
 

Minimum Expenditure Basket in Malawi - Round 26:  

5th to 9th April 2021  

A look at Food Prices and Availability in Times of COVID-19 

Highlights 
• Overall, the SMEBs continued to decline during the 

second week of April 2021 compared to the last 
week of March, mainly due to decreases in the 
prices of food commodities from agricultural 
production. 

• Nationally, average maize prices have decreased 
from MK 154 per kg in Round 25 to an average of MK 
131 per kg in Round 26 of data collection. This price 
decrease has been induced by the continued 
offloading of maize stocks from the previous season 
by traders in light of the onset of the lean season. 

• During the last four consecutive rounds (from week 
4 of February to week 2 of April, the prices of pulses 
(beans, cowpeas, and pigeon peas) have generally 
fallen, likely as a result of fresh consumption from 
the current growing season leading to increased 
market supplies.   

Background  
During this reporting period, the country continued 
administering COVID-19 vaccinations as part of the 
campaign which was launched by the State President on 
the 11th of March. The Government identified priority 
groups who were among the first to receive the      
COVID-19 vaccine. These included health care workers 
working in both public and the private sector, the police, 
immigration officials, the Malawi Defence Force, 
teachers, prison warders, prisoners, citizens above 60 
years of age, and people with underlying conditions. 
 
Throughout this reporting period, the number of 
reported COVID-19 positive cases continue to decline in 
the country. For example, the number of active reported 

cases of COVID-19 has decreased by over 40 percent 
between the 31st of March and the 10th of April 2021. 
As a result, on the 20th of April 2021, the Government 
eased the COVID-19 restrictions that were put in place 
to halt the spread of the pandemic. Among the revised 
measures that were announced by the Health Minister 
included permitting people in open space to gather up 
to 250, while for those indoors the number should not 
exceed 100; and extending the curfew to 12 midnight 
from 8pm. In addition, shops can now operate up to 
10pm; drinking joints can now operate up to 12 
midnight, and capacity in public transport should not 
exceed 75 percent. These new restrictions are to be 
revised after 4 weeks’ time to see if people are adhering 
to them and if they have led to adverse impacts on 
COVID numbers. The new measures are expected to 
have a positive impact on trading activities in the 
country, as now shops can operate long hours and more 
goods can move from one market to another easily. This 
will potentially affect the prices of both food and non-
food commodities, lowering the prices in one market 
while rising them in another as the markets adjust to 
reach their equilibriums. Despite this, the State of 
National Disaster which was declared on the 12th of 
January 2021 remain in effect as the Government 
attempts to prevent a third wave.    

Methodology 
The Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) is based on the 
triangulation of information about the needs, 
preferences, and demand behaviour of households to 
establish the availability and prices of essential food 
commodities and non-food products that are found in 
local markets. Data for the construction of both the rural 
and urban area MEBs was collected using a WFP inhouse 
call centre, reaching over 100 traders in some 70 rural 
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Table 1 shows that the urban SMEB food and non-food components have both slightly reduced by 0.7 percent and      
0.8 percent compared to the previous round. Although prices of cooking oil, cassava and vegetables increased since the 
last round—by 5.5 percent, 15 percent and 12 percent, respectively—the prices of key food commodities such as maize, 
beans, eggs and sugar have fallen by 0.8 percent, 13.4 percent, 2.5 percent and 0.9 percent, respectively, since the last 
week of March 2021. On the non-food commodities, a price decrease has been observed in the cost of charcoal (by    
1.8 percent), milling (by 6.3 percent), and soap (by 2 percent) with the prices of the rest of the items remaining 
unchanged.  The introduction of VAT on cooking oil late last year resulted in a continued increase in the commodity’s 
price and that is expected to stabilize once an equilibrium price is attained. The cost of milling has also been falling 
significantly. This is likely because demand for already-milled maize flour falls sharply during the harvest season, as 
households mill and consume for their own production, reducing the demand and subsequent cost of milling. 
Continued decreases in the prices of agricultural commodities triggered by the onset of the 2021 harvest season may 
explain the declining prices of most of the non-agricultural food and non-food commodities. 
 
