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MALAWI Food Security Outlook June 2019 to January 2020 

Localized poor harvests will most likely lead to Crisis (IPC Phase 3) at the start of the lean season 

KEY MESSAGES 

• According to the Ministry of Agriculture’s second round crop 
estimates, national food production is anticipated to be average to 
above average. Key food crop production such as for cereals and 
tubers is most likely to be above average production. The Ministry 
of Agriculture currently estimates that the national production of 
maize will be about 10 percent above the five-year average. 
However, localized production shortfalls exist in areas hit by heavy 
rains and flooding, especially in southern Malawi. 

• Despite overall national crop production expected to be slightly 
above average, prices for the maize staple continue to be higher 
than normal. This is the result of localized production shortfalls in 
southern Malawi atypically increasing market demand. Current and 
projected prices are estimated to be about 20 percent above the 
five-year average and much higher than last year’s prices. This will 
likely lead to reduced food access for low income households. 

• Overall food security outcomes in central and most of northern 
Malawi are favorable with Minimal (IPC Phase 1) outcomes present 
and anticipated to prevail through January. Stressed (IPC Phase 2) 
outcomes are most likely for southern Malawi districts in the post-
harvest period due to below average harvest and income with 
atypically high market prices. Crisis (IPC Phase 3) outcomes are 
anticipated to emerge in some southern districts starting in October 
2019 and persist through January.  
 

SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

Current food security outcomes, June 2019  

 
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
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NATIONAL OVERVIEW 

Current Situation 

Most households across the country are consuming own foods as 
they started accessing the harvest in March. However, households 
in localized areas affected by flooding especially in southern Malawi 
had limited harvests. According to the Malawi Flood Response Plan, 
in these areas, heavy rains and flooding in early March 2019 
destroyed infrastructure, houses, and crop land affecting over 
800,000 people. Some livestock was also lost during the flooding. 
Close to 90,000 people were displaced and about 60 deaths were 
reported. In some southern areas, households began to rely on 
market purchases for food atypically early in June.  

Second round production estimates released in April by the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water Development (MoAIWD) 
indicate overall cereal production for 2019 was slightly above 
average. Estimates show increases in production of most key food 
crops with the maize staple registering a production increase of 10 
percent above the five-year average, including: rice 17 percent, 
sorghum 66 percent, groundnuts 21 percent, soybeans 50 percent, 
and sorghum   66 percent.  However, some crops are estimated to 
register decreases such as millet, which is estimated to be 20 
percent below average and cotton, which is one of the major cash 
crops decreased by 52 percent of the five-year average. 

National food availability is average, however the Strategic Grain 
Reserve (SGR) and Agriculture Development Marketing Corporation 
(ADMARC) stocks are estimated to be significantly below the five-
year average. The carryover stocks from the 2018 season are below 
average due to the national reserves being used for humanitarian 
assistance or subsidized ADMARC sales.  

Irrespective of this being the harvest period when prices are at their 
lowest, maize prices are currently above the five-year average and 
much higher than prices that were recorded last year at the same 
time. Localized shortages in many southern Malawi districts affected 
by floods are causing upwards pressure on the prices. April prices at 
Mitundu Market, which is a national reference market, were 55 
percent above last year’s prices and 20 percent above the five-year 
average.  

Current agriculture and non-agriculture labor availability is typical 
for the post-harvest period in which most of these opportunities are 
for irrigated farming. In flood-affected areas, households that offer 
labor have registered reduced incomes, and as a result, access to 
non-agriculture labor is limited. With huge loss of assets and 
reduced incomes for the middle and better-off households that hire 
labor, all labor wages are reported to be lower than normal. 

As a result of the recent harvests, poor households are relying on 
own foods from own production and most of the country is facing 
Minimal (IPC Phase 1). However, some southern areas and Karonga 
district are experiencing Stressed (IPC Phase 2) as the harvest was 

Projected food security outcomes, June to September 

2019 

 
Source:  FEWS NET 

Projected food security outcomes, October 2019 to 

January 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. 
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limited and households rely on markets with below-average incomes for food.   

