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MALAWI Food Security Outlook October 2019 to May 2020 

Localized poor harvests and high staple prices lead to Crisis (IPC Phase 3) in southern areas 

KEY MESSAGES 
 

• Between October 2019 and March 2020, populations in southern areas 
will face Crisis (IPC Phase 3) levels of acute food insecurity due to 
localized production shortfalls caused by heavy rains and flooding. 
Populations in most central and northern areas will experience Minimal 
(IPC Phase 1) food security outcomes through March 2020. In April and 
May, Minimal (IPC Phase 1) food security outcomes will likely emerge 
throughout the country with the start of the harvest. 

• Despite near-average national production, maize prices remain 
atypically high throughout the country. This is attributed to market 
dynamics influenced by localized production shortfalls in areas 
impacted by flooding, large purchases by traders and institutions 
immediately after the harvest, and production shortfalls in neighboring 
countries. 

• According to national and international forecasts, average rainfall is 
expected in the 2019/2020 season. This will likely lead to a normal 
agricultural production season and normal access to agricultural labor 
opportunities between October and January.  

 

 

SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

Current food security outcomes, October 2019  
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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 October 2019 to May 2020 
 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network 2 
 

NATIONAL OVERVIEW 

Current Situation 

In March 2019, most areas in southern Malawi received heavy rainfall due 
to impacts of Cyclone Idai. Resulting flooding affected about 869,000 
people in 15 districts, causing crop damage, livestock deaths, infrastructural 
damage, displacement, and some loss of human life. Harvests were 
significantly below average in affected areas, negatively impacting food 
availability and reducing income from sales of both food and cash crops. As 
a result of crop losses, some households became fully reliant on markets in 
the post-harvest period of April to July, three to six months earlier than 
usual. Meanwhile, parts of Karonga district in the north were affected by 
severe rain shortages due to prolonged dry spells. As a result, the majority 
of households in the Central Karonga and parts of Nkhata Bay Cassava 
livelihood zones harvested very little or nothing.  

Nationally, maize production is near average levels. According to Ministry 
of Agriculture third round production estimates, maize production is 
projected to be around 10 percent higher than average. However, informal 
cross-border maize imports to date have been below average due to below-
average production in neighboring countries such as Mozambique. 
Meanwhile, the Agricultural Development Marketing Corporation 
(ADMARC) – which sells maize at government-subsidized prices – had very 
minimal carryover stocks at the beginning of the current consumption. 
Despite this, ADMARC’s purchasing target of 16,000 MT for the season was 
only about a third of what it typically procures. Reports indicate that 
ADMARC had purchased about 5,000 MT of maize as of late October. Given 
difficulties in purchasing at government-set prices, ADMARC is unlikely to 
meet its target for the season; at this time of year, it is typically already 
selling maize. At the same time, the National Food Reserve Agency 
(NFRA)/Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR) was still in the process of tendering 
supply bids as of end October at prices ranging from MWK 180 to 200/kg.  
Overall carryover stocks in the SGR were around 25,000 MT at the start of 
the season, significantly lower than the recommended 200,000 MT. This is 
attributed to stocks being used to respond to flooding and provide 
humanitarian assistance to around three million food insecure people in 
March 2019. 

The Malawi Kwacha depreciated from around MWK 746/USD in May 2019 
to MWK 789/USD in July 2019. At the end of July, the Malawi Kwacha 
started appreciating again, likely due to inflows from tobacco sales, and 
reached MWK 734/USD by end October 2019. Foreign currency reserves 
are likely below average, however, as sales of tobacco – the main foreign 
currency earner – were 7 percent below the five-year average and 29 
percent lower than sales last year. Despite this, the Reserve Bank of Malawi 
(RBM) has indicated that the Kwacha is unlikely to depreciate again. Despite 
relative stability in the Malawi Kwacha compared to other major currencies, 
the inflation rate has risen in recent months. According to the RBM, the 
inflation rate rose from 8.9 percent in May to 9.2 percent in September 
2019. This was driven by an increasing food inflation rate, which rose from 
13.0 percent in May to 13.9 percent in September. Fuel prices have 
remained constant throughout the consumption season.  
 
