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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 The rains normally finish at the end of March, but the erratic rainfall pattern this year 
makes predictions difficult. 

 Localized heavy rains caused flooding in Phalombe and Zomba Districts, reportedly 
causing more damage in Phalombe than Zomba.   

 Consumption of matured crops from the field has improved food supplies for some 
households.   

 The National Statistics Office released the first round of crop production estimates on 
March 13, suggesting a 4% drop in smallholder summer maize production; however, 
these figures do not include winter and estate maize production.   

 The president directed ADMARC to ensure that all ADMARC markets have sufficient 
supplies of maize and authorized the National Food Reserve agency (NFRA) to release 
20,000 MT of maize from the SGR for sale in the ADMARC markets.  However, it is still 
proving a big challenge for ADMARC to ensure that all markets have adequate maize 
stocks given the rising demand.   

 Local market maize prices continue to rise. 

 Of particular concern is the Lower Shire Valley, where prices are the highest of any 
February during the last three years, and where, following a poor winter season, 
summer production is at risk of failing. 

 

1.  FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
 
Flooding in Phalombe and Zomba Districts; below normal rain in many other parts of the 
country in last third of February 2004.   
 
In cumulative terms, February rainfall was below normal for most parts of the country.  The 
month was characterized by temporal and spatial variability, however, with heavy rains in 
Zomba and Phalombe Districts in the south and Nkhotakota District in the central region.  On 
the other hand, there was almost no rainfall at all in Mwanza during the last part of February.   
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Localized heavy rains caused flooding which resulted in damage to crops and property.  It is 
estimated that 640 hectares of various crops were washed away in Phalombe where the 
floods appear to have had more serious effects.  The government and some NGOs have 
provided various form of assistance to affected households, including cassava and sweet 
potato planting materials.   

 
Rainfall generally 
improved during the first 
ten days of March 2004, 
easing the negative 
effects of February’s 
relative dryness, and 
supporting the growth 
and development of 
late-planted crops.  
Cumulatively, by March 
10, the country as a 
whole had received 
near normal (50% to 74% 
of normal) to normal 
(75% to 125% to normal) 
rainfall.  This is a great 
improvement over the 
first half of the rainfall 
season (see Figures 1a 
and 1b).   
 
 
 
 

2.  CROP PRODUCTION PROSPECTS 
 
Maturing crops boost household food supplies, but the late start to the planting season will 
delay the harvest. 

The first round of crop estimates suggests a 4% drop in smallholder summer maize production 
from last year.  This figure excludes winter and estate maize production estimates, which have 
not yet been released.   

All but the late-planted crops have now reached maturity stage.  Early planted maize has 
reached maturity and drying stages and harvesting of this crop may begin in April; late-
planted crops are at the tasselling and cob formation stages.  Households are beginning to 
consume the new crops; however, because of the late planting, the complete harvest, and its 
stabilizing effects, will be delayed this year.  Agricultural activities at this time of year include 
weeding, banking, reaping and curing tobacco, transplanting rice and planting cassava and 
sweet potatoes.   
 
This year, the crop production forecasting exercise was carried out by the National Statistics 
Office (NSO) instead of the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security (MoAIFS), which 
has had the long-time responsibility for this work.  The NSO, new to the task, experienced a 
number of logistical and technical problems with the first round of the forecasting exercise, 
and this has shaken various agencies’ confidence in the data.   

Figure 1a: Total Rainfall to Date as 
Percentage of Normal Rainfall for the 
Period October 1 to December 31, 2003 

Figure 1b: Total Rainfall and Percentage 
of Normal Rainfall for the Period 
October 1, 2003 to March 10, 2004 

  
Source: Source: Malawi Met. Department 
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The exercise is normally conducted three times, with the first round figures released at the end 
of January, followed by second round figures at the end of March and the third or final round 
at the end of June.  In addition, data is normally compiled on summer, winter and estate crop 
production.  This year, however, the first round results were late, released a month and a half 
after they normally are, (on March 13 instead of the end of January), and they did not include 
winter and estate crop production, representing only smallholder summer crop production.   
 
Given the delay this year, it may make sense to limit the exercise to two rounds instead of 
three in order to provide enough time to ensure the quality of the results in the final round.   
 
