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	Harvesting of the 2011/12 main season cereal crops is underway across Southern Africa and is expected to continue 
until June/July. Current crop prospects point to a slight decrease in maize production (the main food staple) compared 
to 2011, following a contraction in the area planted and a protracted dry spell in early 2012.
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Irregular rains during 2011/12 cropping season
The first three months of the 2011/12 cropping season 

(October-December 2011) were largely characterised by 

erratic precipitation, both spatially and temporally, resulting 

in localised early season water deficits, particularly in eastern 

areas. While the start of the following quarter (January-March 

2012) was marked by an intense period of torrential rains, 

associated with the passing of successive tropical cyclones 

in the Mozambique Channel, a protracted dry period in 

February impacted southern Zimbabwe, southern and central 

Mozambique and central areas of Botswana in particular, 

intensifying water deficits and resulting in permanent crop 

wilting in some of the affected areas.

The water requirement satisfaction index (WRSI) for maize 

(Figure 1) illustrates the poor vegetation conditions in southern 

parts of Mozambique, Botswana, Madagascar, and Zimbabwe, as 

well as western areas of South Africa’s maize triangle. Although 

these areas do not constitute the main maize growing regions 

in their respective country (with the exception of South Africa’s 

maize triangle), production shortfalls may impact localized food 

supplies. 

Cereal production estimated to decrease, but 
remain above average

In South Africa, the subregion’s dominant producer 

(accounting for about 45 percent of the total cereal output of the 

subregion), farmers responded positively to high maize prices in 

2011, increasing plantings. The 2012 maize output is anticipated 

to exceed last year’s level by 7 percent, estimated at 11.7 million 

tonnes; however, below average rains in February and March 

affected yield levels and may have dampened a potentially larger 

harvest. 

Elsewhere in the subregion, crop assessments and field 

observations point to a contraction in plantings in Lesotho, 

Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe for the 2011/12 cropping 

season, while the planted area to maize is estimated to remain 

unchanged in Mozambique and Malawi. Despite generally 

favourable weather conditions in the main central and 

northern producing regions of Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia, 
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Figure 1: Maize water requirement satisfaction 
index March (3rd dekad) 2012 
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1 Commercial and non‐commercial sector.

Areas  highlighted  in  red 
indicate  locations  that 
suffered  water  stress, 
resulting  in  probable 
yield decreases. 

Source: MARSOP‐JRC

Figure 1: Maize water requirement 
satisfaction index March (3rd dekad) 2012

Please see the forthcoming Crop Prospects and Food Situation report, scheduled for release in June 2012, for an update.

www.fao.org/giews



GIEWS    14 May 20122

and Zimbabwe, the prolonged dry spell 

depressed national maize production to 

levels below 2011 (Table 1). In Zimbabwe, 

the effect was more severe, with an 

estimated 722 557 hectares of maize (43 

percent of the total cropped area to maize), 

mainly in southern provinces, written off 

as a consequence of the moisture deficits. 

Production is therefore estimated to be one 

third lower than the previous year. Rice 

production in Madagascar is estimated 

to decrease in 2012, on account of crop 

damage caused by successive tropical 

cyclones at the start of 2012, particularly 

affecting eastern districts, where recent assessments indicate 

damage of up to 75 percent in some locations. 

In the import dependent countries of Lesotho, Swaziland and 

Botswana a combination of limited input access and irregular 

rains contributed to a reduction in cereal production. 

In Namibia, another import dependent country, preliminary 

estimates indicate a larger cereal harvest in 2012. Prospects in 

Angola are mixed, due to a long period of below normal rains 

impacting coastal and northern regions, while satellite based 

images indicate satisfactory vegetation conditions in southern 

regions of the country. 

Sorghum production is estimated to decline across the 

subregion, while estimates indicate a comparable millet harvest 

to the previous year. The winter wheat crop, to be harvested from 

September/October 2012, is projected to decrease, reflecting 

lower planting intentions in South Africa, despite an expected 

larger crop in Zambia and Zimbabwe. Overall, in 2012, the cereal 

output for the subregion is currently estimated to contract by 

2.3 percent to 30.5 million tonnes. At this level, production still 

exceeds the previous five year average.

