
 

Minimum Expenditure Basket in Malawi - Round 2: 4th-8th May 2020 

A look at Food Prices and Availability in times of COVID-19 

Almost two months have passed since Malawi declared a 
State of Disaster due to the global health pandemic, 
COVID-19, and immediately began to implement 
mitigation measures to combat its spread. The measures 
have already impacted and continue to adversely affect 
the population in different ways and across many sectors 
of the economy.  

A look at the local markets shows that there have been 
disruptions in the demand and supply of key food and 
nonfood commodities due to restrictions on movements, 
partial shutdown of markets, and limited business 
opportunities. To better understand the adverse effects 
of these mitigating measures on Malawi’s economy, WFP 
continues to collect information on the prices and 
availability of key commodities.  

The Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) module consists 
of what a typical household requires in order to meet its 
basic needs.   

The objective of this indicator is to collect price and 
availability information for food and non-food 
commodities to better understand the movements and 
magnitude of the minimum expenditure of a typical 
household. This information is vital, as it could be used to 
support Government and partners’ decision-making 
processes vis-à-vis the values of basic food and non-food 
commodities. 

The design is based on the triangulation of information 
about needs, preferences, and demand behaviour of 
households to establish the essential food commodities 

and non-food products that are found in local markets. 
Data for the construction of both the rural and urban 
area MEBs was collected simultaneously using an in-
house call centre from over 150 traders in 71 rural and 
urban local markets who were asked to provide the 
market price of available food and non-food items during 
the period of May 4th-8th, 2020. 

The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB) is the 
bare minimum amount a household requires to 
maintain existence and cover lifesaving needs.  

There are several ways in which to construct an MEB. For 
this analysis, WFP has elected to construct a Survival 
Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB), which is defined as 
the bare minimum amount a household requires to 
maintain existence and cover lifesaving needs. This is 
done in-line with a rights-based approach based on 
previously assessed needs. 

To do this, WFP began by reviewing existing expenditure 
data that was collected in late 2019 and 2020 as part of 
its regular monitoring to better understand the typical 
expenditure (starting with food), then bringing elements 
of the household’s needs/rights, thus looking at essential 
non-food items.  

The food commodities selected to calculate the SMEB are 
those that make a typical rural and urban survival diet 
and include cereals, roots and tubers (cassava and sweet 
potatoes), pulses, oil, vegetables, fish, eggs, sugar, and 
salt. Using the Nutval, a spreadsheet application for 
planning and monitoring the nutrition content of food 
found on the local market, WFP determined a ration that 
meets the basic energy requirement of 2,100 kilocalories 
kilocalories per person per day. Of the total energy, 12%   
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is provided from proteins (requirement range is 10-12%) 
and 20% is from fats (requirement is at least 17% of 
energy should come from fats). 

In addition, WFP included the below non-food 
commodities when constructing its basket. 

For each of the items, WFP has detailed the key 
assumptions that were used when making its 
calculations.  

For the urban SMEB, a very slight uptick in the overall 
expenditure was observed between Round 1 (late April) 
and Round 2 (early May) of data collection. As per the 
the first week of May 2020, the overall SMEB is: 

This value is derived using aggregated data from 
Lilongwe, Blantyre, Zomba, and Mzuzu cities. This value is 
slightly higher (+MK 500) than the late-April reported 
value of MK 58,108. This slight increase may be due to 
combined small increases in the prices of tubers, maize, 
and laundry soap. At a regional level (rural), the totall 
value of the SMEB is as follows: 

Compared to the last two weeks of April, the SMEB has 
decreased by approximately 10 percent in the Rural 
Northern Region due to dips in the prices of maize and 
beans as well as the prices associated with firewood and 
milling. The decrease can largely be attributed to the fact 
that the harvest is ongoing, and households in the North 
are experiencing a relatively better harvest compared to 
households in the other regions (particularly the South). 
During this same period, the SMEB for the Rural 
Southern Region also decreased by 7 percent, mainly 
due to decreases in the price of roots and tubers with the 
onset of the sweet potato harvest. Meanwhile, the SMEB 
for the Rural Central Region remained almost 
unchanged overall despite an increase in the non-food 
component by 14 percent, mainly due to an increase in 
the price of firewood. [1] 

While the non-food expenditure increased significantly, 
there was a slight dip in the food share, which decreased 
by 3.3 percent. As a result, little movement was observed 
in the overall value of the SMEB. 

