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Highlights: 

 South Africa is estimated to produce 7 million tonnes in the 2015-16 harvest, a 3.8 million tonne shortfall compared to the 
2014-15 harvest. The shortfall is expected to have important repercussions on food security levels in 2016 across the whole of 
southern Africa (USDA, 2016).  

 Due to the difficult 2014-15 cereal harvest in southern Africa (3% above 5-year average trends but 21% lower than 2013-14 
levels), maize prices in the region have been increasing 3-4 months before the expected time of the lean season thereby pushing 
prices higher than their usual levels for the time of year.  

 Maize prices in 2016 have continued on an increasing trend from 2015 and are currently above five-year average levels for the 
time of year. As of January 2016 the price of maize in Malawi stands at 79.4% above its three-year average level for the time of 
year. The price of maize in January 2016 compared to five-year average levels across Southern Africa are as follows: 
Mozambique stands at 94.8%; South Africa 65.8%; Swaziland 54.5%; Tanzania 34.7%; Zambia 27.1%; Lesotho 24.8%, and 
Zimbabwe 19% 

 WFP ALPS: 72.5 percent (95 out of 131) of ALPS monitored markets in southern Africa are either in Stress, Alert or Crises in 
        January 2016, down from 94.6 percent of markets in December 2016. Zambia is experiencing a considerable decrease in the 

number of markets in Alert or Crises due to government intervention policies and cheaper maize from Tanzania.  

 As the lean season progresses, further increases in food prices are expected, instigated by low regional cereal stocks and 
speculation on the effects of El Niño weather vagaries on the 2015-16 regional cereal harvest.  

 
 Current International Food Staple Price Trend   Figure 1: FAO Food Price Index and Food Commodity Price Indices Trend  

FAO’s Food Price Index (FFPI) averaged 150.4 
in January 2016. This represented a decline 
of almost 3 points (1.9%) compared to 
December 2015 and down 29 points (16%) 
compared to January 2015. The prices of all 
commodities tracked by the FFPI fell, with 
sugar and dairy products registering the 
steepest decline. Moreover, the FAO Cereal 
Price Index was at 149.1 points in January 
down 2.5 points (1.7%) since December. The 
falling prices are thought to be led by ample 
global supplies, increased competition on the 
grain market and a strong US Dollar.                        
 
Unlike international food commodity prices,      
food prices in southern Africa continued 
maintained their above 5 year average price     Source: FAO http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/ 
levels. This is primarily driven by: the region  
experiencing reduced staple volumes on local markets due to a difficult 2013-14 harvest; serious national currency 
devaluations making imports more expensive reducing supply and driving up prices; high transportation costs especially for 
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land-locked countries increasing the price of imported foods; and the prolonged dry-spell which is driving the second 
consecutive below average cereal harvest in the region.  
 

 Current Regional Food Staple Price Trend: Maize prices across the region continued to increase in January 2016. The food 
price increases started in July 2015 in Malawi and Zimbabwe, 3-4 months earlier than usual. By January 2016 the countries 
reporting the biggest month-on-month increase in white maize prices are Swaziland (42.9% - maize meal), Mozambique 
(33.6%), and Malawi (31.3%).  

 
The region’s maize price increases are even more striking when looking at the current price of maize compared to their five 
– year averages for the time of year. Retail maize food prices in all monitored countries across southern Africa are above 
their five – year average levels for the time of year. Mozambique is 94.8% above, Malawi is 79.4% (three year average), 
South Africa is 65.8%, Swaziland 54.5%, Tanzania 34.7%, Zambia 27.1%, Lesotho 24.8%, and Zimbabwe 19% (Table 1).  
 

 Expected Regional Food Staple Price Trend: Regardless of falling international food prices, key staple food prices in 
southern Africa are expected to continue to stay at above five-year average levels for the following reasons: the 
continuation of the lean season; steep national currency devaluations to continue in the region, continuation of erratic 
weather disrupting crop growing patterns increasing the likelihood of a poor 2015-2016 harvest and high food import costs 
especially for the landlocked countries in the region.      

 
Table 1: RBJ retail and wholesale staple food price trends of white maize comparing January 2016 to December 2015  

Country 
Nominal retail 

price in Jan. 
2016 (USD/KG) 

% change retail 
price since Dec. 

2015 

Current retail price compared 
to 5 year Jan. average  

WFP wholesale 
tender price in 

Jan. 2016 
(USD/MT) 

% change WFP 
wholesale 

tender price 
since Dec 2015 

Nominal Real 

DRC (Goma) NA NA NA NA 350 -30 

Lesotho** 0.35 2 24.8 NA NA NA 

Madagascar 
(Rice) 

NA NA NA NA 450 -13.6 

Malawi 0.26 31.3 79.4*** 83.3 282.82 7.6 

Mozambique 
(Gorongosa) 

0.40 33.6 94.8 NA 424.33 37 

Swaziland** 0.88 42.9 54.5 NA 320 NA 

Tanzania* 
(Dodoma) 

0.30 2 34.7 18.9 261.07 -12.4 

Zambia*** 0.38 -7.2 27.1 17.2 275.8 18.9 

Zimbabwe 0.47 9.3 19 NA NA NA 

South Africa* 
(Durban) 

0.24 8.8 65.8 41.8 422 7.7% 

Source: WFP VAM Portal1 and FAO Food Price Monitoring Analysis2 
*Maize wholesale prices 
** Maize meal  
*** 3 year average (2013-15) 