In the current round, rural households in the Southern Region required more monthly income to meet their survival 
needs (MK41,269) compared to their counterparts in the Centre (MK 35,755) and North (MK 35,043). Generally, the 
Southern Region experiences poor harvests across almost all seasons as compared to the other regions, thus creating a 
relatively bigger demand for food that increases the prices of food and other commodities. That said, all rural areas 
across the country continue to experience a decline in their SMEBs since December of last year, with the Rural North 
registering the highest decline of over 6 percent as shown in Table 1.  

The Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) 
module consists of what a typical household 
requires in order to meet its basic needs. 
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Table 1. Percentage Change in SMEB, Round 25 and Round 26 

The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket 
(SMEB) is defined as the bare minimum amount a 
household requires to maintain existence and 
cover lifesaving needs. 

Region 

Current Round (2nd Week April) 
Expenditure (MK) 

Percentage Change from Previous 
Round (4th Week March) 

Percentage Share of Food 
to Total Cost 

Total Food Non-food Total Food Non-food Current Previous 

Urban 61,411 32,811  28,600  -0.8  -0.7  -0.8 53% 53% 

Rural North 35,043 29,680  5,363  -6.4  -3.2 ➔ 0.0 85% 86% 

Rural Centre 35,755 30,339  5,415  -2.8     -4.2  +5.5 85% 86% 

Rural South 41,269 33,613  7,656  -0.6  -2.7  -1.4 81% 82% 

and urban local markets. Contacted traders were asked to provide the market prices of available food and non-food 
items during the period between the 5th and 9th of April 2021 (Round 26).  

 
The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB) is the minimum amount a household requires to maintain          
existence and cover lifesaving needs. There are several ways in which to construct an SMEB. WFP has constructed it in 
line with a rights-based approach based on previously assessed needs. The detailed methodology on the construction 
and assumptions is depicted in Annex B. 

What does the Round 26 SMEB show? 
Round 26 marks twelve months since the first round of SMEB data collection, which took place in the fourth week of 
April last year. Data for the current round was collected between the 5th and 9th of April 2021. This round’s SMEB 
analysis indicates that the minimum amount required for the survival of a typical household with 4.5 members in the 
urban areas averaged MK 61,411. This represents a 0.8 percentage drop from the previous round’s value. The falling 
SMEB values stem from a decrease in household expenditures, as the prices of both food and non-food commodities 
continue to fall during this year’s harvesting period. This price decrease in food and non-food commodities has thus 
manifested itself in a relative decline in the food and non-food components to the total SMEB, as compared to    
Round 25.  
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While the harvest season is peaking in the Central Region, the onset of the harvest season in the Northern Region has 
also dampened maize prices in that region. This trend has also been transmitted to the Rural South, affecting prices 
there. Average maize prices have drastically reduced by 10 percent, 19 percent, and 17 percent in the rural areas of 
the North, Centre and South respectively, between Round 25 and Round 26, with maize prices dropping to as low as 
MK107 per kg in the Centre. 

 Compared to the previous round, all rural 
areas and the urban areas experienced a 
decline in the food component of the SMEB, 
the highest reduction being observed in the 
Rural Centre. For the non-food component, 
the Rural South and urban areas fell, with 
the Rural North registering no change. 
Meanwhile, there was a significant increase 
of over 5 percent in the Rural Centre (refer 
to Table 1 for   details), potentially because 
households in this region are now spending 
the extra money on non-food commodities 
and subsequently driving prices of non-food 
commodities up. 
 
The proportion of food expenditure to    
total SMEB remains high in rural areas (over 
80 percent) compared to urban areas (only 
about 50 percent), indicating that, if        
rural-based households experience a large 
shock, it is likely to adversely affect their 
food expenditure and result in food         
insecurity. The urban SMEB’s’ share of food 
expenditure to total SMEB remained      
constant at 53 percent, while those of the 
rural areas all decreased by approximately 
one percentage point, indicating a shift of 
household expenditure from food to        
non-food components. 
 
