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MALAWI Food Security Outlook February 2020 to September 2020 

Favorable rainfall performance raises prospects for above-average harvests 

KEY MESSAGES 
 

• Between February and March 2020, populations in southern Malawi districts 
and the northern Karonga district are expected to face Stressed! (IPC Phase 
2!) outcomes in the presence of humanitarian assistance. In April and May, 
these populations will likely face Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes in the 
absence of assistance but as food access improves from own harvests. 
However, as cash crop sales will not have significantly started, access to 
income will remain low during these months. These households will 
transition to Minimal (IPC Phase 1) in June as significant cash crop income 
becomes available. Populations in the rest of the country are expected to be 
in Minimal (IPC Phase 1) from February to September 2020. 

• Malawi is expecting above-average production of most crops including the 
maize staple in the upcoming season. Harvests are expected to start in April, 
with green harvests in March. According to first round production estimates 
from the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development 
(MoAIWD), Malawi is expected to produce approximately 3.6 million metric 
tons of maize. Current crop conditions also suggest favorable prospects for 
above-average production.  

• Prices for the maize staple continued to increase in January 2020 and remain 
double average levels in most markets. Prices are expected to decrease with 
the start of green harvests in March, though will likely remain above average 
through September 2020. Despite anticipated above-average production 
this season, continued upward pressure on prices resulting from the 
government-set ADMARC buying price of MWK 310/kg is expected to keep 
prices from fully normalizing. 

SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

Current food security outcomes, February 

2020  

 
Source: FEWS NET 

FEWS NET classification is IPC-compatible. IPC-

compatible analysis follows key IPC protocols but does 

not necessarily reflect the consensus of national food 

security partners. 

http://www.fews.net/ipc


MALAWI Food Security Outlook February 2020 to September 2020 
 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network 2 
 

NATIONAL OVERVIEW 

Current Situation 

According to NOAA and the Malawi Department of Climate Change and 
Meteorological Services (DCCMS), cumulative rainfall for the 2019/2020 
agriculture season (October 2019 to March 2020) has so far been average 
to above average across most of the country. However, parts of Machinga, 
Nsanje, and other small portions of southern Malawi received below-
average rainfall during the October to December period (Figure 1). 
Distribution of the rainfall in terms of spatial and temporal coverage has 
been favorable, leading to a healthy crop stand and good water availability 
across most of the country (Figures 2 & 3). At the time of a FEWS NET 
assessment conducted in early to mid-January 2020, most crops in central 
and southern Malawi were at mid-vegetative stages while crops in 
northern Malawi were at early vegetative stages. Nsanje district, however, 
was exhibiting poor crop development due to erratic rainfall. While pests 
including the Fall Army Worm have threatened many fields across the 
country, government control measures including pesticide distributions 
have been largely effective, and crops have recovered. As of end February, 
most crops were at maturity stage. Overall, Malawi will likely realize above-
average maize staple production of about 3.6 million metric tonnes 
according to the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development 
(MoAIWD) press release of 19 February 2020.  

According to MoAIWD district reports, an estimated over 95 percent of 
farming households targeted by the Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) 
successfully accessed inputs for the 2019/2020 production season. This 
improved input access was due to improved supply by the companies and 
shops contracted to sell subsidized inputs. In the current season, the 
government provided coupons for subsidized inputs to 900,000 farming 
households. This allowed households to purchase fertilizer and maize and 
legume seeds at heavily subsidized prices. However, tobacco farmers 
reported a reduction in input support from tobacco companies, with some 
companies restricting support to contract farmers or even totally 
withdrawing support owing to dwindling demand from buyers. This has led 
to some tobacco farmers shifting to grow more maize and legumes and will 
likely result in reduced tobacco production. 

As of January 2020, maize stocks in the Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) 
managed by the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) were around 10,000 
MT. However, the Department of Disaster Management Affairs (DoDMA) 
had indicated requirements for various humanitarian assistance responses 
to be far in excess of what the SGR was holding. Meanwhile, the 
Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC), the 
country’s main grain seller, is estimated to have around 5,000 MT of maize 
stocks – well below typical levels. ADMARC continues to sell maize at a 
government-fixed price of MWK 150 per kilogram. However, due to low 
stocks, ADMARC has not meaningfully influenced market prices in the 
2019/2020 season. 

