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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 Rainfall activity over Malawi is subsiding signaling an end to the rainy season. 

 The Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security released its second 
round crop production forecasts on March 28, 2003.  Most of the crops have 
registered a drop in production from what was initially estimated in the first 
round.  Maize production forecast has been revised downwards from 
2,032,271 in the first round to 1,900,975 MT, representing a drop of 6 percent.   

 The government through the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) is still 
holding large stocks of maize.  ADMARC maize sales amounted to only about 
41,000 MT by the end of March.   

 Free food distribution will continue until May/June to prevent households from 
early consumption of the current crop which would compromise their future 
food security.   

 Local market maize prices are beginning to show signs of decline as 
households begin to harvest their crops.  Maize prices in local markets ranged 
from an average of MK16.6/kg to MK21.5/kg in March 2003.  These prices are 
much lower than at the same time last season.   

 Livestock prices remain stable and higher than at the same time last season.   
 
 
1.  FACTORS AFFECTING CROP PRODUCTION 
 
a.  Agro-climatic Conditions 
 
Rainfall activity over Malawi subsides as the rainy season draws to an end. 
 
Most parts of the country experienced normal rainfall through the end of March 2003. 
 
Rainfall activity over Malawi is subsiding, signaling the end of the rainy season.  
Officially the rainfall season covers the period from October 1 through March 31.  
However, some parts, especially in the northern region, continue to receive rains 
after this period.  Normally the rains start from the southern region and progress 
towards the northern region in a period of about a month.  The end of the season 
also follows the same pattern.  Most parts of the country experienced light rainfall 
sparsely distributed over time.  However, during the last 10 days of March most parts 
of the country experienced incessant rains.  As a result, most areas registered above 
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Figure 1 

Source: Meteorological Department 

normal rainfall during this period except for some parts of Chitipa and Karonga in 
the northern region and Dedza in the central region.  However, the excess rains did 
not cause flooding.  The first map in Figure 1 shows the rainfall distribution for the last 
ten days of March. 

Despite the late onset of rains, dry spells and low rainfall experienced between end 
of January and early March 2003, most parts of the country had experienced normal 
cumulative rainfall amounts (between 75 and 125 percent of the expected rainfall) 
by the end of March with an exception of below normal rainfall (below 75 percent 
of the expected rainfall) at Nsanje in the lower Shire Valley.  Above normal 
cumulative rainfall (above 125 percent of the expected total rainfall) amounts had 
been received around Mzuzu in the north and over an area stretching from Dedza 
to Lake Malawi through Bwanje Valley by end-March.  The second map in Figure 1 
shows cumulative rainfall distribution from October 1, 2002 to March 31, 2003.   
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2.  CROP PRODUCTION PROSPECTS 
 
The Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security released its second round 
crop production forecasts on March 28, 2003.  Maize production forecasts have been 
revised downwards from 2,032,271 in the first round to 1,900,975 MT.   
 
The Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security released the second round 
crop estimates on March 28, 2003.  Crop estimation exercises are conducted three 
times per year; the figures for the first one are released around January/February, 
the second one in March/April and the final round in June/July.  The first two rounds 
are preliminary while the third round is final.  During the first round, estimates are 
based on farmers’ planting intentions, as most have not yet planted by the time the 
exercise is done.  The second round is based on actual area planted, crop condition 
and other factors that affect crop production.  This forecast is therefore an 
improvement on the first round estimates.  For instance this year, the first round’s 
figures have generally been revised downwards due to reassessment of the area 
planted and dry spells that affected some parts of the country.  The worst hit areas 
include parts of Nsanje, Chikwawa, Mwanza, Blantyre and Mangochi districts in the 
southern region, parts of Nkhotakota district in the central region and parts of 
Mzimba, Rumphi and Karonga in the Northern region.  Final crop estimates figures 
are released in June/July and these are calculated by weighing the crop to 
determine the yield.  The following paragraphs briefly discuss the second round 
figures for some of the major food crops.   
 
