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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 Most parts of the country received normal rainfall by the end of January.  The 
rains have generally been well distributed throughout the season and, as a 
result, most crops are expected to do better than last year.   

 The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation released the first round crop production 
estimates on February 6, 2002.  The figures show that all crops will register an 
increase in production with the exception of chilies.  Maize production is 
expected to register a 16% increase this year.  

  The projected maize production level may be enough to feed the country.  
However, the crop is threatened by pre-mature harvesting as a result of the 
current food security situation.   

 Only 62,000 MT out of the 150,000 MT of the maize imported from South Africa 
had arrived in the country by the second week of February.  The slow inflow has 
been attributed to a number of factors, including congestion in the transport 
routes. 

 The food security situation at the moment is approaching critical.  Reports from 
the field indicate that in some of the ADMARC markets maize only lasts one to 
two days after delivery due to high demand for the commodity.  There are long 
queues in ADMARC markets as people rush to ADMARC markets to buy maize at 
MK17.00/kg as opposed to the local markets where prices are much higher.    

 Local market maize prices continued to rise in January as the peak of the 
hunger season approaches when the market demand for maize is highest.  
Some markets reported prices of up to MK40/kg which is beyond the reach of 
the majority of the poor households.  

 Livestock prices continued to drop as households desperately sell their animals 
to obtain cash to buy food or exchange directly with food.  In some cases the 
prices have gone down by less than half of their levels two months ago. 

 The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate has recently increased from about 
MK68/US$ by the end of January to MK73/US$ by the end of second week of 
February.  Continued depreciation will be detrimental to food security as it may 
lead to increases in prices of commodities, especially those that are imported. 
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a.  AGROCLIMATIC CONDITIONS 
 
Most parts of the country experienced normal rainfall by the end of January 2002  

Moderate to heavy rains continue countrywide, causing floods and leaching of the soil 
nutrients in some areas. If the situation persists, it may adversely affect crop yields. 
 
The most important factor that would affect crop production at the moment is 
the weather.  Moderate to heavy rains continued to be experienced across the 
country.  These rains have sometimes been locally heavy resulting in water 
logging and flooding in some parts of the country.  In the first dekad of January, 

dry s pells, which lasted for about a 
week, were experienced in most 
parts of the southern region while 
continuous rains were experienced in 
the central and northern region.  The 
dry spell did not cause damage to 
the crops due to excess residual 
moisture conditions as a result of the 
excess wet conditions during the last 
dekad of December. 

Overall, most parts of the country 
received normal rainfall (75% to 125% 
of the expected rainfall) by the end 
of January 2002 (Map 1).  There have 
been isolated cases of below normal 
rainfall (less than 75% of the 
expected rainfall) around Kasungu 
and parts of Nkhatabay including 
Mzuzu city.  On the other hand, a 
few areas around Salima, Balaka, 
Mwanza and Thyolo have registered 
above normal cumulative rainfall or 
over 125% of the expected rainfall by 
the end of January.  The rains have 
generally been good in distribution 
over time and space thereby 
providing bright prospects for crop 
production this season. 

Map 1 

 
Source: Meteorological Department 

1. FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
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b.  CROP PRODUCTION FORECAST 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation’s first round crop estimates figures indicate 
that maize production this season will generally be better than last year, mainly due to 
favorable weather conditions.  Maize production is expected to increase by 16% from last 
season’s level. 
 
Premature harvesting of green maize for consumption and sale due to the tight food 
security situation may compromise future national and household food security. 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation released its first round crop production 
estimates figures on 6th February 2001.  The exercise is conducted three times, 
the first one around January/ February, the second one around March/April and 
the final one around June/July.  The first and second rounds are therefore, 
preliminary.  The following paragraphs briefly discuss the first preliminary 
production forecasts for the various crops.  
 
Maize 
Maize is the country’s major staple food as well as an important source of 
income for a lot of farmers and is grown and consumed everywhere in Malawi.  
Maize is therefore the major determinant of food security in the country.  An 
Integrated Household Survey conducted by the National Statistics Office in 
1997/998 showed that maize contributed about 73% of the total kilocalorie 
intake in Malawi.  This is why food security in Malawi is synonymous with maize.  