Prices of maize – the main staple – remain significantly elevated. According 
to a FEWS NET assessment in early to mid-January, retail maize prices 
ranged from MWK 245 to 300 per kilogram in northern region markets, 
from MWK 240 to 300 per kilogram in central region markets, and from 
MWK 300 to 400 per kilogram in southern region markets. According to  

Projected food security outcomes, February to May 

2020 
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Agricultural Market Information System (AMIS) data collected by the 
MoAIWD, prices of maize grain increased by 7-18 percent in most 
markets between December 2019 and January 2020 to reach MWK 255-
377 per kilogram. As of January, prices of maize grain were trending at 
levels 56 to 119 percent above levels observed last year, and between 69 
and 118 percent above five-year average levels. 

Meanwhile, income earned through agricultural labor opportunities – 
which typically provide poor households with about 30 percent of annual 
income – is currently below average. Despite seasonally high demand for 
agricultural labor in December and January, an increase in the number of 
households competing for the same labor opportunities has been 
exerting downward pressure on wages and restricting access to this 
income source. In February, demand for agricultural labor has started to 
seasonally decline as farmers begin to await crop maturity and harvests.  

In southern areas that have been facing the highest levels of acute food 
insecurity, livestock holdings are currently at seasonally low levels due to 
households selling livestock to purchase food. Poorer households 
typically own an average of three to five goats throughout the year. At 
the time of FEWS NET’s January assessment, most households owned 
one to two goats, while others had atypically sold all their goats to buy 
food. Due to the increase in supply, prices of goats were at seasonal low 
levels, ranging from MWK 10,000 to MWK 15,000. These prices are 
approximately 50 percent lower than typical prices after the harvest. 
With maize prices ranging from MWK 15,000 to 20,000 per 50 kilogram 
bag, the goat-to-maize terms of trade are significantly eroded to around 
a third or less of what is typical for this time of year.  

In late December, the government of Malawi commenced the 
implementation of a humanitarian food assistance program, planned to 
begin with seven priority districts in southern Malawi (Machinga, 
Mangochi, Zomba, Balaka, Nsanje, Neno, and, in January, Chikwawa). 
However, though planned to commence in late December, the provision 
of aid in Balaka only began in late January due to administrative issues. 
Households in Balaka, Karonga, Blantyre, Mwanza, and Phalombe 
districts also began receiving assistance in February. Following expansion 
of implementation plans, humanitarian food assistance was being 
provided in 22 districts throughout the country as of February.  These 
areas include some districts with populations in Crisis (IPC Phase 3) as 
well as some with populations in Stressed (IPC Phase 2) or Minimal (IPC 
Phase 1) according to FEWS NET analysis. Households are mostly being 
targeted with cash transfers equivalent in value to 50 kilograms of maize, 
10 kilograms of pulses, and 2 liters of cooking oil each month. This 
amounts to approximately MWK 23,000 per household per month. 
Overall, about 13 percent of poor households across the country are 
being targeted with humanitarian food assistance through March 2020. 

Overall, area-level acute food insecurity outcomes are Minimal (IPC 
Phase 1) in most parts of northern and central Malawi and Stressed! (IPC 
Phase 2!) in the presence of humanitarian assistance in many parts of 
southern Malawi and in the northern Karonga district. In the current 
environment of high food prices and below-average incomes, Crisis (IPC 
Phase 3) outcomes persist among poor households currently not 
receiving humanitarian assistance due to mistargeting. These households 
are atypically expanding self-employment activities including firewood 
and charcoal sales and coping by selling some livestock – especially goats 

Figure 1. Cumulative rainfall, October 2019 to 

January 2020, percent of normal 
 

 

Source: DCCMS 

Figure 2. Healthy maize crop, Chiradzulu District, 

southern Malawi, January 2020 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 3. Healthy tobacco crop, Mchinji District, 

central Malawi, January 2020 

 

Source: FEWS NET 
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and chickens. Some households in southern Malawi even reported selling some assets such as bicycles in order to access 
income for food purchases. Households reported reducing the quantity and frequency of meals, with many consuming just 
one meal per day compared to the typical three.  