National Level Assumptions 

The Food Security Outlook for June 2019 to January 2020 is based on the following national-level assumptions: 

• Maize stock levels at the national level will be average to slightly above average. Cereal stocks at the household level 
will generally be average to above average in most northern and central Malawi districts but remain below average in 
most southern districts especially those affected by flooding around March 2019 that damaged dwelling houses, crop 
fields, and caused animal deaths. In severely hit districts, some localized populations especially the displaced and those 
whose fields were washed away will have less than three months of own food consumption or none at all. The SGR will 
need to purchase maize grain of up to the required 200,000 MT from current local harvests. ADMARC will most likely 
make the required maize grain purchases of about 50,000 MT to fulfill their requirements for this consumption season.    

• Levels of informal cross border trade inflows, especially of maize staple, will likely remain below average. Slightly above 
average national stocks in Malawi and lower production levels in Mozambique and Zambia due to adverse weather 
conditions will most likely lead to reduced informal flow into Malawi. 

• Income from the sale of cash crops (e.g., tobacco, cotton, soya bean, and other food crops) will be average in most 
northern and central districts but remain below normal in most southern Malawi districts due to impacts of flooding 
on both food and cash crop production.  

• From June to January livestock herd sizes and prices will most likely be average in most districts; however, livestock 
numbers and prices will remain slightly below average in flood-affected areas.  

• From June to September, agricultural labor opportunities and rates will be normal to above normal in most northern 
and central Malawi districts but below normal in most southern Malawi districts, which experienced heavy rains and 
flooding. The same conditions will prevail in the October to January period, which is the peak for agricultural labor 
period with labor opportunities and wages normal to above normal in most northern and central districts and below 
normal in southern Malawi districts.  

• Throughout the outlook period, non-agricultural labor (e.g., self-employment, firewood, and charcoal sales) 
opportunities and wages for poor and very poor households will most likely be normal in most northern and central 
Malawi districts.  In southern Malawi districts nonagricultural labor income is expected to be around normal levels as 
households will push to expand this income source in trying to cope with reduced crop production. Levels may, 
however, be restricted by increased competition among households. Wages will likely be lower than normal as people 
scramble for the same labor opportunities. 

• Prices for the maize staple are likely going to be above the five-year average throughout the consumption season.  The 
drivers will be increased demand from southern Malawi where production levels were disrupted by flooding as well as 
below normal stocks in ADMARC and SGR, which released more grain in the 2018/19 season and will most likely 
replenish stocks. ADMARC is expected to play a minimal role in price stabilization because of its likely stock levels and 
its tampering by small traders (vendors) who usually buy from ADMARC for resale when ADMARC prices are lower 
than prevailing local market prices. 

• Based on available nutrition data, FEWS NET assumes the level of acute malnutrition will most likely remain stable, 
improving in most areas through January 2020. The overall level of acute malnutrition is expected to remain within the 
“Acceptable” (GAM < 5 percent) thresholds throughout the scenario period except for areas that were heavily affected 
by flooding like Nsanje in the Lower Shire livelihood zone and Phalombe-Lake Chirwa plain livelihood zone districts of 
Phalombe, Zomba, and Machinga where levels of acute malnutrition are likely to deteriorate to Alert levels. 

• The most likely ENSO phase for October 2019 to January 2020 is for a weak El Niño according to the international NOAA 
forecast, resulting in below-average rainfall in Malawi. However, the relatively high uncertainty of El Niño occurrence, 
combined with the uncertainty inherent in El Niño-based rainfall outcomes, near-average conditions are expected 
across Southern Africa for the onset period and first half of the season. 

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

Populations in districts heavily hit by heavy rains especially Nsanje, Chikwawa, Phalombe, and Zomba are most likely to 
have food consumption gaps with some households having limited to no food from their own production as they lost most 
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crops and assets. Households in most central and northern region districts will be accessing food from own production and 
access adequate incomes from their normal sources such as crop sales, labor exchange, and self-employment.  