Market prices have shown mixed trends 
In the main exporting country, South Africa, robust international 

demand and a significant reduction in closing stocks (down 1.7 

million tonnes compared to the previous season)  fuelled price 

increases to record levels in January 2012 (Figure 2). South Africa 

has in response imported maize to help buffer supply levels. 

Prices of yellow and white maize increased marginally in March 

2012 but declined by 9 and 8 percent to Rand 2 159 and Rand 

2 293 per tonne, respectively, in April compared to the previous 

month. At these levels prices remained below their record levels 

of January 2012 but were approximately 30 to 40 percent higher 

than one year earlier. 

Prices in Lesotho and Swaziland have risen since the last 

quarter of 2011, closely corresponding to the higher prices in 

South Africa, their main trading partner.

Malawi experienced rapid price rises in the last quarter of 

2011 and the beginning of 2012 in southern markets. However, 

following the suspension of exports in December 2011, prices 

decreased in February and March 2012, but national average 

maize prices remain above their levels of one year earlier. In 

contrast, maize prices in Zambia are below the last 3-year 

average, owing to adequate domestic supplies. Prices of maize in 

Zimbabwe (Harare), as well as rice prices in Madagascar (national 
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2011    
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2012    
f'cast

2011    
estim.

2012    
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Change: 
2012/2011 (%)

Southern Africa 22.7 22.6 4.8 4.5 31.3 30.5 -2.3

 - excl. South Africa 11.8 10.9 4.8 4.5 17.9 16.7 -6.9
Madagascar 0.4 0.4 4.3 4.0 4.7 4.4 -6.7

Malawi 3.9 3.6 0.1 0.1 4.1 3.8 -7.1

Mozambique 2.2 2.0 0.3 0.3 2.9 2.8 -5.7

South Africa 10.9 11.7 0.0 0.0 13.4 13.9 3.7

Zambia 3.0 2.8 0.0 0.1 3.4 3.2 -6.0

Zimbabwe 1.5 1.0 0.0 0.0 1.7 1.2 -30.4

Note: Totals and percentage change computed from unrounded data.
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Figure 2. White maize prices in selected Southern 
African markets

USD/kg

South Africa*  
Randfontein

Zambia   
National average

Zimbabwe 
Harare

*Wholesale prices, all others retail prices.

Malawi   
Nsanje 

Sources:  FEWSNET, Zimbabwe; Central Statistical Office, Zambia; SAFEX Agricultural 
Products Division, South Africa; Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security, Malawi.  
Note: Malawi data from Dec.10 to Jan.11 are missing.  
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average) have exhibited seasonable increases towards the end of 

2011 and beginning of 2012. In February and March however, 

new supplies from the harvest resulted in price declines. 

Import requirements set to increase in 2012/13 
marketing year (April-May/May-April) 
Following the estimated decline in cereal production, import 

requirements for the subregion as a whole are forecast to rise in 

the 2012/13 marketing year, although expected to remain below 

the 5-year average (2007/08-2011/12). 

In Zambia, a reduction in the level of the exportable surplus 

is forecast following the relatively substantial exports of 442 000 

tonnes during 2011/12. However, given the sizeable national 

stock, exports are expected to continue in the following months. 

Similarly, Malawi is also expected to register a drop in potential 

exportable surpluses (exports are currently subject to a temporary 

suspension since December 2011, in an effort to direct increased 

supplies to southern markets to counter high domestic prices). 

In South Africa, in spite of the larger 2012 harvest, reduced 

exports are forecast in the current marketing year compared to 

2011/12. Overall, and based on current production estimates, the 

subregional maize supply is forecast to still satisfy the anticipated 

import requirement of importing countries within the subregion. 

Despite the generally stable conditions, food 
insecurity likely to increase in some areas 
In parts of southern Africa, current production shortfalls will 

add to earlier poor harvests and is expected to weigh heavily 

on the households coping capacities and livelihoods. Areas 

affected include southern Malawi and Zimbabwe, southern and 

central interior regions of Mozambique, and Lesotho. Lower rice 

production in Madagascar, particularly in eastern districts, is also 

expected to negatively impact on the food security conditions, 

forcing an earlier than normal start of the lean season in 2012. 

Vulnerability assessments are scheduled to be conducted in May/

June and will provide a clearer picture of the current and projected 

food security situation, as well as the possible food assistance 

requirements.