National Level Assumptions 
 
The Food Security Outlook for February to September 2020 is based on the following national-level assumptions: 
 

• According to NOAA and DCCMS forecasts, average to above-average rainfall is expected through the end of the rainy 
season in March 2020. As a result, cumulative rainfall for the season is expected to be average to above-average.   

• Given the current rainfall forecast, production of most key food and cash crops is expected to be above average. 
Green harvests are expected beginning in the south in late February to March, with main harvests anticipated in 
March/April. In central and northern regions, main harvests are anticipated in April/May and May/June, respectively. 
However, tobacco production will likely be below average due to a reduction in farmers growing tobacco as a result 
of poor marketing and reduced input support by government and tobacco companies. 

• Though Fall Armyworm and African Armyworm remain a threat, minimal impact on the maize crop is anticipated due 
to effective control measures and reduced spread resulting from recent heavy rainfall.  

• There will likely be no significant formal maize imports by the government given anticipated above-average 
production for the 2019/20 production year. With an above-average production season expected for Malawi, 
informal cross-border food imports especially for the maize staple are expected to decrease from the current high 
levels. It is likely that informal cross-border maize imports will reduce to a range of 1,000 to 2,500 metric tons per 
month as compared to inflows as high as 4,000 to 5,000 metric tons per month in previous years.  

• Overall, the country is expected to close the current marketing year in March and enter the 2020/2021 marketing 
year with significantly below-average stocks. The National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) is expected to have no 
significant stocks in the country’s strategic grain reserve, while ADMARC is similarly expected to have no significant 
stocks in its warehouses. Private traders are expected to have some stocks, though these will be below average due 
to increased demand in the current marketing year. Given expectations for production and current ADMARC 
purchasing targets, stocks are expected to remain below average through March before increasing to average to 
above-average levels in the April to September 2020 period. 

• Based on FEWS NET’s integrated price projections, maize grain prices will likely remain significantly above average 
between January and the end of the consumption year in March. Prices are expected to range from MWK 340 to 400 
per kilogram, with the highest prices occurring in deficit-producing southern areas and the lowest prices in northern 
and central areas. These anticipated prices are between 100 to 200 percent higher than last year’s prices and the 
five-year average. During this time, ADMARC is expected to play a minimal role in price stabilization due to below-
average stocks. Maize prices are expected to begin decreasing with the green harvests in late February to March and 
will follow seasonal trends throughout the projection period. Prices of pulses (including beans and pigeon peas) and 
fish will likely also remain high in the January to March period.  

• Given declining demand from tobacco companies, tobacco farm-gate and auction prices are expected to remain 
below average despite reduced supply.  

• Given current crop development and expectations for favorable rainfall, income from cash crop sales – including tea, 
sugar, tobacco, and pulses – will likely be average to above average overall. However, due to expectations for below-
average tobacco production and low prices, both household income from tobacco sales and total national foreign 
exchange earnings are expected to be below average in the 2019/2020 marketing year. In recent years, tobacco 
production volumes and overall earnings have been declining annually. Tobacco remains Malawi’s most important 
foreign exchange earner.  

• Given expectations for average to above-average income from cash crop sales and favorable production prospects 
for other food crops, overall income from crop sales is expected to be average to above average. Above-average 
maize prices are further expected to support income from food crop sales. Common cash crops include tobacco and 
cotton while some households sell food crops such as maize, rice, groundnuts, pulses, and tubers for income.  
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• From February to May, demand for agricultural labor supporting harvest activities is expected to be average 
throughout the country. During this time, typical wages will support usual seasonal income levels for poor 
households in these areas. From June to September, demand for agricultural labor in central and northern areas is 
expected to be slightly below average during the tobacco harvesting and marketing season. This will likely reduce 
income levels for many poor households who rely on tobacco harvesting and marketing activities. 

• Favorable production is expected to support normal income levels among middle-income and better-off households 
who offer labor opportunities to poor households. As such, poor households are anticipated to access average levels 
of income from non-agricultural labor opportunities including construction. However, income access in tobacco-
producing areas will likely be below average, as tobacco is the main source of income for most middle-income and 
better-off households who hire labor. Households will also likely access average levels of income from self-
employment activities such as firewood and charcoal sales. 

