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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 Most parts of the country have experienced a dry spell for the past 2-3 weeks, 
threatening crop production prospects for the season.  

 
 Widespread consumption and theft of green maize due to the current maize 

shortage may adversely affect the final harvest outcome and compromise food 
security for the 2002/2003 consumption period.  

 
 The Government has declared the current food security situation a “disaster” 

and has appealed for assistance from various sources, including the donor 
community.  

 
 The National Food Reserve Agency received about 83,000 MT out of the 150,000 

MT of the planned maize imports by the second week of March 2002.  However, 
demand continues to outstrip supplies. 

 
 Local market maize prices continue to rise in many local markets due to 

continued scarcity and rationing of maize in ADMARC markets where the price 
is fixed.    

 
 There are signs that the food security situation is beginning to improve in the 

short term as maturing crops become available for consumption; as reduced 
market demand is causing prices to drop in some markets in the south; and as 
livestock prices stabilize, albeit at low levels, because people no longer need to 
sell as many animals to purchase food staples. 

 
 The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate appears to have stabilized since early 

February at about MK73/US$1.00, although there is speculation that it may 
depreciate further.   
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Figure 1:  

Source: Meteorological Department 

1.  FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
 
a.  AGROCLIMATIC CONDITIONS 
 
Rainfall declined in most parts of the country between the end of February and mid-
March.  However, most parts of the country experienced normal rainfall for the season 
through the end of the first week of March 2002.  
 
Rainfall declined toward the end of February in most parts of the country.  According to 
Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation (MoAI) field officers, the Southern and parts of the 
Central Region have experienced a two- to three-week dry spell, and in many areas 
the rains have not yet resumed.  The drop in rainfall activity is mainly attributed to the 
northward shift of the main rainfall-bearing system, the Inter-Tropical Convergence 
Zone (ITCZ), away from the Southern and Central Regions.  
 
Figure 1 shows the extent of the dry spell experienced during the first dekad (10-day 
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period) of March, mostly in the Southern and Central Regions and parts of the Northern 
Region.  In the Southern Region, all districts have been affected by the dry spell.  In 
Mangochi Rural Development Program (RDP), the worst affected areas include 
Mbwadzulu and part of Nasenga Extension Planning Areas (EPAs).  Some of the maize 
crops have wilted and those that were at the critical stages of tasseling and cob 
formation will be badly affected.  Some of this crop has reached the permanent wilting 
point and will not recover even if the rains resume.  Zomba RDP has also experienced a 
three-week dry spell and rains had not yet resumed as of the second dekad of March.  
Only Thondwe and Dzaone EPAs, where most of the crop has already matured, will not 
be adversely affected by the dry spell.   
 
Most areas in the Central Region also continue to experience a dry spell, now ranging 
from 3 to 4 weeks. However, the impact is more severe in the Central Region where the 
crop is relatively younger than in the Southern Region.  Field officers in some of the RDPs 
estimate that more than 70 percent of the maize crop is at the critical tasselling and 
cobbing stages.  In Salima RDP, the most affected areas include Chipoka EPA and parts 
of Tembwe and Khombedza EPAs.  In Ntchisi and Kasungu RDPs, all the EPAs have been 
affected by the dry spell.  If the rains do not resume in another week most of the crops 
will be lost. 
 
In the Northern Region the rains are generally progressing well.  However, if the one 
week dry spell continues in some parts of Central Mzimba RDP, it may have a negative 
impact on production as most of the maize crops are at a critical stage of 
development.   
 
Despite the dry spells, most areas have received normal to above-normal cumulative 
rainfall for the season, according to the Department of Meteorology, Figure 1. 
 
b.  CROP PRODUCTION PROSPECTS 
 
Crop production prospects are threatened by the continued dry spell in the Southern and 
parts of the Central Region. 
 
Premature harvesting of green maize for consumption and sale due to the tight food 
security situation may compromise future national and household food security. 
 
Figures released in February by the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation showed that 
maize production is expected to increase by 16 percent from 1.7 million MT last year to 
nearly 2.0 million MT this year, but the prospects no longer look bright.  Due to the tight 
food security situation across the country, some farm households have been forced to 
prematurely harvest their crop for consumption or sale to buy dry maize grain on the 
market.  In addition, there have been widespread cases of green maize theft from the 
field, especially in the Southern and Central Regions, prompting desperate farmers to 
severely beat, and in some cases even kill, those who get caught. to the extent that 
some of the thieves have been severely beaten resulting in serious injuries and 
sometimes even death. 
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However, the widespread dry spell in the Southern and Central Regions is by far the 
major adverse factor that is likely to lower the final harvest outcome from the first-round 
estimate of 1,989,505 MT.  The impact of the dry spell will be greater in the Central 
Region (especially from Dedza District northwards) where a good proportion of the 
crop is at tasselling to cobbing stages due to variations in the onset of planting rains.  
The Central Region is the major producer of maize and a drop in production will have a 
significant impact on maize supplies and food security in the country.  Using the first-
round production figures, for instance, about 46 percent of the expected maize 
production comes from the Central Region, compared with 41 percent and 13 percent 
from the Southern and Northern Regions, respectively.  However, the maize production 
situation will become clear after the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation releases its 
second-round estimates in early April. 
 
