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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 Most parts of the country received planting rains around mid-December, 
about a month later than normal.   

 Locally heavy rains toward the end of December caused flooding in parts 
of Karonga, Salima, and Chikwawa Districts.  

 Despite an overall food surplus in 2001/02, the maize stocks at both 
national and household levels are not adequate to meet maize demand.  

 The National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) received about 40,000 MT of 
the planned 150,000 MT of maize imports from South Africa by the end of 
December 2001. 

 The Agricultural Development Marketing Corporation (ADMARC) 
distributed 11,590 MT of NFRA maize to its own market outlets by the end 
of December 2001. 

 Livestock prices plunge as growing numbers of households are forced to 
sell to obtain cash to buy food or exchange animals directly for food.  

 The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate remained relatively stable in 
December, trading at about MK67/US$.  

 
 
1.  FACTORS AFFECTING AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION 
 
a.  AGROCLIMATIC CONDITIONS 
 
The country starts receiving planting rains.  Heavy rains result in floods in some parts of 
the country. 
 
Malawi started receiving planting rains around mid-December, about one month 
later than expected, especially in the Southern and some parts of the Central 
Region.  The rainfall distribution and intensity has generally been good for crop 
production.  However, as of January 10, the country had received below-normal to 
normal rainfall.  According to the Malawi Meteorological Department, most parts of 
the South and Central Regions had received normal rainfall except for some areas 
in the south such as Zomba (Zomba Town area), Mulanje (Thuchila area), and 



FEWS NET/MALAWI: Monthly Food Security Report, Dec - Jan 2002, Page 2 

Machinga (Ntaja area) Districts that received less than 75 percent of expected 
rainfall.  Most parts of the Northern Region, except Karonga and Mzimba Districts, 
had received below-normal rainfall, particularly in areas such as Nkhatabay, Mzuzu, 
and Rumphi (Rumphi Boma and Bolero areas).  There is no cause for concern yet as 
the rains in these areas have now started normalizing since January 10.    
 
During the last 10 days (dekad) of December, some areas received incessant rains 
that caused floods in some areas of Karonga, Chikwawa, and Salima.  Judging from 
press reports, the floods were not very serious, especially when compared with last 
year’s experience, but should serve as a warning and a reminder to prepare 
contingency and response plans as there is still a possibility of major floods occurring.   
Cumulative rainfall totals as of the last dekad in December were far above normal in 
the Southern and Central Regions.  However, in the first dekad of January, some 
areas in the Southern and Central regions experienced short dry spells although 
these did not have a significant impact on crops. 
 
 
2.  CROP DEVELOPMENT AND AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES 
 
Field reports indicate that crop development is encouraging.  A full picture will emerge 
after the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation releases its first forecast of the year’s crop 
production. 
 
The maize crop ranges from germination to tasselling. 
 
As reported last month, some farmers planted in mid- to end-November after being 
encouraged by what turned out to be a false start of the planting rains.  The 2-3 
week dry spell that followed in most parts of the country resulted in wilting and 
drying of the early-planted crop.  Some of the farmers, therefore, had to replant 
when the rains resumed around mid-December.  However, some of the crops 
survived and are at an advanced stage.  The stage of maize crop development, for 
instance, ranges from emergence to tasselling.  Agricultural activities with respect to 
maize include weeding, applying fertilizer, and banking the soil.  The progress of the 
rains so far has generally been good for crop development.   
 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation intends to release its first forecast of this 
year’s crop production toward the end of January.  As of mid-January, crop 
development in most of the Rural Development Projects was reported to be 
encouraging. 
 
 
3.  FOOD AVAILABILITY AND ACCESSIBILITY 
 
a. Rural availability 
 
Most households have depleted their own food stocks and have to depend on the market for 
food. 
 
Even though Malawi has a national food surplus in 2001/02, it has a large maize 
shortage (see the July Monthly Report).  This shortage is significant because 
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Malawians strongly prefer to consume maize as their main staple.  As long as maize 
remains in short supply, prices will rise.  Therefore, the availability and affordability of 
maize is a matter of grave concern to both government and the general public.   
 
Reports from the field indicate that most households have depleted their food stocks 
and have to depend on the market for food.  However, maize prices are rapidly 
becoming too expensive for many rural Malawians, some of whom are forced to eat 
less preferred foods, such as maize bran.  In many cases, people are mixing their little 
remaining maize with dried cassava or maize bran and then milling everything into 
flour.  This is more economical because these other commodities are cheaper than 
maize, but less nutritious.   
 
b. Market Conditions 
 
Local market maize prices continued to rise in December.  In some markets prices have 
gone up by more than 50 percent since November.   
 