• During the peak of the lean period through March, livestock prices are expected to remain at seasonally low, 
average levels due to increased supply as poor households engage in desperate livestock sales. Prices will start to 
increase again in April when households access own food and income from harvests. At this time, livestock supply 
will reduce as households are no longer desperate for income to buy food.  

• Households in districts identified by MVAC to have been facing the most severe levels of food insecurity will 
continue receiving humanitarian food assistance through March 2020. Recipient households will benefit from 
humanitarian food assistance in the form of in-kind or cash transfers. In kind rations will include 50kg of maize, 10kg 
of legumes, and 2L of vegetable oil per month. Cash transfer benefits will be equivalent to the in-kind rations. 

 
Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

Most parts of northern and central Malawi are expected to continue facing Minimal (IPC Phase 1) acute food insecurity 
outcomes throughout the projection period. In much of southern Malawi and in the northern Karonga district, the provision 
of humanitarian food assistance is expected to sustain Stressed! (IPC Phase 2!) outcomes through the end of March. During 
this time, most households receiving humanitarian food assistance are expected to continue accessing some income from the 
humanitarian cash transfers. These households are expected to be able to meet all food needs, but not all essential non-food 
needs through March 2020. Meanwhile, some severely food insecure households not receiving humanitarian assistance 
during this time are expected to continue facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes through March 2020. While these households 
are expected to continue earning some income from agricultural labor opportunities, self-employment activities including 
selling firewood and charcoal, and sales of small livestock including goats and chickens, this income is expected to be 
insufficient to satisfy food and non-food needs. 

In March, ongoing green harvests are expected to improve food access for most poor households. As such, areas previously 
receiving humanitarian assistance are expected to transition to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes in April as assistance ceases 
but food from own-production increases. During this time, households not previously receiving humanitarian assistance are 
also expected to improve to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) as green harvests improve food access. For both of these groups, 
however, access to income will likely be insufficient to meet all food and essential non-food needs until the peak crop 
marketing season starts around May/June. With the main harvests, poor households are expected to begin accessing 
adequate levels of both food and income from own-production and cash crop sales, respectively, allowing them to meet food 
and essential non-food needs. As a result of favorable production, food stocks are anticipated to last through at least 
September, anticipated to support Minimal (IPC Phase 1) food security outcomes throughout this time. However, below-
average production is anticipated in the two Lower Shire districts of Nsanje and Chikwawa. While this is not anticipated to 
impact outcomes during the projection period, food security outcomes during the lean period beginning around October are 
likely to be worse than in the rest of the country. This is expected to be the third consecutive year of poor harvests in these 
areas. As a result of reduced access to food from own-production and decreased resilience, some very poor and poor 
households are likely to face Stressed (IPC Phase 2) and Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes early in the 2020/2021 
lean period. 

Given improved food access due to the provision of humanitarian food assistance and anticipated average to above-average 
food and cash crop harvests, the prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) among children under five is expected to 
remain stable and within acceptable levels (GAM less than five percent) according to WHO classifications throughout the 
outlook period.   
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Events that Might Change the Outlook 

Possible events over the next eight months that could change the most-likely scenario:  
 

Area Event Impact on food security outcomes 

Nationwide Early cessation of rains in 
February to March period  

This would likely impede proper development of crops and may alter 
current expectations of above-average production for both food and cash 
crops, reducing access to food and income among poor households. This 
would likely lead to another year of atypically early food and income gaps as 
the consumption season progresses. 

Nationwide Further increases in prices 
for the maize staple  

This would likely further reduce food access among poor households, 
increasing the number of people facing food consumption gaps and Crisis 
(IPC Phase 3) food insecurity outcomes both prior to the harvest and as the 
consumption season progresses.  

 
AREAS OF CONCERN 

Lower Shire Livelihood Zone (LSH), Nsanje District 

Current Situation 

Nsanje was the district most severely affected by flooding in March 
2019. Impacts included damaged infrastructure, destruction of over 50 
percent of crops, and lost livestock. According to MoAIWD monthly 
reporting, about 39 percent of the 81,749 farming households in Nsanje 
had run out of own-produced food by January 2020. This compares to 
approximately 34 percent of the 92,482 farming households at the same 
time last year. This season, most households exhausted food stocks in 
the months of May-July 2019. Currently, Nsanje is one of three districts 
where over 25 percent of the rural population is facing severe food 
insecurity outcomes. According to FEWS NET and MVAC analyses, 
approximately 70,000 people representing over 25 percent of the 
population were expected to be facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security 
outcomes prior to the commencement of humanitarian assistance 
distributions in December 2019.  