First round findings for some of the major food crops follow: 
 
Maize 
 
Initial estimates for smallholder summer maize production are 1,551,087 MT, a drop of 4% from 
last year’s smallholder summer maize production of 1,622,724 MT.  The loss resulted from a 2% 
drop in area and yield attributed to the late onset of rains and intermittent dry spells.  Some of 
the farmers did not have enough seed to re-plant after the dry spells.  The estimated area 
planted to maize is down from 1,378,687 hectares last year to 1,349,069 hectares this year, and 
the estimated average yield is down from 1,177 kg/ha to 1,150 kg/ha.   
 
There are two potential concerns with these figures:  
 
First, it is critical to include winter and estate maize production in the estimate, because they 
contribute significantly to overall national production; this is especially so given the intensified 
efforts by government over the last few years to increase winter crop production.  Winter and 
estate production accounted for a full 18% of last year’s total production, and cannot be 
ignored.   
 
Second, the estimate appears high given the poor rainfall this year.  Even if one assumes that 
estate and winter production will experience a drop in production similar to the summer crop, 
the overall drop from last season would be less than 3%.  However, the poor rainfall this season 
was likely to have caused a bigger drop than this, and, therefore, the current figure appears to 
be an overestimate. 
 
Rice 
 
While maize production is estimated to have dropped, rice production is thought to have 
increased marginally, up from 81,300 MT last year to 83,187 MT this year, representing a 2% 
increase.  This increase is reportedly due to a 4% increase in area planted to rice, from 52,529 
hectares last season to 54,591 hectares this season.  The yield is estimated to have dropped by 
2% from 1,548 kg/ha to 1,524 kg/ha.   
 
However, the increase in area is somewhat inconsistent with the season’s weather conditions, 
and a number of agricultural officials in the field claimed that the late onset of rains and 
intermittent dry spells actually decreased the area suitable for rice production.  It will be 
important to verify this increase during the next round of the assessment.   
 
Winter and estate rice, not captured in this round, contributes a small proportion to national 
rice production, accounting for around 8% (6,884 MT) of the total 88,184 MT last year. 
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Cassava 
 
Smallholder cassava production is also estimated to have risen, to 1,820,451 MT, up 7% from 
last year’s 1,703,355 MT.  The improvement is attributed to a 9% increase in area planted from 
110,196 hectares last season (not including estates) to 119,655 hectares this season.  In fact, 
the estimated area under cassava this year is bigger by 7% than the overall area including 
estates planted with cassava (112,071 hectares) last season.  The campaign by the 
government and NGOs to promote cassava production is at least partially responsible for this 
increase.  The yield is estimated to be slightly lower from 15,458 kg/ha last season to 15,214 
kg/ha this season.   
 
Sweet potatoes 
 
Similar to cassava, the estimated area planted with sweet potatoes increased by around 9%, 
from 91,510 hectares last season to 100,137 hectares this season.  The estimated yield, 
however, dropped from 12,960kgs/ha to 12,001 kg/ha due to the frequent dry spells.  The 
overall result is an estimated 1% increase in smallholder summer sweet potato production from 
1,185,981 MT last season to 1,201,712 MT this season.  Winter and estate sweet potato 
production contributed 349,156 MT, or 22% of the overall production of 1,535,137 MT last 
season.  Without these two important sources, therefore, this estimate is incomplete.   
 
Implications for food security 
 
Due, in particular, to the two problems with the crop estimates mentioned so far, namely the 
exclusion of winter and estate production and the apparent overestimation of maize 
production, FEWS NET will await the next round of figures before providing a national food 
balance sheet.  Efforts are already underway to improve the quality of the next round’s results.   
 
 
3.  MAIZE AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS 
 
a.  Maize Availability 
 
ADMARC supplies are inconsistent and some of the maize is reportedly rotten.  However, the 
government’s SGR maize stocks are sufficient to meet the normal market demand until the next 
harvest in a month or two. 
 
While the supply of maize in ADMARC markets continues to be erratic, there have been great 
efforts to improve supplies after the president directed ADMARC to ensure sufficient maize 
supplies in all ADMARC markets.  The government’s stocks in the Strategic Grain Reserve, which 
are supplying these markets, are adequate to meet normal demand.  However, there have 
been reports that some of this maize is rotten.  The government recently released 20,000 MT of 
maize from the SGR to be sold in ADMARC markets, bypassing the NFRA-established 
procedures/guidelines for the release of SGR stocks.  Following this release, the SGR maize 
stock is now around 50,000 MT, not including the EU pledge of about 40,000 MT to replenish the 
SGR.   
 
