, reports from the field indicate that many 
households still have food (including maize) from last year’s harvest.  The official national maize 
stocks, on the other hand, decreased to 85,640 MT by the end of the first week of February, 
down by 26 percent from 116,165 MT around the same time last month.  Out of these maize 
stocks, 78,419 MT and 7,221 MT belong to the government and ADMARC, respectively.  The 
government has been forced to hold on to these huge stocks due to lack of a domestic market 
for the maize.  These stocks are more than enough, considering that the next harvest is due in 
two to three month’s time and that the current projection is for a good harvest this season.  At 
the current level of about 3,500 MT of maize sales per week by ADMARC, these stocks would 

last for about six months, up to about August/September.  In general, monthly ADMARC maize 
sales are expected to increase due to rising demand as the number of households running out of 
food from their own production increases.  ADMARC sales are expected to peak in February and 
then start declining around March-April when households start consuming food from this 
season’s on-farm production.  The current maize stocks therefore, may last more than six 
months, other factors being equal. 
 
Most of the official stocks are located in the central region near the silos and where most of the 
maize is grown.  Out of the 85,640 MT of maize stocks, 3,478 MT were held in the northern 
region, 67,430 MT in the central region, and 14,732 MT in the southern region.  Figure 4 shows 
the distribution of these stocks by region.   
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ADMARC maize sales amounted to 45,215 MT from the start of April last year to the end of the 
first week of February this year.  Figure 4 also shows that the southern region accounted for 
more than half (29,320 MT) of the total sales.  The northern and central regions registered less 
than half of the southern region sales at 8,127 MT and 7,768 MT, respectively.  However, the 
current sales level is far less than the 181,718 MT attained around the same time last year, even 
after deducting the 100,000 MT sold to government last year.  This is attributed to better 
household food availability this year.  
 
ADMARC in-kind recoveries of previous production loans amounted to 5,257 MT of maize by the 
end of first week of February.  Most of these recoveries (3,554 MT) were made in the central 
region, followed by 1,082 MT and 621 MT in the northern and southern regions, respectively.   
 
 
3. VULNERABILITY UPDATE 
 
The government has reiterated its warning to people living in flood-prone areas that there 
is a possibility of flooding any time due to the heavy rains falling in some parts of the 
country.  People in these areas are being advised to take precautions to ensure their 
safety in the event of heavy rainfall and flooding.  Floods have already occurred in a 
number of districts, most recently in Nsanje and Chikwawa Districts.  Media reports 
show that this is the worst so far and the extent of damage is yet to be assessed. 
 
With assistance from its partners, including government, the WFP is developing its 
country program for the period 2002-06.  
 
The rains falling across the country have been locally heavy, resulting in floods that damaged 
property and crops and resulted in loss of life.  The rains are continuing and the government, 
through the Department of Disaster Preparedness Relief and Rehabilitation, has repeated its call 
for households living in flood-prone areas to move upland as flooding can occur any time.  The 
districts where these flood-prone areas are found include Nsanje, Chikwawa, Phalombe, and 
Zomba in the south; Salima and Nkhotakota in the center; and Karonga in the north.  At the time 
this report was being written, floods had just occurred in Nsanje District, which media reports 
characterized as the worst flooding seen thus far out of a total of nine districts.  An assessment 
of the extent of damage is yet to be done.   
 
The WFP, with partner support, is currently developing its Country Strategic Outline for Malawi 
for the period 2002-06.  This outline will be based on the WFP agenda in Malawi, which calls for 
reducing food insecurity and vulnerability of the poor and food insecure segments of the 
community.  The geographic targeting of activities in this period will be based on a WFP 
Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping (VAM) baseline analysis and other related studies.   
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4.  MACRO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
 
The value of the Malawi Kwacha has remained stable, trading at about MK80/US$ for the 
third month in a row.  This is good news for the general public and the business 
community, who have been adversely affected by the continuous loss in value of the 
Kwacha during the June-October period.  
 
Petroleum importers have reduced the price of fuel by between 3.3 percent and 13.8 
percent in response to the drop in oil prices on the international market and the stability 
of the Malawi Kwacha.  
 
The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate remained relatively stable for a third consecutive month 
against currencies of the country’s major trading partners such as the United States, United 
Kingdom, South Africa, and Zimbabwe as shown in Figure 5 (Zimbabwe not shown).  The Malawi 
Kwacha has remained at about MK80/US$ since November.  This is a positive development for 
Malawians, who have seen their real incomes erode rapidly during the June-October period due 
to rapid depreciation of the Kwacha.  Prices of goods have also remained relatively stable.   
 

The petroleum importers have reduced the price of fuel effective February 1, 2001 in response to 
the drop in oil prices on the international market and stability in the value of the Malawi Kwacha.  
The price of petrol was reduced by 3.3 percent from MK51.50/litre to MK49.80/litre, diesel by 12.3 
percent from MK52.00/litre to MK45.60/litre, and paraffin by 13.8 percent from MK43.50/litre to 
MK37.50/litre.  However, the prices of commodities including food have not yet fallen in response 
to the fuel price reduction, resulting in complaints from the general public.  Rising commodity 
prices in the past have always been blamed on fuel price increases and the general public 
expected the reverse to be true. 
 

Figure 5: Malawi Kwacha Exchange Rates: 
January 1998 - January 2001 
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The national rate of inflation dropped by 1.7 percentage points, from 35.4 percent in December 
2000 to 33.7 percent in January 2001.  In contrast, the inflation in urban areas remained the 
same at 43.3 percent, while inflation in rural areas dropped by 2.4 percentage points from 31.6 
percent to 29.2 percent.  It is too early to determine whether this is the beginning of a downward 
trend in the inflation rate.  Rising inflation has an adverse effect on people’s incomes as it erodes 
their purchasing power and the ability of households to gain access to food, thereby affecting 
their food security. 