The start of the 2019/20 rainy season was erratic in Nsanje district. Rains 
started in early to mid-December but experienced a two-week lull just 
one week after the start, with additional dry spells following. Due to low 
moisture availability, planted crops failed to germinate and farmers 
were forced to replant twice. In January, heavy rainfall caused 
waterlogging that negatively affected crop development. As a result, 
cereal crops including maize, millet, and sorghum were still in early to 
mid-vegetative stages in Nsanje district in mid-January (Figures 5 & 6). By this time, crops in other southern Malawi districts 
were in flowering and cobbing stages. 

Current maize supplies in Nsanje are low, with below-average supplies in local markets and extremely erratic or no supplies in 
ADMARC markets. Private traders are currently supplying markets with maize grain obtained mainly from central Malawi in 
addition to some from Blantyre City as large traders release supplies into the market. Supplies are also currently being 
boosted by an increase in informal maize imports from Zambia and Mozambique. In January, maize prices throughout Nsanje 
ranged from MWK 300 to 400/kg, averaging MWK 350/kg as compared to MWK 197/kg at the same time last year. According 
to AMIS data, maize prices in Nsanje market were MWK 339/kg in January 2020, up 9 percent from the previous month. 
These prices were 88 percent higher than prices observed in January 2018 and 87 percent higher than the five-year average.  

Figure 4. Reference map for Lower Shire Livelihood 

Zone (LSH), Nsanje District 

          

 
 

Source: FEWS NET 
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Significantly elevated prices are compelling many households to 
purchase smaller quantities of food and consume alternative foods such 
as sweet potatoes.  

Agricultural labor activities such as land cultivation and weeding were 
readily available as of January 2020. However, the income levels realized 
were lower than normal due to an increase people seeking labor, 
restricting access and depressing wages. With food prices at record high 
levels, household purchasing power has been significantly reduced. As a 
result, households have sought to earn income by expanding self-
employment activities including collecting firewood and producing 
charcoal for sale. Although this is the most expandable income-earning 
strategy, incomes earned have been insufficient and most very poor and 
poor households have been unable to meet all food and essential non-
food needs. 

Currently, very poor and poor households in Nsanje are facing Stressed! 
(IPC Phase 2!) outcomes in the presence of humanitarian food 
assistance. The government and partners are currently targeting 25 
percent of the population with a cash transfer equivalent to the price of 
50kg of maize, 10kg of legumes, and 2L of cooking oil. FEWS NET 
assessments in January showed that these households were, however, 
still facing constrained access to income, with most households 
restricting spending to food purchases and compromising on non-food 
needs such as investment in agricultural production, education 
expenditures, and health care. Meanwhile, those missed in targeting are 
relying on market purchases for food after raising income through casual 
labor, firewood and charcoal sales, and small livestock sales. However, 
reduced opportunities for income-earning and abnormally high prices of 
food – especially the maize staple – are limiting household food access 
for those who had been missed in the targeting. By January, some 
households reported reducing quantity of meals, reducing meal 
frequency to just one per day (compared to the normal three per day), 
and in the extreme spending one or two nights per week without food. 
As of FEWS NET’s January assessment, some desperate households were 
depending wild foods such as the waterlily tuber (nyika), other upland 
tubers, and some wild fruits (Figure 7). However, availability is low and 
wild foods cannot significantly contribute to household food needs and 
can even be harmful after prolonged consumption. As such, households 
not receiving humanitarian assistance are currently facing Crisis (IPC 
Phase 3) outcomes.  

Assumptions 

In addition to the national-level assumptions, the following assumptions 
have been used to develop the most likely scenario for food security 
outcomes in this livelihood zone through September 2020: 

• Given poor crop development observed in January 2020, crop production in Nsanje is expected to be below average.  

• The maize staple will continue being available in local Nsanje markets, though in lower quantities than normal. ADMARC 
markets will continue to have little or no maize, while private traders will continue supplying the maize grain. Availability 
of maize, sorghum, and millet will likely increase in April, as households start accessing harvests from the 2019/20 
production season. 