Maize 
The maize production forecast has been revised downwards from 2,032,271 MT in the 
first round to 1,900,350 MT in the second round of production estimates, representing 
a drop of 6 percent.  This drop is attributed to a 7 percent decrease in the yield from 
1,309 kg per hectare in the first round to 1,211 kg per hectare in the second round, 
mainly due to the dry spells mentioned above.  The area planted is almost the same 
as indicted in the first round, registering only a 1 percent increase from 1,552,254 
hectares to 1,568,738 hectares.  The current production estimate, however, 
represents a 22 percent increase over last season’s production of 1,556,975 MT.  
Maize is the country’s major staple food, grown and consumed everywhere in 
Malawi.  The Integrated Household Survey conducted by the National Statistics 
Office in 1997/98 showed that maize contributes about 73 percent of the total 
kilocalorie intake in Malawi.  Maize therefore is the major determinant of food 
security in Malawi.  The current production estimate is just about enough to meet the 
maize requirement.  A detailed food balance sheet analysis will be conducted after 
the third round figures are released.   
 
Rice 
The rice production forecast has also been revised downwards by 17 percent from 
105,281 MT in the first round to 86,882 MT in the second round.  This is attributed to 
drops in both area planted and yield by 8 percent and 10 percent respectively.  
Although rice is grown in many parts of the country, most of it is localized in Karonga, 
Machinga and Salima Agricultural Development Divisions (ADDs) in the northern, 
central and southern regions respectively.  Some of the worst hit areas by the dry 
spell are the rice growing areas hence the drops in the expected area planted and 
yield.  The current production estimate also presents a 6 percent drop from last 
season’s production of 92,097 MT.  This drop in rice production will have an adverse 
effect on food security particularly in Karonga district which is among the few areas 
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where rice is considered one of the main staple foods.  The Karonga ADD rice 
production figure has dropped by almost half (51 percent) from first round and 40 
percent from last season. 
 
Cassava 
Cassava production has increased by 8 percent from 1,644,845 MT in the first round 
to 1,774,196 MT in the second round.  This also represents an increase of 15 percent 
over last season’s production of 1,540,183 MT.  Farmers are encouraged to grow 
cassava as a fall back measure in case maize fails.  The advantage of cassava is 
that it is drought tolerant.  The number of farmers growing the crop has increased 
tremendously in recent years.  Apart from growing cassava for food, some farmers 
are growing the crop for sale.  Cassava has become a lucrative crop in the country.  
In the cities and towns cassava is used as a substitute for bread, whose price has 
increased a great deal in recent years. 
 
 
3. FOOD AVAILABILITY AND ACCESS 
 
a.   Official Maize Stocks and Sales 
 
Government has enough maize in stock accumulated from the imports intended to 
address last year’s food crisis. 
 
ADMARC maize sales amounted to 40,589 MT by March 28, 2003.   
 
Government maize stocks held by the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) 
remained high.  Although the official figure was not readily available at the time of 
writing, anecdotal reports indicate that the NFRA is holding about 250,000 MT of 
maize.  This high stock level is the result of low sales levels in ADMARC markets.  
Meanwhile, the Government is still struggling to increase the sales level.   
ADMARC maize sales amounted to 40,589 MT by March 28, 2003.  This is 47 percent 
lower than the 62,589 MT sold by the same time last year, despite the fact that most 
of the ADMARC markets did not have adequate maize stocks last year.  Sales are 
expected to be low during this harvest period and to begin rising around August or 
September.  The ADMARC maize sales are likely to be higher than they have been 
after the withdrawal of free food distribution which is expected around May/June.  
Any decisions to dispose of maize stocks should therefore take this into 
consideration.   
 
b.   Local Market Conditions and Prices 
 
Average local market prices for maize in March 2003 ranged from MK16.6/kg to 
MK21.5/kg; generally lower than at the same time last season. 
 