Overall, maize production is expected to increase by 16% from 1,713,064 MT last 
year to 1,989,505 MT this year.  This also represents a 13% increase over normal or 
average production of about 1,745,569 MT (1,583,217 MT and 162,352 MT from 
the smallholder and estate sectors respectively).  The smallholder sector is the 
major producer of all food crops including maize and is expected to contribute 
1,857,269 MT while the estate sector is expected to contribute 132,236 MT.    

All Agricultural Development Divisions (ADDs) are expected to experience an 
increase in maize production over last year ranging from 1% in Lilongwe ADD to 
33% in Karonga ADD.  However, when compared to normal, the picture is slightly 
different, with all ADDs, except Lilongwe and Mzuzu, expecting maize 
production above normal (Figure 1).  The production is expected to drop slightly 
by 1% in Mzuzu ADD while in Lilongwe ADD it is expected to drop by 24%. Normal 
production in this case represents 10-year average production (1987/88 to 
2000/2001 minus exceptionally bad and good years of 1991/92, 1992/93, 1998/99 
and 1999/2000. For Karonga ADD, it also includes 1996/97).  The drop in maize 
production in Lilongwe ADD is attributed to a 7% reduction in area planted to 
maize compared to last year due to limited access to seed.  Last year the ADD 
also experienced a 6% drop in area planted to maize, which was mainly 
attributed to farmers’ shift from growing maize to other crops such as tobacco 
and cassava. 
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Rice 
Rice production is expected to register a 19% increase from 93,150 MT in 2001 to 
110,876 MT this year.  The increase is attributed to a 4% and 15% increase in yield 
and area planted to the crop respectively.  Lilongwe ADD for the first time is 
expected to produce 51 MT of rice.   
 
Cassava 
Cassava production continues to experience a rising trend.  Cassava 
production is expected to increase by 6% from 3,362,401 MT last year to 
3,566,866 MT (fresh weight) this year.  This is attributed to a 2% increase in area 
planted from 202,338 hectares last year to 206,342 hectares this year and a 4% 
increase in yield from 16,618 kgs per hectare last year to 17,286 kgs per hectare 
this year.  However, as reported previously, there is debate over high production 
figures of cassava, including sweet potatoes, with some suggestion that these 
figures are over-estimated.  One major reason for this debate is that it appears 
the contribution of cassava to food security, particularly as a maize substitute, is 
very limited.  This was demonstrated this year when, despite the high cassava 
production, the food security situation is still approaching critical.   
 
A number of factors could explain why cassava has historically had a minimal 
impact on the larger food security situation.  First,  consumption preferences 
where maize is people’s first choice while cassava is treated as a snack in most 

Figure 1: Maize Production Comparison Between 2001 and 2002 by ADD 
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parts of the country and is mostly grown for sale.  Secondly, unlike maize, there is 
limited movement of cassava from surplus to deficit areas.  Perhaps the most 
important factor is that the Ministry of Agriculture forecasts the production of the 
crop that is in the field and not all of the cassava may be harvested in the 
particular year.  Unlike most crops, cassava is harvested as and when it is 
needed.  This is the problem with cassava figures not only in Malawi but other 
countries in SADC as well.  There was a proposal at one time by the Regional 
Early Warning Unit for development of national cassava harvesting coefficients 
that never materialized.  However this continues to be discussed at national 
level, as it would help resolve the problem.   
 
Tobacco 
Tobacco production estimates figures from the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Irrigation do not include tobacco grown by the estate sector (estimated by the 
Tobacco Control Commission).  Most of the tobacco in the country is grown by 
the estate sector.  Smallholder tobacco production is forecasted to increase 
slightly by 4% from 82,544 MT last year to 86,248 MT this year.  The increase is 
attributed a 7% increase in area planted with the crop against a 3% drop in 
yield.  The reduction in the yield is attributed to the planting of overgrown 
seedlings due to late onset of the rains and low input usage.   

Appendix 1 provides details of the first round crop production forecasts and 
compares them with last year’s final round figures (round 3) and first round 
figures, i.e. forecasts, at the same time last year. 