• According to FEWS NET’s integrated price projections, maize grain prices in Nsanje are expected to trend above five-year 
average levels throughout the projection period (Figure 8). Maize prices are expected to start decreasing through May 

Figure 5. Poor and stunted crop development, 

Nsanje District, January 2020 

 

Source: FEWS NET  

Figure 6. Late development if sorghum and millet, 

Nsanje District, January 2020 

 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 7.  Some wild foods being consumed by 

desperate households 

  

Source: FEWS NET 
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as harvesting progresses. However, even when prices are at their 
lowest between April and June, they are expected to remain 
above average and last year’s price levels. Despite favorable 
production, continued upward pressure on prices is likely as a 
result of a government directive for ADMARC to begin purchasing 
maize at MWK 310 per kilogram. 

• Throughout the projection period, households are expected to 
access normal, seasonally low levels of agricultural labor. Some 
labor opportunities will become available during the harvest, as 
some crops – including cotton and legumes – are more labor 
intensive.  

• The provision of humanitarian assistance is expected to continue 
at current levels through March 2020.  
 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

In February and March – the peak of the lean period – the majority of 
very poor and poor households will continue relying on humanitarian 
assistance but will access insufficient income to meet all food and 
essential non-food needs. Meanwhile, very poor and poor households 
who are not receiving humanitarian assistance will continue 
experiencing restricted food access in an environment of reduced 
access to income and abnormally high food prices. As such, very poor 
and poor households that are benefiting from humanitarian assistance 
will experience Stressed! (IPC Phase 2!) food security outcomes 
through the end of March, while those not receiving humanitarian 
assistance will continue to face Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes during 
this time. Results of an updated HEA Outcome Analysis carried out in 
January by FEWS NET illustrate that very poor and poor households 
would face survival and livelihoods deficits if humanitarian assistance 
was not provided (Figures 9 & 10). In March, households will start 
accessing food from the green harvests and, in April, from the main 
harvests. With improved food access from the harvests, households 
are expected to transition to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) in the absence of 
assistance through May 2020. 

From June to September 2020, households will access food from their 
own harvests, reducing dependence on markets. In this period, 
households will have started selling cash crops in addition to earning 
income from non-agricultural labor and self-employment activities. As 
such, most households will access sufficient food and income and will 
experience Minimal (IPC Phase 1) food security outcomes during this 
period. Given expectations for a below-average harvest, food stocks 
are not expected to last beyond September. However, stocks are 
expected to support access to food throughout the scenario period.   

No recent nutrition surveys have been conducted. However, based on recent trends and a nutrition SMART survey conducted 
in June/July 2019, it is assumed that the prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) in the Lower Shire livelihood zone 
including Nsanje district will remain below the five percent threshold through the 2021 harvest. According to the June/July 
2019 survey, GAM prevalence in the Lower Shire Livelihood Zone was 1.0 percent (95% CI: 0.3-2.7). Trends observed from 
nutrition surveys in recent years illustrate that malnutrition levels have been declining since 2016, regardless of seasonality.  

Figure 8. Nsanje maize grain prices and projections 

2019-2020, (MWK/kg)  

 
Source: FEWS NET/MoAIWD AMIS 

 

Figure 9. Nsanje HEA analysis, food security and 

income outcomes for very poor households, seasonal 

expenditure (food & cash), April 2019 – March 2020 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

 
Figure 10. Nsanje HEA analysis, food security and 

income outcomes for poor households, seasonal 

expenditure (food & cash), April 2019 – March 2020  

 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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Middle Shire Livelihood Zone (MSH), Balaka District 

Current Situation 

Heavy rains and flooding during the 2018/19 production season damaged crops 
and prevented farmers from engaging in agricultural activities such as weeding 
and fertilizer application. As a result, very poor and poor households only 
produced enough food to last around two months (compared to the typical five 
months), and consequently became reliant on market purchases for food as 
early as July. According to MoAIWD district agriculture monthly reporting, 51 
percent of the 132,645 farming households in the district had run out of own 
produced food as of the end of December 2019. These households are currently 
relying on market purchases for food.  