The government needs to plan the release of the SGR maize carefully in order to avoid a 
repeat of the 2001/02 season, when maize was available in local markets but at a price that 
was beyond the reach of most households.  The current expectation is that maize production 
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this year will be lower than last season, reducing maize availability during the next 
consumption period.  Private traders are likely to buy up the less expensive ADMARC maize to 
sell later at a higher price unless appropriate measures are taken.   
 
 b.  Markets and Prices 
 
Maize prices in the local markets continue to rise.   

According to the MoAIFS, maize prices in local markets are rising as the number of households 
depleting their food stocks from last season’s harvest continues to increase.  Out of the 32 
markets for which data were available, 23 registered price increases ranging from 1% to 62%, 
and 8 registered price drops ranging from 2% to 23%.  The drop in prices can be attributed to 
an increasing reliance on maturing crops, and, in some cases, increases in maize supplies by 
private traders filling in for the gaps left by ADMARC’s erratic supply.  Figure 2 shows the maize 
price trends in selected local markets.  Normally the prices are expected to drop from March 
as shown for the past two years in the same figure.  However, because of the season’s late 
onset, the typical hunger period price peak will be extended from the end of February to the 
end of March/beginning of April.   

In February, local market maize prices ranged between a low of MK9.83/kg in Nkhoma to a 
high of MK26.74/kg in Ngabu.  Out of the 32 markets monitored, only Nkhoma market in 
Lilongwe registered a price that was lower than the ADMARC price of MK10.00/kg.  The fact 
that most prices are generally higher than the ADMARC price is a reflection of the erratic 
supply of maize in ADMARC markets, which has forced households to buy from the local 
markets.  In addition, as already mentioned, some of the ADMARC maize is of poor quality.   

Figure 2: Local Market Maize Prices (MK/kg)for Selected Markets in Malawi: 2003-2004
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Figure 3: COMPARISON OF MAIZE PRICES IN FEBRUARY 2002, 2003 and 2004 
by LOCAL MARKET
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Even though local market maize prices are rising, they are generally lower than at the same 
time in the previous years, and significantly lower than during the 2002 food crisis, as shown in 
Figure 3.  This is attributed to the good harvest in the last season.  An important exception to 
this trend is Bangula market in Nsanje District, where the current local market price is notably 
higher than the past three years.  Markets in the Lower Shire Valley (comprised of Nsanje and 
Chikwawa Districts) have had high prices this season relative to the rest of the country.  This is 
contrary to the norm, since these districts, along with Karonga and Chitapa in the North, 
usually have the lowest prices in the country due to high winter maize production and supplies 
from Mozambique in the Lower Shire and supplies from Tanzania in the case of the northern 
two districts. 

Prices in the majority of markets were between MK15/kg and MK20/kg.  Four of the five 
markets that registered prices above MK20/kg were in the Lower Shire Valley, and these 
included Nsanje (MK22.55/kg), Bangula (MK23.27/kg), Chikwawa (MK24.14/kg) and Ngabu 
(MK26.74/kg); the fifth market was Salima (MK20.76/kg).  Nsanje and Bangula are in Nsanje 
District and Chikwawa and Ngabu are in Chikwawa District, where failure of winter maize 
production this season due to water logging adversely affected local food supplies, pushing 
prices up.  Winter maize production accounts for over 30% of the total maize production in the 
Shire Valley.  This is one of the areas where maize is in great demand in both ADMARC and 
local markets.   
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Figure 4, which shows the spatial 
distribution of local market maize 
prices, clearly highlights the high 
prices in the Lower Shire Valley.  
Another interesting point is that 
prices are lower than normal in the 
central region, since districts such 
as Dowa, Kasungu and Ntchisi had 
good harvests, allowing them to 
supply other deficit areas within 
the country and even export some 
to Tanzania. 
 
 
4.  FOOD SECURITY PROSPECTS 
 
Erratic rainfall continues to 
threaten food security prospects.   
 
In general, food production is 
expected to be lower this year 
than last, adversely affecting food 
availability.  Rainfall would 
normally be coming to an end at 
the end of March, but the pattern 
remains erratic and difficult to 
predict.  If the rains stopped now, 
the worst affected areas would be 
Nsanje and Chikwawa Districts, 
where crops are still young since 
the late onset of rains and severe 
dry spells prevented many farmers 
in these districts from planting until 
mid-January.  Some of the farmers 
were still planting as late as early 

February and the maize in this area ranges between 60 cm high and tasselling.  A poor winter 
crop already put household food security at risk in this area, so a failed summer harvest would 
greatly exacerbate the situation.   
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