[1] It is important to note that during the first round, firewood 

was fixed at 50 MK per piece. In the second round, however, 

WFP collected the price of firewood, which traders’ reported at 

approximately 67 MK per piece.  

The Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) module 
consists of what a typical household requires in 

order to meet its basic needs. 
 

The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket 
(SMEB) is defined as the bare minimum amount a 

household requires to maintain existence and 
cover lifesaving needs. 

What does the SMEB Show? 

 Firewood: Assumes that households are purchasing 

firewood as opposed to collecting it themselves. This 

practice varies from location-to-location.  

 Matches: Assumes that an average household uses 

approximately four match boxes per month.  

 Electricity bills: Assumes that urban-based households 

are incurring costs for using electricity mainly for 

lighting and that this amount remains relatively      

constant over the course of a month regardless of the 

household size. This may not be the case for all       

households but is included in the urban SMEB. Thus, if 

an urban-based household does not have electricity, 

then said household’s SMEB would be reduced. This 

item is excluded when calculating the rural SMEB. 

 Soap: Assumes that over the course of one month the 

entire household uses two bars of soap for washing 

and another two bars for bathing.  

 Electricity Charges (phones, torch): Assumes that   

urban-based households are incurring charging costs 

for either a mobile phone and/or torch, regardless of 

household size. This may not be the case for all   

households but is included in the urban SMEB. This 

item is excluded when calculating the rural SMEB. 

 Food Basket: Constructed based on food items that 

are commonly available across the country and widely 

consumed by the typical Malawian household.  

 Meat, Eggs, and Dairy: The food component of the 

SMEB excludes both meat and milk, because these 

products are rarely consumed, especially by those  

classified as extremely vulnerable. The basket assumes 

that the average weight of an egg is approximately 50 

grams. This SMEB thus translates into the                  

consumption of approximately 14 eggs per month for 

a household size of 4.5.  

 Other Exclusions: The survival basket also excludes 

education costs (notably because schools remain 

closed), health-service fees and basic medicines, and 

agricultural input costs. Further information is being 

collected and is available upon request.  

Northern Region: MK 33,952 

Central Region: MK 37,649  

Southern Region: MK 38,079 

Urban Areas: MK 58,672 
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Malawi is expected to have a surplus in maize production, for the second consecutive year. Recent results from the 
second round of the Agriculture Production Estimates Survey (APES) show that 3.78 million MT of maize have been 
produced against an estimated national requirement of 3.3 million MT. This translates to an 11.5 percent increase 
compared to last year, when the country also had an above-average harvest. The production of other staples including 
potatoes, sweet potatoes, rice, millet, and sorghum have also increased. As expected, household food stocks and the 
market supply of staple foods is substantially higher at this time of the year.  Based on these estimates and conditions as 
they currently stand, the 
2020/2021 Lean Season should 
be relatively light. That said, there 
are a number of aggravating 
factors that could affect overall 
food security—notably for the 
most vulnerable—in the coming 
months. These include:  

• The pervasive spread of 
COVID-19 resulting in reduced 
income-generating activities 
(daily labor), limited cross-
border trade, and decreased 
investment by Government in 
key sectors; 

• The political context;  

• Difficulties in importing 
agricultural inputs into the 
country (linked to COVID-19); 

• The pull of grains (informal 
flows) to neighboring 
countries where farmers can 
yield higher prices; and  

• Another uptick in maize 
prices, pushing prices even 
further upwards.  