Balaka district experienced a normal start of the 2019/20 rainfall season. 
According to key informant interviews with district agriculture officials in early 
January, the district has been receiving average to above-average and well-
distributed rainfall since the start of the rainfall season in October. 

Area planted to most major crops in Balaka district has been increasing in recent 
years according to MoAIWD (Table 1). This year, area planted to maize, 
groundnuts, and pigeon peas were above the five-year average and – in the case 
of maize and pigeon peas – slightly above area planted last year. Area planted to 
cotton, however, has been declining in recent years due to marketing issues and 
difficulty in accessing necessary inputs including seeds and pesticides. Despite 
the decrease in cotton production, income from crop sales is expected to be 
above average overall, driven by sales of groundnuts and pigeon peas.  

Table 1. Area planted (Ha) for major crops in Balaka  

 

Source: MoAIWD 

Currently, maize and other food commodities including legumes are available in major markets. However, supplies in these 
markets are below average for this time of the year. Most of the maize available in markets is sourced from the bordering 
central region districts of Ntcheu, Mchinji, and Lilongwe. Traders from these areas bring maize to the sell wholesale to small 
traders who then in turn sell to consumers. Maize grain prices in Balaka market increased 12 percent between December 
2019 and January 2020 to reach MWK 377/kg in January according to AMIS data. January prices were 115 percent above the 
five-year average and 106 percent above prices observed at the same time last year. This is mainly due to below-average 
market supplies and an increased number of households relying on market purchases. These high prices are limiting poor 
households’ ability to access food at a time when access to income is also below normal. 

Very poor and poor households are currently accessing income from some agricultural labor activities such as making ridges 
for sweet potato production, as most farm management activities like weeding and fertilizer application have already 
concluded. However, due to an increased number of people engaging in income-earning activities and below-average wage 
rates, income from these activities are below normal. As such, very poor and poor households are supplementing this  

Figure 11. Reference map for Middle Shire 

Livelihood Zone (MSH), Balaka District 

 

 
           

Source: FEWS NET 
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income by selling charcoal and small livestock. However, few poor and 
very poor households currently have small livestock left to sell. 
According to key informant interviews in January 2020, some poor 
households were selling assets such as bicycles in order to access 
income for food purchases.  

Given inadequate income, some very poor and poor households are 
reducing quantity and frequency of meals. According to focus group 
discussions with community key informants in early January, most of 
the very poor and poor households in Balaka were eating only one meal 
a day on at least four out of seven days in a week, compared to the two 
out of seven typical for this time of the year. It was reported that, at 
times, households might go a whole day without a meal. These 
households might go to bed hungry on two out of seven days in a week. 
Based on the updated HEA Outcome Analysis carried out in January by 
FEWS NET, very poor and poor households were facing 9 percent and 5 
percent survival and livelihood deficits, respectively. This means that 
they could not access sufficient food and income to meet their 
minimum basic food needs and protect livelihoods.  

In late January, the government and partners commenced 
implementation of a humanitarian food assistance program targeting 
97,256 people facing Crisis (IPC phase 3) food security outcomes in 
Balaka district. This represents about 25 percent of the rural population 
of Balaka. Humanitarian assistance distributions were supposed to 
begin in November 2019. However, due to delays in planning, targeting, 
and other logistical challenges, this assistance only commenced at the 
end of January. Beneficiary households are expected to receive monthly 
cash transfers equivalent to a food basket of 50kg of maize, 10kg of 
pulses, and 2L of vegetable oil through March 2020. In Balaka, this is the 
equivalent of approximately MWK 23,000. Very poor and poor 
households are currently experiencing Stressed! (IPC Phase 2!) 
outcomes in the presence of humanitarian assistance, with households 
not receiving assistance expected to be in Crisis (IPC Phase 3).  

Assumptions 

In addition to the national-level assumptions, the following assumptions 
have been used to develop the most likely scenario for food security 
outcomes in this livelihood zone through September 2020: 

• Given favorable crop development and expectations for 
average to above-average rainfall for the remainder of the 
season, crop production in Balaka is expected to be above 
average.  

• The maize staple will continue being available in local Balaka 
markets, though in lower quantities than normal. ADMARC markets will continue to have little or no maize. 
Availability will likely increase in April, as households start accessing harvests from the 2019/20 production season.   