 

Projected food security outcomes, October to 

January 2020 

 
Source:  FEWS NET 

Projected food security outcomes, February to 

May 2020 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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 Despite near average national production, food prices 
are significantly above average throughout the country. 
In Mitundu, the national reference market, September 
prices were over 80 higher than both September 2018 
and five-year average levels. This is a reflection of below-
average supply in most markets due to atypically high 
demand from deficit areas in the south, below-average 
regional imports, and high demand from companies that 
use maize grain for manufacturing atypically early in the 
season. These high prices have led to constrained food 
access for poorer households, especially in the deficit 
areas of southern Malawi.  

As a result of below-average household food stocks and reduced crop sales, many households are beginning to face food and 
income gaps. According to key informant interviews conducted in September 2019 in selected southern Malawi districts, very 
poor and poor households are attempting to expand livelihood activities including accessing agricultural and non-agricultural 
labor opportunities (such as construction and fishing) and engaging in self-employment activities such as selling firewood and 
charcoal. However, expansion of these income sources remain limited as increased competition is reducing access and 
putting downward pressure on wages and prices. As a result, households are coping by reducing quantity and frequency of 
meals, decreasing investment in health care and children’s schooling, and even selling productive livestock. 

As of September, households were already engaging in consumption-based coping strategies including reducing meal sizes, 
reducing meal diversification, and skipping meals. According to the Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (MVAC) 
assessment and analysis conducted between June and July 2019, about 1.1 million people will face food insecurity as the 
country enters the lean period from October 2019 to March 2020. 

According to a SMART survey carried out in June 2019, the prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) among children 
under five was 0.5 percent (95% CI: 0.3-1.0) nationally. GAM prevalence has been decreasing nationally since May 2016 when 
it was estimated to be 2.5 percent (95% CI: 2.0-3.3). Prior to this, GAM prevalence was estimate to be 1.1 percent in June 
2015. Meanwhile, the crude and under-five death rates were both within WHO acceptable levels, with a crude death rate of 
less than 1 death per 10,000 per day and an under-five death rate of less than 2 deaths per 10,000 per day. 

 

National Level Assumptions 
 
The Food Security Outlook for October 2019 to May 2020 is based on the following national-level assumptions: 
 

• According to national and international forecasts, average rainfall is expected between October 2019 and March 2020, 
though localized anomalies are possible. 

• National maize supply will be close to average owing to average production for the 2018/19 production season. Opening 
stocks for the 2019/20 marketing year are below average. Given carryover stocks of 25,000 MT and intentions to 
purchase only 40,000 MT, SGR stocks are expected to remain significantly below the minimum reserve requirement of 
200,000 MT maintained in recent years.  

• Informal cross-border trade inflows – especially for the maize staple – will likely remain 20 to 30 percent below average 
for the rest of the outlook period. This is primarily due to production shortfalls in neighboring countries such as 
Mozambique that were also affected by Cyclone Idai, leading to shortages in markets bordering Malawi. 

• Cereal stocks at the household level will generally be average to above-average in most northern and central Malawi 
districts. Household-level stocks will remain below average in most southern districts, especially those that were affected 
by flooding around March 2019.  

• Maize grain prices are expected to remain about 50-80 percent above five-year average levels between October 2019 
and March 2020. Prices for alternative food commodities including cereals, pulses, and cassava will likely be about 20-50 
percent above average during this time. Given minimal opening stocks and target purchase levels of only 16,000 MT for 
the season (representing 32 percent of the typical 50,000 MT), ADMARC is expected to play a minimal role in price 

Figure 1: Mitundu Market maize grain prices, MWK/kg 

 
Source: FEWS NET 
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stabilization. Between March and May, prices are expected to seasonally decline as the harvest begins to boost market 
supplies. 

• Between October and January, agricultural labor availability will generally increase as the country enters the peak 
agricultural labor period when middle and better-off households hire labor for land clearing, ridge making, planting, 
weeding, and fertilizer application. In areas of southern Malawi affected by floods, access to labor and wages will be 
below average levels due to increased labor supply and reduced paying power of households who hire labor. 