Maize Production and Prices 

Further, the percentage share of food to overall cost remains unchanged for the urban, Rural Northern Region, and 
Rural Southern Region, while it increased slightly in the Central Region. This may, in part, be attributed to price increases 
observed for non-food components, particularly the price of firewood. In general, aside from aggravating factors (i.e., 
COVID-19), we would not typically expect to see major price changes at this time of year in the total value of the SMEB, 
notably because the food component comprises the vast majority of the SMEB. Since this is the harvest period (and a 
relatively good season compared to past years) prices are not expected to fluctuate significantly. More importantly, with 
reference to the latest inflation rates from the National Statistical Office (NSO), the month-on-month inflation rate for 
April was -4.2 percent 
compared to -0.7 percent 
registered in March 
(National Statistics Office 
Stats Flash, April 2020). 
This implies the supply of 
goods is generally higher 
than the demand at this 
time of year. 
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Figure 1. Maize Production (MT) Trends, 2011-2020 

Figure 2. National Production (MT) Trends, 2011-2020 

Table 1. Percent Change in the SMEB, Round 1 and Round 2 
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Maize grain prices have been falling since the end of February. A continued fall or stabilization of grain prices is expected 
in the coming weeks as harvests in the Central Region near their peak and harvests in the Northern Region begin. The 
low prices have been further driven by increased cereal production. Grain prices averaged MK 164 per kilogram in the 
first week of May, much lower than earlier this year but still 19 percent higher than this same time last year and 36 
percent higher than the five-year average. 

Policy wise, the government’s grain marketing body, the Agriculture Development and Marketing Corporation 
(ADMARC), continues to purchase maize grain from farmers at MK 200 per kilogram as per the Ministry of Agriculture’s 
minimum price floor directive. The export ban on maize and related products is still in place to promote food security in 
the country and is now being even more enforced under the COVID-19 restrictions. 

Pulses Production and Prices 
During the first week of May, the price of beans increased by 5 percent but remained much lower than three months 
ago and almost the same as this same time last year, while cowpea and pigeon pea prices decreased compared to this 
same time last year. Harvests for pigeon peas are expected to start sometime next month. As such, nominal prices are 
expected to start falling based on seasonal trends. Unlike pigeon peas, most of the beans and cowpeas have been 
harvested, and the marketing season is in 
full swing. As such, the prices of these 
pulses are expected to either remain stable 
or slightly increase in the coming weeks 
depending on domestic demand. 

Table 2. Percentage Change in Price of Pulses 

Table 1A. Survival MEB for the Rural Northern Region 

 

Item 
Quantity/
person/ 
month 

 Unit of 
measure 

 Price per 
Heap/ 
Bunch 
(MK) 

 Cost/person/
month 

ROUND TWO 
MEB Household 
size = 4.5 people 

 ROUND ONE 
MEB Household 
Size=4.5 people 

Food commodities             

Cereals (Maize) 12.60  Kg 134 1,688 7,598 9129 

Pulses 1.50  Kg 590 885 3,983 4151 

Cooking Oil 0.75  Kg 936 702 3,159 3233 

Roots and Tubers 0.60  Kg 300 180 81 815 

Salt, Iodized 0.15  Kg 300 45 203 203 

Vegetables (dark green, 
indigenous, exotic) 

3.00  Kg 47 940 4,230 4860 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15  Kg 88 264 1,188 1256 

Fish (dried) 0.60  Kg 240 1,152 5,184 5400 

Sugar 0.60  Kg 886 532 2,392 2476 

Total Food Cost       6,388 28,746 31523 

Fuel wood 50 lumpsum 53 2,650 2,650 3450 

Match Box 4 boxes 42 168 168 168 

Milling 4 times 327 1,308 1,308 1416 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 230 460 460 506 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 310 620 620 650 

Sub-Total for NFIs       5,206 5,206 6150 

TOTAL MEB       11,594 33,952 37713 
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Table 1B. Survival MEB for the Rural Central Region 

 

Item 
Quantity/
person/ 
month 

 Unit of 
measure 

 Price per 
Heap/ 

Bunch (MK) 