 

c.  FOOD SECURITY PROSPECTS 
 
With the current crop production estimates, preliminary as they are, the country 
may just produce about enough to feed itself this season.  That is not taking into 
account other factors such as requirements for seed, feed and restocking the 
Strategic Grain Reserves.  Meanwhile, reports of premature harvesting of green 
maize for consumption and sale in the southern region are a cause for concern 
as this may compromise future household food security.  The government and 
donors therefore need to continue with safety net programs such as Food-for-
Work that could provide the households with alternatives so that the households 
do not need to harvest early and can allow their maize to mature before 
harvesting.  
 
In the short term, food access continues to be the main problem due to a 
combination of factors such as the drop in production due to adverse weather 
conditions last season, small land holdings (many do not produce enough, 
especially in the south), low off-farm income (rampant poverty) and high retail 
maize prices.  The food access problem this year has been worsened by the 
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maize supply situation, especially in ADMARC markets, and the limited amount 
of private maize trade as well as high prices in the local markets.  Those in the 
lowest and even middle-income deciles are those without the purchasing 
power, especially now, to afford maize at current prices and are the ones most 
likely to consume premature crops over the coming weeks. Even if imports do 
arrive in sufficient quantities now, and prices fall slightly, this is not likely to benefit 
the many who will continue to be without purchasing power. Food aid, if 
available, is only likely to be helpful over the next month or two for those facing 
extreme access problems in some selected areas, rather than throughout the 
country.  The causes of the current food insecurity seem to be being blamed, as 
usual, on nature rather than on other more fundamental and longer-term 
structural problems within the economy and the food and agricultural sector.  
Last year the country experienced incessant rains that caused floods and water 
logging in many areas.  These adverse conditions inevitably contributed to the 
reduction in yields. However, the agriculture sector is characterized by small 
land holdings, particularly in the south, low productivity, and many people do 
not produce enough to last the whole year, as they do not have adequate 
income to purchase hybrid seed and fertilizer. The hungry season is a yearly 
occurrence even when the country has realized a good harvest as many 
households do not produce enough to last them till the next harvest. 
 
Looking ahead, there is nothing on the horizon to suggest that the food access 
situation is likely to improve much next year even with a good maize harvest.  
Looking even further ahead beyond next year, this mix of worsening chronic 
and recurrent intra-annual problems highlights the continuing need for structural 
changes combined with developmentally-oriented safety nets as part of a 
multi-level approach to reverse the trend towards growing food insecurity 
during lean seasons.  Food aid appears to have a role only if it supports some of 
the needed structural changes by being channeled through markets and also 
by being self-targeted, such as in food for work programs for those most 
vulnerable to recurrent severe malnutrition in the lean season.  
  
In the long term, there is need to ensure that programs are developed to 
reduce poverty by enhancing the ability of rural households to improve their 
incomes.  The government, with support from donors, should seriously consider 
irrigation agriculture.  Malawi has plenty of water that could be utilized for 
irrigation to boost the country’s food production and ensure both national and 
household food security. 
 
There is need for people to change eating habits so that other food crops, such 
as cassava, are given the same importance as maize, especially in areas where 
such crops are produced in large quantities. This could be done through 
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extension campaigns and demonstrations of various recipes from these food 
crops.  The nutrition departments need to be strengthened in this regard. 
 

2. FOOD AVAILABILITY AND ACCESSIBILITY 

 
a. Market Conditions 
 
Local market maize prices continue to rise due to increasing demand as the number of 
households running out of food from on-site production increases.  Price increases 
ranged from as low as 2% to as high as 56%. 
 
Maize imports delay due to logistical problems.  Less than half (62,000 MT) of the 150,000 
MT of maize being imported from South Africa had arrived by the second week of 
February. 
 
ADMARC markets quickly run out of maize whenever it becomes available.   
 
Local market maize prices continue to rise as the hunger season reaches its 
peak.  As mentioned in last month’s report, the prices are expected to reach 
their peak around this time.  The prices are expected to start falling at the end of 
March to early April as some of the households begin to depend on the mature 
crops from their fields, thereby reducing the market demand for maize.  Figure 2 
shows the local market price trends for maize in selected markets since the year 
2000. 
 

