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SOUTHERN AFRICA Food Security Outlook  Update December 2010 

Normal to above-normal rainfall as planting commences and lean season progresses 

Key Messages 
 
• The 2010/11 rainfall season has commenced in most parts of the region with significant rains having been received in 

most areas where normal onset falls between September and November. Farmers across the region are taking 
advantage of the November rains to prepare their fields and in areas where an effective start has established, farmers 
have begun planting. In Tanzania, vuli rains in most parts of bimodal areas have been erratic and below-normal and this 
will compromise harvests which are normally expected in January. 
 

• Despite the lean season having set in, food availability and access remain generally satisfactory due to improved food 
availability as a result of good harvests from the last cropping season. Adequate on-farm food stocks and ease of 
availability in local markets has contributed to relatively stable nominal food prices which are, in general, very close to 
the five-year averages. However, in some high demand and/or food deficit areas, prices are rising seasonably and 
remain higher than the five-year average, but are still below last year’s levels. 
 

• Reports on available food stocks consistently depict adequate regional staple food supplies sufficient enough to meet 
regional demands up to the next harvest with carryover stocks for the next marketing year. Most local markets in the 
region are still adequately stocked with staple foods, including those in deficit areas, as available foods find their way 
from surplus to deficit areas through both formal and informal trading. This has contributed to stable food price 
movements since the main harvests in May/June. 

 
 
Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline 
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Source: FEWS NET 
 
 
Updated regional food security outlook through March 2010 
 
Despite the lean season having set in, food security conditions remain generally stable over most of the region in line with 
the improved food availability as a result of good harvests attained last cropping season. Adequate on-farm and market 
food availability has contributed to relatively stable nominal food prices which are generally very close to the five-year 
averages. However, in localized areas of food insecurity, while prices are rising seasonably and are at levels above the 
five-year average, they remain below last year’s levels – a good signal of improved food availability and access. Market- 
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dependent households have been able to access adequate amounts of 
staple foods as the lean season progresses towards its peak. Meanwhile, 
reports on available food stocks consistently depict adequate regional 
staple food supplies sufficient  
enough to meet regional demands up to the next harvest with carryover 
stocks for the next marketing year. Significant exportable surpluses as well 
as carryover stocks are reported in South Africa and Zambia. Although 
Malawi’s exportable surplus may not be significant, it is currently 
estimated that the country will have large carryover stocks going into the 
next marketing season. This regional food security overview confirms the 
outlook projections that the spread and severity of food insecurity during 
the lean season will be less this year when compared to years when 
regional crop harvests were below-average.   
 
The outlook overall through March 2011 is for the prevailing favorable 
food security conditions to continue until the peak of the lean season 
around January/February.   
 
In certain localised areas (especially southern Malawi: Chikhwawa and 
Nsanje districts, Mozambique: central and southern districts, and 
Zimbabwe: north-eastern and south-western districts) acute food 
insecurity conditions are a result of food production shortfalls which were 
triggered by weather-related hazards. In such areas, households have been prevented from becoming highly food insecure 
through several mitigating factors including trade (formal and informal), second season harvests, and humanitarian 
assistance. Significant trading activity has improved both access (proximity to markets and generation of income) and 
availability (increased supplies) in these areas. Informal maize flows continue to be important in southern Malawi where a 
significant amount of maize is sourced from the northern parts of the country and from northern Mozambique. Zimbabwe 
is relying mainly on formal imports from South Africa and Zambia while informal exports remain insignificant though they 
are relatively higher this year compared to last year. Apart from the mitigatory effects of trade and the good winter 
harvests which were realized, national governments and their partners are implementing a range of food assistance 
programs. In Malawi and Zimbabwe the national governments in partnership with the World Food Program (WFP) and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) have already commenced free food distributions to the needy. The population in need 
has been revised from 1.1 million to 508,088 due to improving food security conditions (lower prices and good winter 
harvests) in Malawi. Meanwhile food assistance programs in Mozambique, where 350,000 food insecure rural people are in 
need of humanitarian assistance, have been delayed due to under-resourced food aid pipelines.  
 