• Non-agricultural labor opportunities and wages are expected to be at normal levels due to normal to above normal 
production season in most northern and central Malawi districts. In southern Malawi, access to non-agricultural labor 
opportunities will be constrained due to high competition as more households fight for this source of income. 

• Self-employment opportunities are expected to be available at normal levels throughout the outlook period. In southern 
areas, households are likely to expand this income source, putting downward pressure on prices of firewood and 
charcoal.   

• The Malawi Government will distribute subsidized seeds and fertilizer through the Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) 
around October and November 2019, targeting 900,000 poor farming households as has been the case through the past 
four to five years. Given the average rainfall season forecasted, this is expected to result in average production of staple 
foods – especially maize. 

• Due to delays in the release of the MVAC assessment and analysis report that guides humanitarian food assistance (HFA) 
planning, the Malawi government and stakeholders only began to plan for HFA in the second half of October 2019. To 
date, humanitarian assistance is not fully planned nor funded. Until HFA plans and funding is secured, FEWS NET assumes 
the absence of HFA.  

 
Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

In southern Malawi districts affected by heavy rains and flooding – including Nsanje, Chikwawa, Blantyre, Neno, Balaka, 
Phalombe, Machinga and Zomba – and in parts of Karonga district in northern Malawi affected by severe dry spells, most 
poor households have exhausted household stocks and are expected to remain reliant on markets for food until the green 
harvest in March 2020. During this time, maize prices are expected to remain significantly above average, restricting 
household food access. At the same time, access to income is expected to be below average due to increased competition for 
the same opportunities and reduced paying power of middle and better-off households. As a result, many poor households 
will be unable to meet their food needs and will begin facing food consumption gaps in October as the country enters the 
lean period. Meanwhile, middle households are expected to register livelihood protection deficits during this time. These 
areas will face Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes between October 2019 and March 2020, with humanitarian 
assistance needed to meet food and non-food needs and protect livelihoods. In April 2020, households will access harvests 
for food and crop sales and Minimal (IPC Phase 1) food security outcomes will emerge.  

Households in most central and northern districts are expected to access typical amounts of food from own-production and 
typical levels of income from crop sales, labor exchange, and self-employment. These areas are expected to remain in 
Minimal (IPC Phase 1) through at least May 2020, although some households will face Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security 
outcomes due to localized production deficits and restricted income-earning opportunities as a result of below-average sales 
of cash crops – especially tobacco – nationwide.  
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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 Late start to the 2019/20 
rainfall season  

This would limit agricultural activities and reduce agricultural labor 
availability at a time when agricultural labor is the most important source 
of income for poor households. Agricultural activities that are dependent 
on the start of rainfall would not be available. 

This would also lead to reduced production prospects for the 2020 
harvest, likely to drive further food price increases as a result of 
speculative behavior.  

Nationwide Further increases in 
prices for the maize 
staple  

This would further reduce food access for poor households, increasing the 
number of people facing food consumption gaps and Crisis (IPC Phase 3) 
food insecurity outcomes.  

Nationwide International actors 
provide timely 
humanitarian assistance 

Fewer households would register consumption gaps and food security 
conditions would improve to Stressed! (IPC Phase 2!) in areas where 
assistance is provided. Timely and sustained assistance would prevent 
households from engaging in irreversible coping strategies that would 
damage their livelihoods. 

Southern 
Malawi 

Below normal rainfall If this occurs, labor opportunities will be reduced. As the harvest period 
approaches, food prices will remain high in anticipation of below-average 
production.  

AREAS OF CONCERN 

Lower Shire Livelihood Zone (LSH), Nsanje District 

Current Situation 

 Nsanje was the most severely affected district by floods in March, with 
over 20,000 million MWK in damages incurred per capita (Figure 2) and 
an estimated 49 percent of the maize harvest lost. Effects of the 
flooding included germination and rotting of matured grain before 
harvest, sand dumping in rice fields, water logging and wash-aways, 
damage to irrigation equipment, damage to grazing grounds, livestock 
deaths, and temporary displacement of households. On average, about 
50 percent of the population across all wealth groups was impacted by 
the floods. Affected households harvested very little or did not harvest 
at all.  