Figure 2: Local Market Maize Prices for Selected Markets in  
Malawi: 2000-2002 
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According to the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation, maize prices ranged from 
MK17.50/kg to MK43.85/kg at Karonga and Nkhotakota markets respectively.  All 
the markets have registered an increase in maize prices ranging from 2% to 64% 
between December and January.  However, the majority have registered price 
increases of between 25% and 40%, with a significant number of the markets 
reporting prices of more than MK30.00/kg.  In December only 2 markets out of 
the 22 reported prices beyond the MK30.00/kg compared to over half (13) in 
January. The rise of the already high prices has worsened the food security 
situation as prices are being pushed beyond the reach of the majority of the 
population in the rural areas.  A few markets though continue to report relatively 
low prices, and these include Karonga and Mzuzu in the northern region and 
Bangula and Nchalo in the southern region.  The low prices in the northern 
region are attributed to harvesting of winter crops in Karonga and inflows of 
maize from Tanzania.  Significant quantities of maize from Tanzania continue to 
enter the country through Karonga district, some of which is getting down to the 
central and southern regions.  Obviously the prices will be higher in the central 
and southern regions than the north, taking into account transport costs and 
demand pressure.  As reported previously, a number of people in the southern 
region are unable to produce enough maize to last the whole year due to land 
pressure and have to depend on the market to meet the gap.  The overall drop 
in maize production last season has worsened the situation.  In the markets in the 
lower Shire (Bangula and Nchalo), the low prices are due to the availability of 
the recently harvested winter maize crop.  This area depended heavily on maize 
from Mozambique but this has significantly reduced since October when the 
farmers started harvesting winter maize.  
 
The maize the government is importing to address the food security problem in 
the country continues to trickle in.  However the flow of maize has been slow, so 
much so that by the second week of February, less than half (62,000 MT) of the 
150,000 MT being imported, had arrived.  The maize started coming in around 
October and it was expected that by the end of December all the maize would 
have arrived.  This translates into an inflow of about 50,000 MT a month, or 12,500 
MT per week.  This appears to have been over-optimistic considering the 
competing demands on the transport infrastructure within the SADC region, 
especially between South Africa and the rest of the countries in the region.  The 
amount of maize that had been received by the second week of February 
represents an average of about 3,500 MT per week.  The slow inflow of this maize 
has resulted in ADMARC markets frequently running short of maize.  Anecdotal 
reports indicate that people wait long hours, even days, to buy maize at some 
of the ADMARC markets.  There are also reports of long queues at ADMARC 
markets as people scramble to buy maize.  This is obvious as people shun the 
local markets and rush to ADMARC where the price is almost half what is being 
offered in the local markets.  ADMARC is forced to ration the maize sales to 
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20kgs, 25kgs, and in some cases, even 10kgs per person per purchase to ensure 
that many people have access to the maize.  There are reports that some 
unscrupulous traders are hiring people to buy for them so they are able to 
obtain large quantities for resale on the local markets.  The inflow of the 
imported maize has therefore had little impact on the local market maize prices 
because of the low levels of inflow.   
 
Informal cross-border maize trade continues being dominated by maize from 
Tanzania.  Anecdotal reports indicate that most of the maize is sold in the urban 
and district centers (Bomas), and little gets into the typical rural areas.  In these 
areas the households look forward to maize in ADMARC markets or have to walk 
long distances to urban centers to buy.  However, as already pointed out, maize 
prices in the local markets are beyond the reach of the majority of the poor.  
Although government has ordered ADMARC to open more markets in the rural 
areas to ensure that maize is available, ADMARC itself is constrained by the 
inflow problems mentioned above. 
 
b. FOOD STOCKS 
 
ADMARC can no longer hold maize stocks due to high demand pressure for the 
commodity.  Reports from the field indicate that maize lasts only one to two days once it 
arrives at some of the ADMARC markets.   
 
Majority of the households have depleted their food stocks from last year’s harvest and 
have to depend on other sources for food. 
 
Due to the low maize supply, as a result of the slow inflow of the imported maize, 
ADMARC is failing to cope with the increasing demand for the commodity.  
Although there is some maize in the local markets, the prices are almost double 
the ADMARC price of MK17.00 per kilogramme.  As soon as the imported maize 
arrives it is immediately sent out to the ADMARC markets for sale and reports 
indicate that in most cases the maize lasts only one to two days. 