Most very poor and poor households in southern Malawi districts that were affected by heavy rains and flooding along with 
Karonga in northern Malawi that was affected by severe dry spells will have minimal or no access to food from own 
production. The households will be relying on market purchases for food. However, the households will experience reduced 
income access as many households will start fighting for fewer available labor opportunities. Some households in the 
border districts such as Nsanje in Lower Shire and Phalombe in the Lake-Chilwa Phalombe plain will access some food and 
cash by seeking labor across the border in Mozambique. In the June to September period, very poor and poor households 
in areas heavily affected by heavy rains and flooding will start facing food consumption gaps, however, most poor 
households will not be able to meet their minimum food needs. As a result, most southern districts will most likely face 
Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes. Populations in these affected districts will transition to Crisis (IPC Phase 3) in the October 
2019 to January 2020 period as more households will not be able to meet their minimum food needs. In the rest of the 
country Minimal (IPC Phase 1) outcomes will prevail.  

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 El Niño weather 
conditions lead to a poor 
start to the 2019/20 
rainfall season  

A change in the weather forecast to strong El Niño conditions. The 
forecast would likely result in unfavorable rainfall conditions that may 
lead to a low production year that can substantially reduce incomes from 
agricultural related labor opportunities. This may increase the number of 
populations facing acute food insecurity as this source of food and 
incomes dwindle.  

Nationwide Steep price increases for 
the maize staple  

Can increase inflation and spur price increases for goods and services as 
well as reducing food market access for poorer households. 

Nationwide Low incomes from 
tobacco sales  

May reduce inflows of foreign currency that may lead to Malawi Kwacha 
depreciation that would spur inflation. 

Low tobacco incomes would lead to huge reductions in agricultural labor 
incomes for very poor and poor households especially in central and 
northern Malawi districts, which would increase the number of 
households facing acute food insecurity. 

AREAS OF CONCERN 

Lower Shire Livelihood Zone, Nsanje District 

Current Situation       

Nsanje is the most severely affected district by the March floods with excess moisture causing germination of matured 
grain before harvest, sand dumping in rice fields, wash aways and water logging, damage to irrigation equipment, damage 
to grazing grounds, and livestock deaths. The flooding damaged about 12,758 hectares of cropland. Despite second round 
production estimates showing some increases compared to last season, the Lower Shire livelihood zone has been 
experiencing very low production levels in past seasons. As such, this is the second poor season. In addition, some of the 
crop that was looking promising and captured as part of the harvests started sprouting or getting rotten while on the cob 
because of high moisture caused by persistent rains in March. Rainfed maize production for Nsanje district is estimated to 
be just around the five-year average.  However, the five-year average figures comprise of data from consecutive bad years 
and the production of key crops in the current season is about 40 percent below the normal/baseline year of 2013/14. 
Production of complementary and alternative food commodities like sorghum and millet is estimated to be above average. 
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Currently, households are engaging in irrigated/winter 
crop production. Some farming households have been 
assisted with sweet potatoes vines for planting from the 
government. However, most households reported lacking 
some inputs such as maize seed, legume seeds, and 
fertilizers which they require to grow reasonable irrigated 
food.  

In mid-April, the district agriculture office indicated that 
about 17 percent of farming households already had no 
food from their own production and were having to rely on 
purchases, which is atypical as harvest time is the time 
most families have adequate food from own harvests.   

At the end of April, Nsanje district had around 79,000 
people who have been displaced by flooding and most of 
whom were in IDP camps. These populations lost almost all 
their assets, dwelling houses, and crops and were relying 
on intermittent food assistance. However, food assistance 
stopped in April and households were being directed to 
return back home. There were no immediate plans for 
continuation of humanitarian food assistance for these 
households. By the end of May into June, most IDPs had 
since returned home but are living in makeshift houses. 