The Urban SMEB is relatively higher than 
the basket for the rural regions mainly due 
to the inclusion of the costs of other        
essential non-food items such as house 
rental expenses and electricity that are not 
included for the rural regions. Comparing 
Round 1 from April of 2020 (one year ago) 
to now, the SMEBs for the urban areas and 

the Rural South are slightly higher (Figure 1), with the greatest difference observed in the urban areas. The urbans’ 
SMEB has increased by 6 percent from MK 58,108 while that of the Rural South has risen by one percent from MK 40, 
864. On the other hand, the SMEBs for the Rural North and Rural South have remained relatively low, registering 
significant decreases of 7 percent and 6 percent, in that order. Due to inflation, the prices of a food basket generally 
rise over time. Inflation particularly affects urban areas more than rural areas due to the different structure of their 
markets. As such, SMEBs for urban areas are expected to remain higher than that of Round 1. On the other hand, the 
Rural North and Rural Centre typically experience better overall production than the Rural South, in turn inflating 
commodity prices in the South.  

Figure 1. Trends in SMEB, by region 
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Maize Prices 

Figure 2 shows that maize grain averaged a national price of MK 131 per kg in the second week of April 2021, 
dropping from an average of MK 154 per kg from the previous round.  This price is lower than the Government’s fixed 
minimum farmgate price of MK 150 per kg and represents a 15 percent drop from the previous round’s national 
average price. The current average maize price also indicates an 8 percent decrease compared to the five-year 
average price and a 21 percent decrease compared to the same month last year. The sharp fall in maize prices can be 
attributed to surplus production expected this year that has triggered traders to continue offloading stocks from the 
previous season, creating a maize supply shock.  This trend is expected to continue, however, with the enforcement of 
minimum farmgate prices by the Government, with the average maize price expected to revolve around a minimum 
farmgate price of MK 150 per kg. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Nominal Maize Price Trends  

Figure 4. Nominal Monthly Average Prices for Pulses  



 

Issue No. 26 – 6 May 2021           Page 5 

Pulse Prices 

The general average price trends for pulses since April 2020 (Round 1) show that beans are relatively expensive 
compared to cowpeas and pigeon peas. While the monthly average prices of cowpeas and pigeon peas have followed 
a similar trendline, remaining relatively stable with marginal increases in prices over the period, the average prices of 
beans have followed an upward diverging trendline (Figure 3). This trendline also reveals the price seasonality of 
beans.  
 
Beans price peaked at MK 1,131 per kg in January 2021 from MK 668 per kg in April 2020, a 70 percent price increase, 
which was likely due to the exporting of the commodity into the regional markets. However, since then the price has 
been decreasing, reaching MK 943 per kg as of April 2021 (Round 26), which is an increase of 41 percent from April 
2020. The prices of cowpeas and pigeon peas, however, show relatively less seasonality and price fluctuations over 
this period under review, solely increasing by 33 percent and 20 percent, respectively between Round 1 and the 
current round. This shows that the demand for beans remains high in the country despite increased production over 
time as compared to cowpeas and pigeon peas mostly as most of it is exported into the regional markets. 

Figure 4.  Nominal Monthly Average Prices for Pulses  

In the current round, the prices of beans, cowpeas and pigeon peas have, however, all decreased compared to the 
previous round by 10 percent, 4 percent, and one percent, respectively. These prices are likely to remain high but will 
continue to slowly decrease for the remainder of the harvesting period. However, the prices of pigeon peas are 
expected to decrease significantly from the month of May, when harvesting for said crop begins.  
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SMEB Trends 

Figure 4A. Trends for Survival MEB for the Rural Northern Region 

Figure 4B. Trends for Survival MEB for the Rural Central Region 



 

SMEB Trends 
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Figure 4C. Trends for Survival MEB for the Rural Southern Region 

Figure 4D. Trends for Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 
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Annex A - Survival Minimum Expenditure Baskets for Malawi 

Table 3A. Survival MEB for the Rural Northern Region 

Table 3B. Survival MEB for the Rural Central Region 

Commodity 
Quantity per 
Person per 

Month 
Unit of Measure 

Price per 
Heap or 

Bunch (MK) 