Unlike November when maize prices dropped in some local markets, prices 
increased in all markets in December, according to the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Irrigation Market Information System.  Some markets, such as Nkhotakota, Liwonde, 
and Namwera experienced huge price increases of more than 50 percent.  The 

monthly average maize prices for December ranged from MK12.63/kg in Karonga to 
MK37.05/kg at Namwera, while in a majority of the markets prices ranged from 
MK20-30/kg. 
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Only a few markets, Chitipa and Karonga in the Northern Region and Bangula and 
Nchalo in the Southern Region, recorded prices below the ADMARC price of 
MK17/kg.  As reported last month, these lower prices are due to harvesting of winter 
crops.  In Karonga, maize supply was also boosted by a huge inflow of maize from 
Tanzania, some of which is finding its way to the Central and Southern Regions as 
well.     
 
In most parts of the country, the lean period is between December and February 
and prices are expected to peak around January/February from their post-harvest 
lows in June/July.  However, seasonal prices increases in 2001 far exceeded the 
increases in 2000.  Prices increased about 14 percent between June and December 
2000 in Lilongwe and as much as 92 percent in Lunzu.  By comparison, prices more 
than doubled between June and December in 2001 in Lilongwe and Lunzu, and 
more than tripled in Lizulu, from MK8.80/kg to MK25.10/kg, an increase of 340 
percent (compared with 62 percent during the 2000 period).  Figure 1 compares the 
percent price changes between June and December in 2000 and 2001. 
 
c. Official Food Stocks 
 
By the end of December, the country had received only 40,000 MT of the planned 150,000 
MT of maize imports from South Africa. 
 
The government banned private traders from buying maize from the National Food 
Reserve Agency.  ADMARC markets are frequently running out of stocks as consumers 
rush to buy whatever is available.   
 
As of the end of December, only about 40,000 MT of the planned import of 150,000 
MT of maize had arrived in Malawi since late the first week of October.  According to 
media reports, some of the imported maize was temporarily stuck in Harare, 
Zimbabwe, and Nacala, Mozambique, resulting in low arrivals.  Until more imports 
arrive, maize stocks at the national level therefore are not adequate.    
 
The inflow of imported maize by the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) has had 
little effect on the local market maize prices and availability of the commodity itself.  
ADMARC gets its maize stocks from the NFRA, buying at MK15/kg and selling at the 
recommended price of MK17/kg.  By the end of December, only 11,590 MT of NFRA 
maize had been distributed by ADMARC for sale in ADMARC markets — 500 MT, 
3,057 MT and 8,033 MT in the Northern, Central, and Southern Regions, respectively.  
ADMARC will need to market more NFRA maize to have an impact to stabilize or 
drive down local market prices.   
 
The government has blamed private traders for “unfair business practices,” accusing 
them of profiteering by selling NFRA maize far above the recommended price of 
MK170/kg and failing to supply the rural areas.  The Cabinet has banned traders 
from buying maize from the NFRA and directed that only ADMARC should buy and 
sell the NFRA maize.  ADMARC has been directed by the state president to open 
more markets in the rural areas to ensure that maize reaches people there as well.  
However, during a November field trip, it was observed that most of the maize sold 
in local markets originated from Tanzania, Mozambique, or other parts in the 
country, supplied by private traders, not NFRA.   
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ADMARC’s relatively low prices are attractive to consumers and there are now long 
queues at ADMARC markets throughout the country.  Due to high demand and low 
supplies, ADMARC maize does not last long.  ADMARC has started rationing its sales 
to 25 kg per person per day.   
 
 
4.  VULNERABILITY UPDATE 
 
Floods affect parts of Salima, Chikwawa, and Karonga Districts.   
 
The intensive rains that fell in the last dekad of December resulted in flooding in 
flood-prone Karonga, Salima, and Chikwawa Districts.  The flooding so far has not 
been very serious compared with flooding last year.  However, it is still too early to 
make a final judgment on the season as additional rains and flooding are likely.  
 
 
5.  PASTURE AND LIVESTOCK CONDITIONS 
 
Livestock prices drop as households come under increasing pressure to sell their livestock 
to buy food, especially maize.     
 
There has been an increase in the number of households selling livestock to buy 
food, especially maize, due to scarce supplies and high prices.  The maize scarcity is 
forcing households to sell these animals at very low, distress prices.  Prices of 
livestock, especially goats and chicken, have fallen by more than 50 percent in 
many areas.  In November the prices of a single goat and chicken ranged from 
MK600-1,000 and from MK100-150, respectively.  However, December prices ranged 
between about MK300-600 per goat and MK30-100 per chicken, according to 
anecdotal information and market visits.  Anecdotal reports indicate that 
households prefer to barter their chickens directly for maize or maize bran instead of 
cash to avoid the second step of having to go and look for maize.  
 
 
6.  MACRO-ECONOMICS INDICATORS 
 
The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate remained relatively stable in December, trading at 
average of about MK67/US$. 
 
The Malawi Kwacha exchange rate remained relatively stable in December, trading 
at an average of about MK67/US$.  This is good news for all importers as 
depreciation of the currency would induce inflationary pressures, including a rise in 
food prices, thereby affecting the already precarious food security situation.  Figure 
2 (following page) shows the trend in the Malawi Kwacha exchange rate against 
currencies of the country’s major trading partners over the past two years.  
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Figure 2. Malawi Kwacha Exchange Rate against
Main Trading Partner Currencies: January 2000 - December 2001
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