As a result, affected households began relying on markets for food 
purchases as early as May or June, with many running out of own-
produced food by July. Normally, significant market reliance starts 
around October with the onset of the lean season. According to the 
Ministry of Agriculture’s monthly report in September, about 33 of 
Nsanje farming households had already run out of own food by end of 
August and were relying on market purchases. 

Currently, households in areas that are close to the Shire River are 
engaging in irrigated/winter crop production in which they are 
producing maize, sweet potatoes and vegetables. Staggered harvesting 
of green maize, sweet potatoes, cabbages, and  

Figure 1. Reference map for Lower Shire Livelihood  

Zone (LSH), Nsanje District 

          

 
Source: FEWS NET   
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tomatoes is ongoing. While households typically harvest maize dry 
for own-consumption and sale during the lean season, most maize is 
currently being harvested green as it fetches more cash than when 
dried. This is a danger to future maize availability, as irrigated dry 
harvests normally ease maize market supplies in the months of 
October and November.   
 
Community interviews in selected Nsanje areas revealed that 
households are facing constrained livelihoods due to loss of 
property and assets including houses, livestock, and crop fields. Due 
to substantial crop losses, income from crop sales has been 
significantly reduced. This is typically the main source of income for 
the poor and very poor and, as a result, households who 
experienced losses are expanding income-earning by engaging in 
labor opportunities and other self-employment activities. Some 
households are also selling small livestock such as goats and 
chickens, including even breeding stock. This is atypical for the time 
of year, as these strategies are normally only used for coping during 
the lean season. While there is currently demand for labor in 
activities such as land clearing, land tilling and brick making, access 
to labor opportunities is constrained by the high number of 
households relying on these activities. Households who are selling 
firewood, charcoal, and vegetables from the winter harvest are also 
facing reduced prices due to increased supply. Very poor and poor 
households have very little or no livestock left to sell as they began 
selling their few goats and chickens earlier than normal.  
Prices for the maize staple in Nsanje market remain high. In 
September, maize prices were MWK 254/kg which was 71 percent 
above same time last year and 62 percent above the five-year 
average. According to FEWS NET assessments in September, 
ADMARC markets had no maize supplies and availability was very 
erratic in Nsanje and neighboring local markets. During one three-
day period, for example, maize prices in Nsanje market rose a full 
fifteen percent from MWK 260/kg to MWK 300/kg due to shortages. 

According to focus group discussions conducted in September, food 
consumption across all wealth groups was atypically low due to 
food shortages and high market prices, with very poor and poor 
households worst affected. Many reported already reducing meal 
frequency to one meal per day as opposed to the typical three. 
Households also reported reduced meal sizes and a non-diverse diet 
mainly restricted to consumption of maize meal (nsima) with 
vegetables and occasional cow peas or pigeon peas. Households 
who could not afford maize were resorting to consuming sweet 
potatoes, a non-preferred staple. The community also reported that 
many households were unable to meet non-food needs such as 
education, health care, and agricultural inputs for the next cropping 
season. 

According to the MVAC Nutrition SMART survey carried out in 
June/July 2019, GAM prevalence among children under five in the 
Lower Shire livelihood zone including Nsanje was low at 1.0 percent 
(95% CI: 0.3 – 2.7). Results of the survey also indicate that children 
were fed poorly diversified meals. While Minimum Meal Frequency  

Figure 2.  Per capita distribution of total effects (million MWK) 

from March 2019 floods 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

 

Figure 3. Lower Shire floods, March 2019 

 

 
Source:  Reliefweb/UNICEF 

 

 

Figure 4. Millet germinated of the stalk in Nsanje, 

March/April 2019 
 

 
Source: Malawi 2019 PDNA Report 
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(MMF) for children under five was close to the national weighted 
average (22.9 percent versus 22.2 percent nationally), Minimum 
Dietary Diversity (MDD) was low at 6.2 percent achieving a 
minimal acceptable diet versus 13.3 percent nationally. Minimum 
Acceptable Diet (MAD) was also low at 6.2 percent versus the 
national weighted average of 11.0 percent. Prevalence of stunted 
children was high at 34.2 percent (95% CI: 29.7 - 39), although 
lower than the national average of 40.8 (95% CI: 39.1 – 42.6).                        