Food is readily available in local council markets at very 
high prices while most ADMARC markets within the district 
had atypically low or depleted maize stocks forcing 
households to purchase expensive maize in the local 
markets. Even when maize was supplied in ADMARC, the 
sales were rationed to between 10 to 20 kgs per buyer and 
stocks were usually running out without satisfying 
demand. The shortage is due to the low availability of 
maize in ADMARC markets as well as lower-than-normal 
inflows from the upper lands and reduced inflows from 
across the border in Mozambique. Atypical increase in 
market demand of food in general and maize has 
exacerbated maize shortages in markets across the district. Prices for maize in ADMARC markets at the government fixed 
were MWK 150/kg. Maize from private traders in the local council markets was selling at a range of MWK 170 to 180/kg. 
These prices are much higher than the five-year average of MWK 138/ kg and even much higher than the price of MWK 
97/kg at the same time the previous year.  

Households without food of their own were either getting some intermittent food assistance delivery in IDP camps or 
coping by selling firewood and charcoal, weaving and selling mats, growing and selling leafy vegetables (there was an over-
supply leading to a crash in prices), petty trading such as buying and selling sugarcanes, making fritters and selling, and 
engaging in bicycle taxi business near the main roads and trading centers. During household focus group discussions in April 
2019, households reported that they were already engaging in consumption-based coping such as reduction of meals eaten 
per day from the usual two or three to just one and getting assistance from neighbors and relatives especially the displaced. 
 
Community interviews during a FEWS NET assessment indicated that households’ food consumption was lower than normal 
due to food shortages being experienced, especially for very poor and poor households. This is atypical in the harvest period 
where households normally have adequate food stocks before they run out later in the season. Food access challenges 
were much worse for households whose dwelling houses and farms were washed away by floods particularly the displaced. 
Community interviews showed that households were still consuming one meal per day instead of the normal two or three 
per day due to acute food shortages.  
 

Figure 1. Reference map for Nsanje.          

 
Source: FEWS NET  

Figure 2. Flooding and sand damping in fields - Nsanje District 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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 Ministry of Agriculture reports and Community 
Interviews during a FEWS NET food security 
assessment in April/May 2019 have shown that 
most households are facing Stressed (IPC Phase 
2) and Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security 
outcomes. A Ministry of Agriculture report in 
April indicated that 17 percent (range of 13 to 
21 percent) of households in Nsanje district did 
not have food from their own production and 
were also facing constrained financial access. 
Households were relying  
 on food purchases through cash gained by 
labor exchange, small livestock sales and 
firewood sales. However, these were limited as 
households were just coming out of a previous 
year of acute food insecurity but also had their 
livelihoods disrupted by the recent floods. 

 

 Assumptions for Lower Shire Livelihood Zone  

In addition to the national level assumptions, analysis of food security in the Lower Shire Livelihood zone and Nsanje district 
in particular are based on the following assumptions:  

• Irrigated production will likely be higher than normal. According to the Ministry of Agriculture reports, a combination 
of factors including the high presence of residual moisture and increased participation in the second season cultivation 
will drive the increases.  

• Prices for maize are expected to trend above those of the previous year as well as above average throughout the 
projection period. Prices are expected to increase above the previous year by around 20 percent and above the five-
year average by 15 percent during the June to September period. Prices will likely be above both previous year’s and 
the five-year average by around 20 percent in the October 2019 to January 2020 period. Institutional purchases by 
both ADMARC and National Food Reserve Agency are expected to start later in the marketing year, most likely around 
August or September. ADMARC will likely play a minimal role in price stabilization because of its expected level of 
stocks and its tampering by small traders (vendors) who usually buy from ADMARC for resale when ADMARC prices 
are lower than prevailing local market prices.   

• Incomes from crop sales will most likely be lower than normal due to the below-average production of staple foods 
and cash crops.  

• Income from livestock will likely be lower than normal. Information from the community interviews showed that a live 
goat that normally sells at about MWK 15,000 to 18,000 in normal times would sell at around MWK 9,000 due to 
desperate sales. Chickens which sell at around MWK 1,500 in a normal year would sell at MWK 1,000 and even below. 