 
2.  FOOD SECURITY SITUATION AND PROSPECTS 
 
This section looks at food availability at both household and national levels as well as 
market conditions, including availability and prices of food in the markets with emphasis 
on maize, the country’s main staple food. 
 
a. Food Availability 
 
The Government declared the current food security situation a “disaster” and has made 
broad appeal for assistance. 
 
The maize shortage at the rural household level has reached a critical stage as most 
households have run out of food from their own production and have to depend on 
the market for supplies.  Unfortunately, maize is very expensive in the local markets and 
not readily available in the lower, fixed-price ADMARC markets.   
 
The maize shortage, much more widespread this year than normal, is mainly attributed 
to the drop in maize production last year (2001/02) and slow-arriving imports since 
October.  The maize shortage reached such a critical stage that the Government was 
compelled to declare a “disaster" on February 27.  The President appealed to the 
general public, private sector, governmental and nongovernmental organizations, and 
the donor community for food aid and assistance for the remainder of the 2001/02 
consumption year (April-March) and the 2002/03 consumption year 
 
However, the situation is better in the major cassava-growing areas that also consider 
cassava as a staple food, such as Nkhatabay and most parts of Nkhotakota and 
Karonga Districts.  Households here are able to supplement their diets with cassava. 
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b. Market Conditions and Food Access 
 
Maize imports continue to arrive from South Africa and Tanzania.  Malawi had received 
83,000 MT of the 150,000 MT of planned maize imports by the second week of March. 
 
ADMARC can no longer keep maize on hand due to high demand.  Reports from the field 
indicate that maize lasts only one to two days after arriving at some ADMARC markets.   
 
Local market maize prices continue to rise in most markets due to continued scarcity of 
maize in ADMARC markets.  However, in a few markets in the south prices are beginning 
to drop as more people are consuming newly maturing crops from their gardens.   
 
Maize imported by the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) to address the maize 
shortfall in the country continues to trickle in from South Africa.  By the second week of 
March, Malawi had received a total of about 83,000 MT of the 150,000 MT of imports 
that were planned to arrive by the end of December.  The flow of maize imports has 

slightly improved due to a decision by NFRA and its South African suppliers to obtain 
additional maize from Tanzania.  Tanzania has fewer transport problems than South 
Africa, where high regional demand has created logistical bottlenecks in the flow of 
maize.  All in all, some 30,000 MT of the maize is expected to come from Tanzania  
 
As reported last month, ADMARC depends on NFRA-imported maize for sale in its 
markets.  The slow inflow of this maize causes ADMARC markets to frequently run out of 
maize within a few days due to excess demand. In addition, the flow of NFRA maize to 

Figure 2.  Local Market Maize Prices for Selected Markets 
in Malawi: 2001-02
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ADMARC markets is erratic, in some cases about once a month.  To ensure that more 
people have access to maize when it arrives, ADMARC is rationing the maize sales in 
the range of 10 kg to 25 kg per person per day. 
 
Local retail markets, on the other hand, have maize, but it is expensive and many  
people cannot afford it.  Local market maize prices continue to rise, albeit at a slower 
rate, as some rural households begin consuming immature (green) maize from their 
fields.  Maize prices are expected to peak around January/February, the middle of the 
hungry season, and then start falling in end-March/early April as households begin to 
harvest and consume their mature crops.   
 
Overall, prices remain high.  Statistics from the MoAI show that maize prices in February 
ranged between MK19.23/kg in Karonga and MK43.11/kg in Salima.  In most markets 
maize prices are above MK30.00/kg.  Figure 2 shows the local market maize price trends 
in selected markets over the past year.  As usual, the lowest prices were experienced 
around the harvest time in June when prices ranged between MK5.29/kg in Chitipa and 
MK10.43/Kkg in Namwera markets.  The rate of increase of maize prices this year, 
therefore, has been very dramatic.  Prices are also much higher than at the same time 
last year despite the drop in inflation rate from 33.7 percent to 20.2 percent between 
January last year and January this year.   
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Figure 3 compares local market maize prices for February 2001 and 2002.  In most 
markets maize prices are 5 to 7 times those of last year at the same time. 
 
Nonetheless, prices are relatively low in a few markets.  In the Northern Region, the 
inflow of formal and informal maize exports from Tanzania has dampened prices in 
Chitipa, Karonga, and Mzuzu.  February prices ranged from MK19.23/kg in Karonga to 
MK23.36 in Chitipa.  In normal years, Tanzanian maize largely stays within the north due 
to high transport costs that make it too expensive further south.  This year, Tanzanian 
maize is found almost everywhere, mainly in the urban and district centers, because 
Tanzanian maize competes favorably with the high prices in local markets.   
 
In the Southern Region, several factors account for lower prices in some markets.   