Assumptions for Lower Shire (LSH) Livelihood Zone focusing 
on Nsanje District 

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:  

• According to regional and international forecasts, average 
rainfall is expected overall, though localized anomalies are 
possible.  

• Availability of the maize staple will likely be below normal 
throughout the scenario period, at both household and 
market level. Despite reported near-average national maize 
production, availability of maize in most markets is expected 
to be below average during the lean season from October 
2019 to March 2020, with availability only increasing with the 
harvest in April and May 2020.  

• Retail maize prices are expected to trend significantly above 
both five-year average and 2018 levels by around 70 percent 
between October and December.  Prices will likely be above 
five-year average levels by about 45 percent and above 2018 
levels by about 40 percent between January and May 2020. 

• Irrigated maize production will be below normal as lands 
were flooded in March, delaying cultivation. While 
households cultivate small pieces of land, they increase total 
production by planting several cycles of crops. Households 
have only achieved one cycle so far, compared to the typical 
two. However, households along the banks of the Shire River 
will produce increased sweet potatoes from the wetlands. 

• Normal levels of agricultural labor will likely be available 
between October and January, the peak of the agricultural 
production season. However, access and wages will likely be 
reduced as many households compete for these 
opportunities and paying power of households that hire labor 
is diminished. 

Figure 5. Nsanje IDP camp, April 2019 

 

 
Source: Malawi 2019 PDNA Report 

 

Figure 6. Price Projection for Maize Grain in Nsanje Market 

(MWK/kg) 

 

 Source: FEWS NET 

 

Figure 7. Nsanje HEA analysis, income outcomes for very 

poor households, total income (food and cash) 

Source: FEWS NET 
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Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

With steeply rising food prices and high competition for income-
earning opportunities, households will begin facing large food and 
income gaps in November and will be unable to meet food and 
basic non-food needs. In October and November, a small number of 
households who engage in irrigated cultivation near the Shire River 
will have access to some maize and sweet potatoes from the 
irrigated harvests. However, production will not be significant 
enough to change outcomes at the population level, and 
consumption will not last beyond two months due to lack of 
storage techniques. Between October 2019 and January 2020, 
households will expand income-earning through agricultural labor 
and self-employment activities such as selling firewood. However, 
incomes from these sources will not be enough to cover food and 
income gaps. During focus group interviews in September, 
households reported that some members had already started to 
migrate from the villages to urban centers, to neighboring districts 
and even into Mozambique for labor. 

Very poor and poor households are expected to continue facing 
Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes in the absence of 
humanitarian assistance between October 2019 and January 2020. 
An increasing number of households will cope by reducing meal 
sizes and going to bed hungry. Households will also start consuming 
less preferred foods including wild water lily tubers which have 
little caloric or nutritional value and cause sickness after prolonged 
use. Middle households will be transitioning from Minimal (IPC 
Phase 1) to Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security outcomes as they 
begin to register livelihoods protection deficits. 

Between February and May 2020, households will continue to face 
consumption gaps through the peak of the lean season in February 
and March. By this time, opportunities for agricultural labor will be 
relatively unavailable. As such, households will have very restricted 
access to income and will intensify self-employment activities such 
as selling firewood, but this will not be adequate to fill food and 
income gaps in the absence of humanitarian assistance. In March, 
households will start accessing food from the green harvest and shortages will ease. However, overconsumption of food from 
the immature green harvest would reduce overall production and compromise future food availability and crop sales. In April 
and May, Minimal (IPC Phase 1) food security outcomes will likely emerge throughout the country with the start of the 
harvest. 

Based on trends in available nutrition data, FEWS NET assumes that the prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) will 
remain within WHO Acceptable Levels (<5%) during the October 2019 to May 2010 period.  