• Labor availability, access, and wages will be lower than average in the June to September period. While households 
along the Shire riverbanks are accessing some irrigated farming labor, reduced incomes among the middle and better-
off households as well as higher competition for the same labor will most likely lead to a reduction in labor access and 
wages. Even during the harvest period when labor wages are high, most households reported making about MWK 500 
per day as opposed to the normal MWK 1,000 per day. Non-agricultural labor access and wages will also be below-
average. Most of the wage labor in this category is construction related such as brick making. Due to reduced incomes 
for households that offer labor, it is estimated that labor access and incomes will be below normal by about 40 percent.  

• Income from self-employment activities will likely to be below average. This is likely due to the decrease in prices as 
there is more competition for the same activities such as firewood and charcoal sales and petty trading.  

 

Figure 3. Price Projection for Maize Grain in Nsanje Market 

 
Source: FEWS NET Estimates based on AMIS data 
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Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

In the June to September period some poor 
households in Nsanje district will most likely 
face difficulty meeting their minimum food 
needs from some own production and 
purchases after labor exchange. Households 
that lost their crops and assets due to the 
stormy rains and flooding will be facing food 
gaps even in the current harvest period which is 
atypical. These households are most likely 
facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3), yet most poor 
households can meet their food needs but are 
not able to meet their non-food needs. As a 
result, Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes are 
anticipated to prevail. Area  

 classification will transition to Crisis (IPC Phase 
3) are anticipated to emerge in October and 
persist through January as households start to 
face food consumptions gaps. In the October to 
January period, households will obtain incomes 
through modest irrigated crop sales, some 
livestock sales, casual labor and self-
employment, especially firewood and charcoal 
sales. However, households will be accessing 
below normal incomes which will likely dwindle 
by over 30 percent below normal access. 
Households report that most of the incomes 
obtained will be used for food purchases and 
will not be adequate to cover basic non-food 
needs. 

AREAS OF CONCERN 

Lake Chilwa Phalombe Plain Livelihood 
Zone, Phalombe district 

Current Situation  

During the last ten days of February the district 
received more rainfall than the long-term 
mean. These rains were induced by cyclone IDAI 
and led to flooding and the loss of crops. The 
District Agriculture Office reported in April that 
approximately 7,000 out of 114,000 farming 
households had little to no food from own 
production and were relying on the markets and 
other sources, which is atypical during harvest 
time.  

Harvesting of major food commodities took 
place in April and May. The Second Round 
Agricultural Production Estimates (APES) by the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Water 
Development (MoAIWD) indicate that almost 

Figure 4. Reference map for Phalombe.  

 

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 5. Maize field and a house affected by Floods 

  

Source: FEWS NET 

Figure 6. Price Projection for Maize Grain in Phalombe Market 

 
Source: FEWS NET Estimates based on AMIS Data 
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all the major food crops grown in the district have recorded increases above the five-year average. Rainfed maize 
production is anticipated to be 40 percent above average while production of rice is almost double that of the five-year 
average. Production of sorghum and sweet potatoes is almost 50 percent higher than the five-year average. Despite above 
average overall district production, there are localized areas where household production is below average due to the 
erratic and delayed start of the season and as well as localized rainfall deficits.  

A FEWS NET assessment in April found that most food commodities are available on the markets at levels that are closer 
to normal for this time of the year. Agricultural Market Information System data shows that month on month maize prices 
typically decreased in March by about 6 percent as harvesting began and farmers started consuming own-produced food. 
These prices are however 30 percent above the five-year average and about 60 percent above those of the previous year. 

Focus group discussions with community members during the most recent FEWS NET assessment revealed that most poor 
households are consuming at least two meals per day as opposed to three meals per day in a normal year. Households are 
consuming mostly sweet potatoes, maize meal with pulses, small fish, and vegetables. This is a typical consumption pattern 
for these households for this time of the year. As a result, they are experiencing favorable food security conditions.  
 