• The harvest of dimba (winter) maize has held prices lower, especially in the lower 
Shire Valley where dimba cultivation is quite significant.  Most of the dimba 
maize was harvested in October and contributed to slight drops in maize prices 
in Bangula and Nchalo at that time (see Figure 2 for Nchalo).  Prices in these 
markets continue to be lower than those in the Central Region.       

• Informal maize imports from Mozambique are another factor holding prices 
lower. Early-harvested Mozambican maize (with high moisture content) started 
entering Malawi in early March and sells between MK600 and MK750 per 50-kg 
bag at Muloza border market in Mulanje District. Traders expect prices to further 
drop as the maize in Mozambique dries out and import volumes increase.  

• A third factor is the increased consumption of early maturing crops.  A few 
markets in the Southern Region have already registered a drop in maize prices 
between January and February.  These include Mangochi (a 17 percent drop) 
and Ntaja (3 percent).   

 
As usual, the lowest prices last year were experienced around the harvest time in June 
when prices ranged between MK5.29/kg in Chitipa and MK10.43/kg in Namwera 
markets.  The rate of increase in maize prices this year, therefore, has been very 
dramatic, as shown in Figure 2.  The prices are also much higher than at the same time 
last year despite the drop in inflation rate from 33.7 percent to 20.2 percent between 
January last year and January this year.   
 
 
3. VULNERABILITY UPDATE 
 
Food shortages at the household level reach a critical stage, resulting in rising cases of 
malnutrition across all age groups.  Anecdotal reports indicate some people have died 
from hunger or hunger-related diseases. 
 
There is no mass starvation, but Malawi is on the brink of a serious hunger crisis.  The 
government’s disaster appeal aims to alleviate the suffering of the vulnerable group 
populations by requesting emergency food and non-food aid assistance from donors 
and well-wishers.  Because of this broad appeal, there is a need for proper coordination 
between donors NGOs and the government to ensure efficient delivery of emergency 
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assistance.  In addition, an in-depth food needs assessment needs to be undertaken 
soon after the release of the second round crop estimates in April so that the 
magnitude of the problem can be well understood and a proper response plan 
developed.    
 
The general response to the disaster appeal has been slow, yet some relief and 
development agencies feel that the appeal comes too late as harvesting of the maize 
crop will start soon.  Many households have been forced to prematurely harvest their 
crops to avert hunger.  This will adversely affect the 2001/02 final harvest outcome, 
thereby affecting maize availability, maize access, and the household food security 
situation for the coming consumption year (April-March).  The need for assistance will 
continue beyond the immediate post-harvest period, as many households will not 
produce enough to take them from one harvest to the next.  Given the declines 
forecast in the projected harvest, many households will have exhausted their stocks as 
early as July/August.   
 
The food shortage has increased cases of malnutrition, especially among children.  
Some adults are also equally affected.  There are reports of adults becoming marasmic 
and, in extreme cases, even dying, although these reports have been difficult to verify.  
However, according to USAID sources, 750,000 to 1 million Malawians are “very 
vulnerable” to food insecurity.  The overall situation could evolve into a large-scale food 
emergency by September or October when many subsistence households run short of 
food — and measures for coping with hunger. 
 
One group that has been severely affected by the maize shortage is the tenant 
households group who work on the tobacco estates.  Most of these estates are located 
in the Central Region; they attract tenants mostly from the Southern Region where land 
pressure is a problem.  These tenant households have no relatives nearby and do not 
benefit from the extended family social systems that operate within the society.  These 
people usually depend on the estate owners for food.  Because of the maize shortage, 
there are reports that some estate owners are chasing their tenants away since they 
can no longer provide them with food.  As reported in the joint food assessment field 
trip report by FEWS NET, EU (Food Security Unit) and WFP of February/March, some of 
these tenant households have camped at the country’s main political party offices at 
Kasungu and are asking the Ministry of Labour and other government offices to 
transport them back to their original homes.  
 
As little maize reaches rural areas, households either depend on ADMARC markets or 
have to walk long distances to urban centers to buy maize which, more often than not, 
is priced beyond the reach of the majority of the poor.  There has been a noticeable 
influx of people, mostly women and children, to urban centers seeking casual labor or 
begging for something to eat. 
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4.  PASTURE AND LIVESTOCK CONDITIONS 
 
Livestock prices stabilize at low levels.   
 
Livestock prices have now stabilized, albeit at extremely low levels, following distress 
sales of household livestock.  Prices have stabilized because an increasing number of 
households are starting to harvest and consume maturing crops from their fields and 
are no longer pressured to sell their livestock to buy food.   
 
 
5.  MACRO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
 
The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate has stabilized at about MK73/US$1.00 since the 
beginning of February.  
 
The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate has stabilized at about MK73/US$1.00 since the 
beginning of February, amid speculation of continued depreciation of the currency 
from some of the public and business community.  The exchange rate has been under 
pressure due to reduced donor inflows of foreign exchange, a problem which it was 
hoped would be resolved after the recent discussions between the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF and the government).  Without a successful outcome to the 
discussions, it is likely that the Kwacha will continue to depreciate.  As reported last 
month, such depreciation of the local currency will be detrimental to food security by 
increasing the low prices of imported good and services, including food.   
 
 