 

 

 

Figure 8. Nsanje HEA analysis, food security and income 

outcomes for very poor households, seasonal expenditure 

(food & cash)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: FEWS NET 

 

Figure 9. Reference map for Middle Shire Livelihood Zone 
(LSH), Balaka 

 

Source: FEWS NET 
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AREAS OF CONCERN 

Middle Shire Livelihood Zone (LSH), Balaka District 

Current Situation 

According to the district agriculture monthly report for August, 
about 18 percent of farm households in the district ran out of own 
produced food by the end of August. Very poor and poor 
households only produced enough food to last two months 
compared to the typical five months, and became reliant on market 
purchases for food as early as July. This is due to heavy rains and 
flooding which caused crop wash aways, crop submerging, and 
nutrient leaching in addition to preventing farmers from 
undertaking other crop management activities such as weeding and 
fertilizer application. Very poor and poor households are earning 
incomes for market purchases by seeking labor and selling any small 
livestock such as chickens and goats. However, livestock ownership 
is very low among the poorer households. These income-earning 
strategies are insufficient to purchase adequate food. 

Ministry of Agriculture production estimates show that the district 
recorded near-average maize production in the 2018/19 rainfed 
production season. However, cotton production was 86 percent 
below five-year average levels. Cotton was previously the main cash 
crop in this area, but production has been declining in recent years 
due to persistently low prices coupled with problems in accessing 
good quality seed and chemicals for pest control. As a result, many 
households have shifted from cotton to pigeon peas and cow peas. 
However, the prices of these commodities have also been below-
average for the past two years, largely due to decreasing 
international demand. Production and sale of leafy vegetables is 
typically another important source of income in wetland (‘dambo’) 
areas but was negatively impacted by sand deposits caused by 
flooding. 

Poor households are currently accessing some agricultural labor 
opportunities as land is prepared for the next production season. 
However, above-average competition for these opportunities is 
restricting access and wages are likely to be below normal due to 
reduced purchasing power of households that hire labor. 
Households are also engaging in self-employment activities, with 
very poor and poor households expanding firewood and charcoal 
production in particular. Income-earning through charcoal 
production has become limited, however, by scarcity of trees due to 
depleted forests. As a result, households are relying on purchasing 
trees from those that plant in order to produce charcoal, 
substantially reducing profit margins. 

Maize and other food commodities including legumes are available in major markets. However, supplies at these markets are 
below average for this time of the year. According to interviews with traders in Balaka market in early September, below 
average maize supplies at source markets were preventing traders from purchasing required quantities on particular days. 
Most of the maize available in markets is sourced from the bordering central region district of Ntcheu. 

Maize grain prices in Balaka market were MWK 240/kg as of end September 2019 which is 54 percent above five-year 
average levels and 65 percent above prices at the same time last year. These high prices are limiting poor households’ ability 

Figure 10. Balaka HEA analysis, income outcomes for very 

poor households, total income (food and cash) 

 

 

Figure 11. Balaka HEA analysis, food security and income 

outcomes for very poor households, seasonal expenditure 

(food & cash)  

Source: FEWS NET 
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to access food at a time when access to income has also been reduced. ADMARC, meanwhile, has no supplies in the district 
and no sales are taking place. 

Based on an HEA Outcome Analysis carried out by FEWS NET in September, very poor and some poor households in Balaka 
are facing food survival deficits because they cannot access sufficient food and income to meet their minimum basic food 
needs. Though not experiencing survival deficits, some middle households are facing livelihoods protection deficits as they 
cannot meet all essential non-food needs.  

According to key informants, most very poor and poor households in Balaka were eating one meal a day in September, rather 
than the three meals typical for this time of year. Households were eating mostly maize meal (nsima) with vegetables and 
sometimes pigeon peas. According results of a SMART survey conducted in June/July 2019, close to 35 percent of the 
population in Balaka have borderline food consumption. 

Assumptions for Middle Shire (LSH) Livelihood Zone focusing on Balaka District 

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

• According to regional and international forecasts, the Middle Shire livelihood zone in southern Malawi will likely receive 
average to above-average rainfall between October and December and average to below-average rainfall between 
January and May. Overall, average rainfall is expected.    