 Cost/person/
month 

ROUND TWO 
MEB Household 
size = 4.5 people 

 ROUND ONE 
MEB Household 
Size=4.5 people 

Food commodities             

Cereals (Maize) 12.60  Kg 149 1,877 8,448 8,618 

Pulses 1.50  Kg 671 1,007 4,529 4,745 

Cooking Oil 0.75  Kg 997 748 3,365 3,237 

Roots and Tubers 0.60  Kg 218 131 589 608 

Salt, Iodized 0.15  Kg 300 45 203 203 

Vegetables (dark green, 
indigenous, exotic) 

3.00  Kg 55 1,100 4,950 5,760 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15  Kg 87 261 1,175 1,202 

Fish (dried) 0.60  Kg 296 1,421 6,394 6,415 

Sugar 0.60  Kg 870 522 2,349 2,303 

Total Food Cost       7,111 32,001 33,090 

Fuel wood 50 lumpsum 67 3,350 3,350 2,500 

Match Box 4 boxes 49 196 196 192 

Milling 4 times 329 1,316 1,316 1,380 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 104 208 208 208 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 289 578 578 670 

Sub-Total for NFIs       5,648  5,648 4,950 

TOTAL MEB       12,759 37,649 38,040 

Item 
Quantity/
person/ 
month 

 Unit of 
measure 

 Price per 
Heap/ 

Bunch (MK) 

 Cost/person/
month 

ROUND TWO 
MEB Household 
size = 4.5 people 

 ROUND ONE 
MEB Household 
Size=4.5 people 

Food commodities             

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg 179 2,255 10,149 9,526 

Pulses 1.50 Kg 178 267 1,202 5,130 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg 1,014 761 3,422 3,500 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg 259 155 699 753 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg 300 45 203 203 

Vegetables (dark green, 
indigenous, exotic) 

3.00 Kg 62 1,240 5,580 5,490 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg 96 288 1,296 1,269 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg 269 1,291 5,810 5,292 

Sugar 0.60 Kg 874 524 2,360 2,319 

Total Food Cost    6,827 30,721 33,482 

Fuel wood 100 lumpsum 50 5,000 5,000 5,000 

Match Box 4 boxes 49 196 196 192 

Milling 4 times 338 1,352 1,352 1,392 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 104 208 208 214 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 301 602 602 584 

Sub-Total for NFIs    7,358 7,358 7,382 

TOTAL MEB    14,185 38,079 40,864 

Table 1C. Survival MEB for the Rural Southern Region 
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For more information please contact: Maribeth Black (maribeth.black@wfp.org), Head of VAM and M&E 

Table 1D. Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 

 

Item 
Quantity/
person/ 
month 

 Unit of 
measure 

 Price per 
Heap/ Bunch 

(MK) 

 Cost/person/
month 

ROUND TWO 
MEB House-

hold size = 4.5 
people 

 ROUND ONE 
MEB House-
hold Size=4.5 

people 

Food commodities             

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg 177 2,230 10,036 9,469 

Pulses 1.50 Kg 758 1,137 5,117 5,009 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg 1,175 881 3,966 4,077 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg 310 186 837 743 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg 500 75 338 338 

Vegetables (dark 
green, indigenous, 
exotic) 

3.00 Kg 46 920 4,140 4,050 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg 88 264 1,188 1,256 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg 208 998 4,493 4,493 

Sugar 0.60 Kg 833 500 2,249 2,292 

Total Food Cost    7,192 32,362 31,728 

Charcoal/Briquettes 50 Kgs 225 11,250 11,250 11,250 

Match Box 4 boxes 50 200 200 200 

Electricity bills 10 times 100 1,000 1,000 1,000 

Electrical charging 

(phones, torches) 
15 times 100 1,500 1,500 1,500 

Milling 4 times 392 1,568 1,568 1,600 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 105 210 210 230 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 291 582 582 600 

House rent 1 month 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 

Sub-Total for NFIs    26,310 26,310 26,380 

TOTAL MEB    33,502 58,672 58,108 