• According to FEWS NET’s integrated price projections, maize grain prices in Balaka are expected to follow seasonal 
trends, decreasing between March and May with lowest prices expected in May as main harvesting takes place. 
However, prices are expected to trend above five-year average levels throughout the projection period. Despite 
favorable production, continued upward pressure on prices is likely as a result of a government directive for 
ADMARC to begin purchasing maize at MWK 310 per kilogram. 

Figure 12. Balaka HEA analysis, food security and 

income outcomes for very poor households, seasonal 

expenditure (food & cash)  

 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 13. Balaka HEA analysis, food security and 

income outcomes for poor households, seasonal 

expenditure (food & cash)  

 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 14. Balaka maize grain prices and projections 

2019-2020, (MWK/kg) 

 
Source: FEWS NET/MoAIWD AMIS  
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• Income from crop sales is expected to be near average due to anticipated above-average crop production. 
Households mostly access income from crop sales beginning in April when harvesting begins through around June, 
with most income accessed in May/June. 

• Income from self-employment activities including firewood and charcoal sales is expected to be average from April 
to September. Normal levels of engagement in these activities are expected due to anticipated favorable production.  

• The provision of humanitarian assistance is expected to continue at current levels through March 2020.  

. 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

In February and March, access to food and income is expected to improve for most very poor and poor households due to the 
provision of humanitarian assistance. During this period, beneficiary households are no longer expected to face consumption 
gaps and are expected to begin consuming at least two meals per day. However, given reduced access to income, these 
households will likely be unable to meet all essential non-food needs. Meanwhile, some households not receiving assistance 
are expected to continue facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes during this time period.  

Food security outcomes are expected to improve in March as households access food from the green harvests, with further 
improvements expected in April as the main harvesting begins. At this point, households are expected to consume at least 
three meals a day and consume a relatively more diverse diet.  

In June and July, very poor and poor households are expected to begin accessing income from crop sales, self-employment 
activities, and petty trade. Households will be relying on own-produced food during this period. Given favorable access to 
food and income, households are expected to be in Minimal (IPC Phase 1) from June to September.  

No recent nutrition surveys have been conducted. However, a nutrition SMART survey conducted in June/July 2019 revealed 
that nutrition conditions of children under five in areas neighboring Balaka have been continuously improving since May 
2016. According to the July report, GAM prevalence in the Rift Valley Escarpment livelihood zone and in the Shire Highlands 
livelihood zone were 0.6 percent (95% CI: 0.2- 1.8) and 0.9 percent (95% CI: 0.3-2.5), respectively. As such, it is assumed that 
current GAM prevalence in Balaka is within acceptable levels according to World Health Organization (WHO) thresholds. 
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MOST LIKELY FOOD SECURITY OUTCOMES AND AREAS RECEIVING SIGNIFICANT LEVELS OF 
HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE* 

 Current, February 2020 

Each of these maps adheres to IPC v3.0 humanitarian 
assistance mapping protocols and flags where 
significant levels of humanitarian assistance are 
being/are expected to be provided.  indicates that at 
least 25 percent of households receive on average 25–
50 percent of caloric needs from humanitarian food 
assistance (HFA).  indicates that at least 25 percent of 
households receive on average over 50 percent of 
caloric needs through HFA. This mapping protocol 
differs from the (!) protocol used in the maps at the top 
of the report. The use of (!) indicates areas that would 
likely be at least one phase worse in the absence of 
current or programmed humanitarian assistance. 

 

 Source: FEWS NET 

Projected food security outcomes, February to May 2020 

 

Projected food security outcomes, June to September 2020 

 
Source: FEWS NET Source: FEWS NET 

FEWS NET classification is IPC-compatible. IPC-compatible analysis follows key IPC protocols but does not necessarily reflect the consensus of national food security partners. 

 

ABOUT SCENARIO DEVELOPMENT 

To project food security outcomes, FEWS NET develops a set of assumptions about likely events, their effects, and the probable 
responses of various actors. FEWS NET analyzes these assumptions in the context of current conditions and local livelihoods to arrive 
at a most likely scenario for the coming eight months. Learn more here. 

 

http://www.fews.net/ipc
http://www.fews.net/our-work/our-work/scenario-development
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