About 1 percent of the district population was displaced by floods and completely lost their crops and are atypically facing 
food consumption gaps. The assessments in April also showed that some of the very poor and poor households had already 
started migrating to Mozambique in search of labor opportunities. Typically, these households move to Mozambique 
looking for these opportunities from October to March. This is done to complement the little income these households 
obtain from sale of crops like maize and sweet potatoes since the most important cash crop, pigeon peas, are not ready to 
harvest. Overall acute area food security outcomes for Phalombe district and Lake Chilwa-Phalombe Plain livelihood zone 
will be Stressed (IPC Phase 2) in the June to September period and in Crisis (IPC Phase 3) in the October 2019 to January 
2020 period and beyond. 

Assumptions for Lake Chilwa Phalombe Plain Livelihood Zone 

In addition to the national level assumptions, analysis of food security in the Lake Chilwa Phalombe Plain and Phalombe 
district are based on the following assumptions:  

• Maize prices are expected start increasing in July to September and temporarily stabilize between October and 
November before increasing again from December. Maize prices are expected to rise above those of the previous year 
and the five-year average from October 2019 to January 2020. 

• FEWS NET assessments and analysis assume that household incomes for all wealth groups will be lower than normal 
throughout the consumption period. Normally, households access incomes from crop sales, agricultural and non-
agricultural labor, and self-employment. A FEWS NET assessment in April using focus group discussions revealed that 
households in flood-affected areas had very little crop to sell; many households were competing for fewer labor and 
self-employment opportunities and that wages for labor and firewood sales were lower. Labor and self-employment 
opportunities as well as wages would likely remain low throughout the consumption period. 

• Cereal stocks at the household level especially for the areas affected by the delayed start of season, dry spells, and 
floods are expected to be below average. The focus group also indicated that very poor and poor households harvested 
food enough to last them for four months until August. Thereafter households will mainly rely on purchases.  

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

FEWS NET focus group discussions demonstrated that very poor and poor households in Phalombe district will continue 
facing income access constraints due to over stretched livelihood coping strategies in the July to September period. 
Households are expected to rely on market purchases for food two months earlier than normal. Typically, households rely 
on agricultural labor during this period. Very poor and poor households try to increase cash income through finding more 
work either through local agricultural labor or across the border in Mozambique. The expandability of this option is 
expected to be limited because of the increase in labor supply as more and more people look for work, which is expected 
to put a downward pressure on wages. So even if people do find more days of work, they are expected to earn less per day, 
making it hard to substantially increase cash income above normal year levels. Households are therefore expected to 
reduce expenditure on non-essential items and using that money to buy the cheaper staple – maize – instead. 
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Due to reductions in food crop production and reduced income, households are expected to face difficulties meeting their 
nonfood needs during the June to October period. During the October to January period very poor and poor households’ 
access to food is expected to be limited as a result of low production in the just-ended season and limited income earning 
opportunities. Households are expected to reduce the number of meals to just one per day consuming mostly maize and 
vegetables and as a result households are anticipated to face food consumption gaps. According to FEWS NET projections, 
populations within the very poor and poor wealth groups will be facing Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes while 
small populations affected by flooding will be facing Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes in the June to September 
period. During the October to January period area classification will transition to Crisis IPC Phase 3 as more households will 
start facing larger food and income gaps.  

 

OTHER AREAS OF CONCERN 

Central Karonga Livelihood zone (Karonga District)  

Overall, rainfall distribution and quantity were poor throughout Karonga district negatively impacting crop production. 
According to the Ministry of Agriculture second round crop production estimates, production of major crops such as maize, 
rice, sweet potatoes and pigeon peas are below average. A FEWS NET assessment in April found poor households have 
atypically low food stocks that are estimated to only last for 2 to 4 months instead of the normal seven or more months. 
Households are expected to start coping earlier than normal. Very poor and poor households will increasingly seek 
agricultural and non-agricultural labor opportunities and increase self-employment. However, incomes from these sources 
are likely going to be below normal as more households will be seeking labor and exploiting natural resources for incomes 
this year. Increased competition will lead to reduced demand and likely lower wages. Coupled with increasing maize prices 
that are expected to be above average Stressed (IPC Phase 2) outcomes are expected during the June to September 2019 
period. Crisis (IPC Phase 3) area outcomes are anticipated during the October 2019 to January 2020 period. 

 

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/our-work/our-work/scenario-development