Maize is readily available in the local markets.  Demand for maize in the market is 
declining as some farmers have started harvesting maize and other food crops.  A 
number of markets have started showing signs of a declining price trend as shown in 
Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Local Market Maize Prices (MK/kg)for Selected Markets in Malawi: 2001-2003
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The local market maize prices ranged from MK16.6/kg at Bangula market in Nsanje 
in the southern region to MK21.5/kg at Namwera in Mangochi district, also of the 
southern region.  In general, the prices are 16 percent to 50 percent lower than at 
the same time last year.  Almost all the markets except for Nchalo in Chikwawa 
district and Bangula in Nsanje district have registered lower prices than last year at 

the same time.  Although these 
two markets have registered 
higher prices than last year, it is 
no cause for concern as they 
are among the markets with the 
lowest maize prices in the 
country as shown in Table 1.   
 
Prices are generally around the 
ADMARC fixed price of 
MK17.00/kg.  The ADMARC price 
has, unlike last season, had an 
impact on maize prices in the 
local markets.  This is because 
ADMARC has maize this year to 
effectively support the price 
while last season most of the 
ADMARC markets had no 
maize.  Table 1 compares the 
local market maize prices in 
March this year to those of the 
same time last year. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1: LOCAL MARKET MAIZE PRICE 
COMPARISON 

MARKET Mar-02 Mar-03 
Percent 
CHANGE

BANGULA 15.71 16.60 6
CHIMBIYA 28.70 17.14 -40
DOWA 40.47 20.12 -50
LIWONDE 32.65 18.37 -44
LIZULU 27.30 18.46 -32
MITUNDU 29.80 19.53 -34
MZIMBA 27.95 18.69 -33
MZUZU 20.35 17.11 -16
NAMWERA 41.53 21.51 -48
NCHALO 17.02 18.17 7
NTAJA 25.56 19.60 -23
NTCHISI 35.10 18.49 -47
RUMPHI 26.34 16.22 -38

Source: Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security 
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4. VULNERABILITY UPDATE AND INTERVENTIONS 
 
Free food distribution to targeted beneficiaries continues across the country. 
 
Free food distributions will continue though June.  This will help vulnerable households 
avoid early or premature consumption of the current crop in the field.  Food aid 
distributions have progressed very well with 81 percent to 120 percent of the 
intended beneficiaries reached each month between July 2002 and February 2003.  
The numbers of beneficiaries are based on the number of vulnerable households 
identified through the VAC assessments and the capacity of the NGOs to carry out 
the food distribution.  Figure 3 shows a comparison of the planned beneficiaries and 
the number of beneficiaries that was actually reached each month from July 2002 
to February 2003. 

 
With the release of the second round estimates, indications are that at the national 
level the food security outlook is much better than last year.  Reports from the field, 
especially where harvesting has started, show that the food security situation at the 
household level has improved greatly as households start consuming food from the 
recent harvest.  However, according to the estimates, there are pockets throughout 
the country where households will be food insecure as a result of prolonged dry 
spells that resulted in yield reduction.  This improved household food security 
situation may be short lived as the harvest is not expected to last long.  Detailed 
analysis at the sub national level will be carried out soon to ascertain the magnitude 
of the potential problem.  Overall though, the situation is much better than at the 
same time last year.  The bottom line is that wide scale food aid will not be required 
since the main problem facing the country now is chronic food insecurity as a result 
of the low rural incomes, declining productivity and deepening poverty.  This is more 

Figure 3: GENERAL FOOD DISTRIBUTION PROGRESS FROM
 JULY 2002 TO FEBRUARY 2003
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of a developmental problem rather than as a result of the failure of the current 
harvest. 
 
 
5. PASTURE AND LIVESTOCK 
 
Pasture and livestock conditions remain favorable.   
 
Livestock prices remain stable 
 
Pasture and drinking water for animals are readily available due to the favorable 
weather conditions that have been good for pasture development and water 
availability.  In addition, there has been no significant disease outbreak apart from 
the chronic problem of Newcastle disease in chickens.   
 
Prices of livestock remain stable and higher than last season.  There has been no 
panic sale of livestock in order to buy food (especially maize), as was the case last 
season.  This is because of the various interventions which have improved the food 
security situation this year. 
 