Despite some discrepancies in figures between population figures derived from 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation and those from the National Statistics 
Office, the important thing is that the figures show that the situation is much 
worse this year than last season.  The joint food assessment report by FEWS NET, 
EU (Food Security Unit) and WFP last November indicated that the population 
that was really at risk or vulnerable represented about 10% to 25% of the 
households in the sampled areas.   

The food security situation at the moment is very tight across the country.  Very 
few areas appear to be relatively better off and these include Chitipa and 
Karonga in the north because of bordering Tanzania where most of the maize is 
coming from by private traders.  Another factor is harvesting of winter crops, 
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especially in Karonga district.  This also applies to Nsanje and Chikwawa districts 
in the Lower Shire Valley of the southern region.  In Shire Valley winter maize 
contribute about 30% of total maize production in the area, the highest across 
the country.  The irony is that this is one of the worst affected areas in times of 
floods.  In Chitipa reports indicate that maize is not running out at ADMARC 
markets as fast as it is in the other districts.   

The government needs to take urgent action to improve the inflow of the 
imported maize and its local distribution to all the various ADMARC markets.  The 
government has already done a lot in this area.  The authorities have held 
discussions with their counterparts in Mozambique and South Africa to, among 
other things, increase the number of routes used to deliver the maize.  In 
addition, the port authorities in Mozambique were requested to ensure that at 
least one train is loaded with 600 MT of maize to Malawi per day.  
 

3. VULNERABILITY UPDATE 
 
Some of the households have reduced the number of meals per day to ensure 
that the food they get lasts longer.  This inadequate food intake could result in 
malnutrition and making the people, especially children, vulnerable to various 
types of diseases. 
 
There is still potential of further flooding as the Meteorological Department 
upholds their forecast of normal to above normal rainfall for the rest of the 
season. 
 
As indicated in the November trip report, some households had reduced the 
number of meals per day from 3 to 2 or 2 to 1 due to inadequate availability of 
food.  The number of households that have decreased their number of daily 
meals has increased as the hunger season reaches its peak.  This could result in 
increased cases of malnutrition, especially among children, making them more 
vulnerable to infection and disease.  There are reports of outbreaks of cholera, 
which have claimed some lives, in parts of the country, including Blantyre and 
Lilongwe,.    
 
There have been widespread reports in the press about people dying because 
of hunger but statistics about this are not readily available.  One thing that is not 
in disputed though is the fact that there is widespread suffering and 
depravation as a result of the shortage of food (maize) in the country. 
 
Several areas have experienced flooding but according to the Department of 
Disaster Preparedness Relief and Rehabilitation, these incidents have not been 
as serious as last season.  However, there is still potential for further flooding as 
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the rainfall season is not yet over and the general public is still being warned to 
exercise caution. 
 
 
 4. PASTURE AND LIVESTOCK CONDITION 
 
Livestock prices continue to drop as households experience increasing pressure to sell their 
livestock in order to buy food, especially maize.     
 
The tight food security situation has resulted in an increase in the number of 
households selling their livestock, especially goats and chicken, at very low 
prices.  As reported last month, around November last year the prices of goats 
and chicken ranged from MK600 to MK1000 and MK100 to MK150 each 
respectively, this time however the prices have more than halved in some areas.  
The prices range from about MK250 to MK500 for goats and MK30 to MK100 for 
chickens.  This is the result of people’s desperation as the income obtained from 
these sales is hardly enough to buy adequate maize for the family due to the 
high maize prices.   This is why some of them prefer direct exchange of chickens 
for maize or even maize bran.  Unfortunately, the poor households, who are the 
affected most by the food security problem, own very little livestock.  
 
 
5. MACRO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
 
The Malawi Kwacha depreciated by about 7% in the first two weeks of February 2002.  
The local currency is now trading at about MK73/US$.  
 
The Malawi Kwacha depreciated by 7% from about MK68/US$ at the end of 
January to MK73/US$ in the second week of February.  The government has 
dispelled allegations that this is due to reduced inflow of donor funds.  Denmark 
has withdrawn aid to Malawi and the British are reported to be holding some 
funds pending discussions between government and the IMF.  Continued 
depreciation will be detrimental to food security as it may lead to increases in 
prices of commodities, especially those that are imported.  Many people in the 
urban areas are buying imported maize flour from South Africa. 
 