Cost per 
Person per 

Month 

MEB Round 
(Household Size = 4.5) 

Current 
(Round 26) 

Previous  
(Round 25) 

Food commodities       
Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  157  1,977  8,896  8,409 
Pulses 1.50 Kg  700  1,050  4,725  6,637 
Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,211  908  4,087  4,087 
Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  221  133  598  598 
Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  300  45  203  203 
Vegetables 3.00 Kg  32  642  2,889  2,880 
Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  99  297  1,335  1,335 
Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  278  1,333  6,000  5,616 
Sugar 0.60 Kg  850  510  2,295  2,295 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     6,895  31,028  32,060 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)             
Fuel wood 50 Lumpsum  58  2,900  2,900  2,900 
Match Box 4 Boxes  50  200  200  200 
Milling 4 Times  367  1,467  1,467  1,467 
Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  132  264  264  264 
Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  350  532  532  532 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost     5,363  5,363  5,363 

TOTAL MEB     12,258  36,391  37,423 

Commodity 
Quantity per 
person per 

month 
Unit of measure 

Price per Heap 
or Bunch (MK) 

Cost per 
person per 

month 

MEB Round 
(Household Size = 4.5) 

Current  
(Round 26) 

Previous  
(Round 25) 

Food commodities       
Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  131  1,651  7,430  7,484 
Pulses 1.50 Kg  881  1,322  5,947  6,548 
Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,398  1,049  4,719  4,526 
Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  233  140  628  594 
Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  300  45  203  203 
Vegetables 3.00 Kg  33  652  2,934  2,790 
Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  97  292  1,312  1,310 
Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  290  1,391  6,258  5,962 
Sugar 0.60 Kg  841  505  2,272  2,265 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     7,045  31,702  31,681 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)             
Fuel wood 50 Lumpsum  55  2,735  2,735  2,500 
Match Box 4 Boxes  50  200  200  200 
Milling 4 Times  391  1,566  1,566  1,520 
Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  118  235  235  230 
Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  340  679  679  664 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost     5,415  5,415  5,114 

TOTAL MEB     12,460  37,118  36,795 



 

Survival Minimum Expenditure Baskets for Malawi 
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Table 3C. Survival MEB for the Rural Southern Region 

Table 1D. Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 

Commodity 
Quantity per 
person per 

month 
Unit of measure 

Price per Heap 
or Bunch (MK) 

Cost per 
person per 

month 

MEB Round 
(Household Size = 4.5) 

Current  
(Round 26) 

Previous  
(Round 25) 

Food commodities       
Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  152  1,914  8,613  9,469 
Pulses 1.50 Kg  1,018  1,527  6,870  7,382 
Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,596  1,197  5,386  4,529 
Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  264  164  740  740 
Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  300  45  203  203 
Vegetables 3.00 Kg  35  708  3,186  3,240 
Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  96  287  1,293  1,301 
Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  270  1,296  5,832  5,381 
Sugar 0.60 Kg  844  506  2,279  2,295 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     7,645  34,401  34,539 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)             
Fuel wood 100 Lumpsum  50  5,040  5,040  5,140 
Match Box 4 Boxes  50  200  200  200 
Milling 4 Times  386  1,542  1,542  1,542 
Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  110  219  219  220 
Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  327  655  655  667 

Sub-Total for NFI’s Cost     7,656  7,656  7,769 

TOTAL MEB     15,301  42,057  42,308 

Commodity 
Quantity per 
person per 

month 
Unit of measure 

Price per Heap 
or Bunch (MK) 

Cost per 
person per 

month 

MEB Round 
(Household Size = 4.5) 

Current  
(Round 26) 

Previous  
(Round 25) 

Food commodities       
Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  149  1,880  8,460  8,528 
Pulses 1.50 Kg  838  1,256  5,653  6,525 
Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,625  1,219  5,484  5,198 
Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  375  225  1,013  880 
Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  500  75  338  338 
Vegetables 3.00 Kg  33  650  2,925  2,610 
Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  89  266  1,198  1,229 
Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  250  1,200  5,400  5,400 
Sugar 0.60 Kg  813  520  2,341  2,341 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     7,291  32,811  33,047 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)             
Charcoal 50 Kgs  275  13,750  13,750  14,000 
Match Box 4 boxes  50  200  200  200 
Electricity charges 10 times  100  1,000  1,000  900 
Electrical charging 15 times  100  1,500  1,500  1,500 
Milling 4 times  338  1,350  1,350  1,440 
Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  100  200  200  204 
Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  363  600  600  600 
House rent 1 month  10,000  10,000  10,000  10,000 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost     28,600  28,600  28,844 