Most local markets in the region are still adequately stocked with 
staple foods, including those in deficit areas, as available foods 
find their way from surplus to deficit areas through formal and 
informal trading. This has contributed to stable food price 
movements since the main harvests in May/June. Currently, with 
the progression of the lean season, regional staple food price 
trends are exhibiting gradual seasonal price increases in some 
markets due to increasing demand, while in other areas prices 
remain stable (or are even dropping) due to ample supplies. 
These trends are largely influenced by local conditions around 
each reference market. For example in Malawi, Zambia, and 
Zimbabwe, food prices have remained relatively low and stable 
over the past few months while in main consumption centres and 
around deficit areas in Mozambique and Tanzania, food prices 
have risen above the five-year average. In the Maputo and 
Chokwe markets in southern Mozambique, maize prices rose by 
16 and 15 percent respectively between September and 
November. In South Africa, where a large maize export program is underway, maize prices on the South Africa Futures 

Figure 1. Food security conditions, October  
to December 2010 

 
Source: FEWS NET  

For more information on FEWS NET’s Food Insecurity 
Severity Scale, please see: 
www.fews.net/FoodInsecurityScale 

Figure 2.  Rainfall projections December 2010 to 
February 2011 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Source: SADC Climate Services Center  
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Exchange (SAFEX) have been increasing gradually since July. The increases were largely driven by rising global prices, but 
because of ample local supplies, these increases have been well below those exhibited by international prices (United 
States and Argentina). 
 
2010/11 Season Progress 
The 2010/11 rainfall has started in most parts of the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) region, with most areas experiencing their 
onset of rains in November. Overall, the rains have started on time, though 
in a few areas, including parts of eastern Zambia, eastern South Africa and 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, the season was delayed by nearly a 
month. The season is yet to start in northern Mozambique and 
southern/central Tanzania. This is normal as the season usually starts in late 
November to early/mid December in these areas. In Tanzania, vuli rains in 
most parts of bimodal areas have been erratic and below-normal and this 
will compromise harvests which are normally expected in January.  
 
The SADC Climate Services Centre recently issued an update of the rainfall 
forecast for December 2010 to February 2011. The forecast suggests the 
increased likelihood of normal to above-normal rains in most parts of the 
SADC region, except for western Madagascar, where normal to below-
normal rains are expected. This forecast is mostly in line with La Nina 
predictions, as La Nina tends to be associated with above-normal rains in 
most parts of the SADC region except for the north-eastern areas, in 
particular north-eastern Tanzania 
 
Farmers across the region have taken advantage of the November rains to 
prepare their fields and in areas where an effective start of the rainy season 
has been established, farmers have begun planting. Field reports indicate 
that across the region, farmers are currently engaged in land preparations, 
agricultural input acquisitions, dry planting (where rains have not been 
established), and other related agricultural activities.  Input availability is 
generally satisfactory with farmers having easy access to government and 
private-sector outlets. Nonetheless, high input prices (especially of seeds and 
fertilizers) are reportedly constraining the quantity of inputs that poor 
farmers can access. This could reduce next year’s harvests due to reduced 
plantings and lower crop yields. 
 
To improve access to agricultural inputs, governments and their developmental partners are implementing input support 
programs, including the distribution of free and subsidized seed packs and fertilizers to targeted farming households. For 
example, in Zimbabwe, a total of 905,500 households are being targeted to receive seed and fertilizer through the voucher 
system and through direct input distribution. The input packs are expected to cover an area of 0.25-0.5 Ha per household, 
with each pack containing cereal seed (maize, sorghum, and/or millet), legumes seeds, and fertilizer (compound D and 
ammonium nitrate). Similarly, input subsidy programs are also running elsewhere in the region, including in Malawi and 
Zambia where they have been successful in boosting household crop production. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Onset of rains by 30 
November, 2010 

 
Source: USGS/FEWS NET 

 
Figure 4. Onset of rains anomaly for 
Southern Africa 

 
 

Source: USGS/FEWS NET  