 
Alert on Price Spikes (ALPS): ALPS3 is an indicator that monitors local food commodity prices and measures the extent to 
which food commodities found on local markets experience unusually high food price levels for the time of year. In January 
2016, 22 ALPS markets across 4 countries (Malawi, Mozambique Tanzania and Zambia) are found to be in Alert while 28 
other markets across the region are in Stress see Table 2.  Furthermore, 45 monitored markets across 3 countries (Malawi, 
Mozambique, Zambia) in southern Africa are found to be in Crisis, 36 of which were in Malawi, 8 in Mozambique and 1 in 
Zambia. Even though Zambia saw a decrease of 9 markets in Crisis in January, mainly due to government releasing strategic 
reserve maize on to the market, cheaper maize imports from Tanzania and some people switching to a cheaper alternative  

                                                           
1
  This is WFP’s centralized system for reporting of national and regional food security and vulnerability analysis monitoring information 

related to chronic and acute food insecurity. 
2
    FAO’s Food Price Monitoring and Analysis Tool is FAO’s online food price monitoring, analysis and reporting system. 

3
  ALPS classifies food price levels through four categories: Normal, Stress, Alert and Crisis. Under Normal the price is less than 0.25 

standard deviations away from the mean for the time of year; under Stress the price is between 0.25 and 1 standard deviation from the 
mean for the time of year; under Alert the price is between 1 and 2 standard deviations from the mean for the time of year; and under 
Crisis the price is above 2 standard deviations from the mean for the time of year. More information can be found on the ALPS website: 
http://foodprices.vam.wfp.org/alps.aspx  

http://foodprices.vam.wfp.org/alps.aspx
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staple (cassava), the number of markets in Crisis across the region actually increased by 9 since December, a 25% increase. 
Malawi saw the greatest increase with an additional 16 markets (80% increase) being reported in Crisis and Mozambique 
also saw an increase (3 markets or 60% increase).  

 
In general 72.5 percent (95 out of 131) of ALPS monitored markets in southern Africa are currently either in Stress, Alert or 
Crisis. This is a strong indication that food price levels on local markets in the region are well above their average trends for 
the same period in previous years. The two countries in the region with most of their monitored maize markets in Alert or 
Crisis are Malawi (97.8%), Mozambique (100%). 

 
Table 2: Price Mode of Monitored Food Markets in Southern Africa in January 2016 – ALPS  

Price Mode Malawi Mozambique Tanzania Zambia Zimbabwe Total markets for SA 

Normal 0 0 4 31 1 36 

Stress 1 0 14 11 2 28 

Alert 9 1 2 10 0 22 

Crisis 36 8 0 1 0 45 

Total monitored 
markets per country 

46 9 20 53 3 131 

Source: WFP 
 
Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia have markets through-out the country which are either in Alert or Crisis. Tanzania’s 
markets in Alert are found primarily in the north of the country.    

 
Figure 2: ALPS maize grain retail market price trend in Lunzu (Malawi) compared to average price levels for the time of year     

 
Source: WFP ALPS  

 
Figure 2 (above) illustrates the retail price trend of white maize over time for Lunzu market, a prime maize grain market in 
Malawi. In this market maize prices have steadily been increasing over time, however, since June 2015 maize grain prices in 
Lunzu have been in Alert compared to the maize grain retail prices for same month in previous years. Over the past five 
months the price increases have reached ALPS Crisis levels and the trend does not seem like it will reverse until the 2015-16 
harvest in April 2016. The main reasons for this unprecedented increase in price is the tightening of cereal supplies from 
the 2014-15 maize harvest with neighbouring countries also placing restrictions on export; speculation on a difficult 2015-
16 maize harvest due to extended dry spells during the 2015 crop planting season across southern Africa; in addition to the 
devaluation of the Malawian Kwacha which has devalued by 58% compared to January 2015 levels, inflation at 24% and 
high transport costs.   
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Mozambique’s increase in the retail price of maize continues unabated in 2016. White maize prices increased nationally 
from 17.58 Metical/kg in December 2015 to 20.25 Metical/kg in January 2016. Maize prices now stand at 94.8% above their 
5 year average levels. This increase is due to maize food prices increasing rapidly in places like Gorongoza, a prime maize 
market in Mozambique and low maize stocks in neighbouring countries in the region. Figure 3 illustrates the retail price 
trend of white maize over time for Gorongoza market. In this market maize prices have shot up by 216% over the past 7 
months compared to a usual increase of 52.5% for this period. WFP ALPS has placed the town in Crisis phase for maize food 
price increases and maize prices will likely increase further at least until the harvest, April 2016. However, the increasing 
likelihood of a lower than average 2015-16 harvest will likely maintain prices higher than their usual average levels for the 
time of year.  

 
Figure 3: ALPS Maize Grain Market Price Trend in Gorongoza (Mozambique) Compared to Month Average Price Levels  

 
Source: WFP ALPS http://foodprices.vam.wfp.org/alps.aspx 

 
 
 Plans/Upcoming Assessments in 2016: Botswana to undertake an urban assessment in February; SETSAN in Mozambique 

to conduct a Rapid Assessment in drought affected Areas in February, Lesotho’s LVAC to conduct a market assessment in 
February, and DRC to conduct an EFSA and a Market Assessment in North and South Ubangui in February.

 

http://foodprices.vam.wfp.org/alps.aspx