TOTAL MEB     35,891  61,411  61,891 



 

Annex B—Construction of the Survival MEB (SMEB) and Assumptions 

There are several ways in which to construct an MEB. For 
this analysis, WFP has elected to construct a Survival 
Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB), which is defined as 
the bare minimum amount a household requires to 
maintain existence and cover lifesaving needs. This is done 
in-line with a rights-based approach based on previously 
assessed needs.  

To do this, WFP began by reviewing existing expenditure 
data that was collected in late 2019 and 2020 as part of its 
regular monitoring to better understand the typical 
expenditure, then bringing elements of the household’s 
needs/rights, thus looking at essential non-food items. 

The food commodities selected to calculate the SMEB are 
those that make up a typical rural and urban survival diet 
and include cereals, roots and tubers (cassava and sweet 
potatoes), pulses, oil, vegetables, fish, eggs, sugar, and 
salt. Using the Nutval, a spreadsheet application for 
planning and monitoring the nutrition content of food found 
on the local market, WFP determined a ration that meets 
the basic energy requirement of 2,100 kilocalories per 
person per day. Of the total energy, 12% is provided from 
proteins (requirement range is 10-12%) and 20% is from fats 
(requirement is at least 17% of energy should come from 
fats). Approximately 62% of the total food basket is 
attributed to maize/cereals. While WFP strives to promote 
enhanced dietary diversity, historical data collected in late 
2019 and 2020 on the expenditure of severely food insecure 
households residing in rural areas indicates that households 
are still spending the vast majority of their income on 
cereals, specifically maize. Since WFP is striving to 
understand how price fluctuations and commodity 
availability are affecting those most vulnerable, the food 
portion of the MEB has been constructed with this in mind, 
reflecting the reality of those most vulnerable.  

WFP included the following essential non-food commodities 
when constructing its basket:  
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 Electricity bills: Assumes that urban-based 

households are incurring costs for using electricity 

mainly for lighting and that this amount remains 

relatively      constant over the course of a month 

regardless of the household size. This may not be the 

case for all households but is included in the urban 

SMEB. Thus, if an urban-based household does not 

have electricity, then said household’s SMEB would 

be reduced. This item is excluded when calculating 

the rural SMEB.  

 Soap (laundry and bathing): Assumes that over the 

course of one month the entire household uses two 

bars of soap for washing and another two bars for 

bathing.  

 Electricity Charges (phones, torch): Assumes that   

urban-based households are incurring charging costs 

for either a mobile phone and/or torch, regardless of 

household size. This may not be the case for all   

households but is included in the urban SMEB. This 

item is excluded when calculating the rural SMEB.  

 Other Exclusions: The survival basket also excludes     

education costs (notably because schools remain 

closed), health service fees and basic medicines, and 

agricultural input costs. Much of this information is 

being collected and is available upon request. 

 Food Basket: Constructed based on food items that 

are commonly available across the country and widely      

consumed by the typical Malawian household.  

 Meat, Eggs, and Dairy: The food component of the 

SMEB excludes both meat and milk, because these 

products are rarely consumed, especially by those   

classified as extremely vulnerable. The basket further 

assumes that the average weight of an egg is            

approximately 50 grams. This SMEB translates into 

the consumption of approximately 14 eggs per month 

Constructing the Survival MEB (SMEB) 

 Firewood: Assumes that households are purchasing    

firewood as opposed to collecting it themselves. This 

practice varies from location to location.  

 Matches: Assumes that an average household uses     

approximately four match boxes per month 

In addition, for the construction of the MEB, it is im-

portant to note the following:  

For more information please contact: Maribeth Black (maribeth.black@wfp.org), Head of VAM and 