• Availability of the maize staple will likely be below normal throughout the scenario period, at both household and market 
level. Despite reported near-average national maize production, availability of maize in most markets is expected to be 
below average during the lean season from October 2019 to March 2020, with availability only increasing with the 
harvest in April and May 2020. Current FEWS NET assessment recorded no maize supplies in ADMARC markets and very 
erratic availability at Balaka and neighboring local markets. 

• Retail maize prices are expected to trend significantly above five-year average levels by around 57 percent and above 
2018 levels by around 53 percent between October and December 2019. Prices will likely be above five-year average 
levels by about 34 percent and above 2018 levels by about 26 percent between January and May 2020. 

• Availability of non-agricultural labor and self-employment opportunities are expected to be below normal as households 
will push to expand this income source in the face of reduced crop production. Levels may be restricted by increased 
competition among households. 

• Given an average rainfall forecast, normal levels of agricultural labor will likely be available between October and 
January, the peak of the agricultural production season. However, access and wages will likely be reduced as many 
households compete for these opportunities. Labor exchange (mostly agricultural during the October-January period) 
provides about 47 percent of the total poorer households’ total income and this income is normally accessed between 
September when land preparation begins until December and January when weeding opportunities are at peak.        

Most Likely Food Security Outcomes 

Between October and January, very poor and poor households will access some agricultural labor and expand self-
employment activities including selling firewood and charcoal in order to access income and reduce food consumption gaps. 
However, better off households who hire very poor and poor households will face reduced purchasing power, expected to 
reduce wages. Furthermore, due to a high number of people being engaged in self-employment activities, incomes will likely 
be below average. Some of the very poor and poor are expected to migrate in search of labor opportunities, including to 
Mozambique. 

As a result, very poor and poor households will face increasing food consumption gaps due to reduced incomes and very high 
maize grain prices. Results of a FEWS NET HEA outcome analysis for Balaka indicate that very poor and poor households will 
face survival deficits of 10 percent and 6 percent, respectively, and will be unable to meet their minimum basic food needs. 
Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes will emerge in November in the absence of humanitarian assistance. 
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Between February and March, labor opportunities will be limited as most agricultural activities come to an end. Very poor 
and poor households will seek to expand firewood and charcoal sales and other self-employment activities in order to access 
income and reduce food consumption gaps. Wages and prices will continue to be below average due to high numbers of 
people engaging in these activities.  

As such, access to income will continue to be below average between February and March. At the same time, maize prices 
will be at their highest in February, the peak of the lean season. Food consumption gaps will therefore increase between 
February and March, maintaining Crisis (IPC Phase 3) food security outcomes. 

Food security outcomes will begin to improve to Minimal (Phase 1) in April and May with the start of the harvest. Households 
will begin consuming own-produced food and relying on normal livelihood activities including selling some of their 
agricultural produce. Given prospects for normal rainfall, average production is expected. 

AREAS OF CONCERN 

 
OTHER AREAS OF CONCERN 

Central Karonga Livelihood zone (Karonga District)  

Overall, below-average and poorly distributed rainfall throughout the Central Karonga livelihood zone and neighboring areas 
of the Nkhatabay Cassava livelihood zone. This negatively impacted production of key crops such as maize, rice, sweet 
potatoes, and pigeon peas. According to a FEWS NET assessment in Mpata and Lupembe Extension Planning Areas (EPAs), 
most very poor and poor households harvested enough food to last only between two and four months, a significant 
reduction from the typical seven months or more. In the absence of crops sales for income, poorer households will intensify 
other sources of income such as self-employment, firewood sales, and making and selling mats. Despite this, access to 
income will be below normal. Very poor and poor households who were experiencing Stressed (IPC Phase 2) food security 
outcomes between June and September are now transitioning to Crisis (IPC Phase 3), expected to persist through March 
2020. In April and May, households will access the new harvest and transition to Minimal (IPC Phase 1) food security 
outcomes.  

 

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

