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Minimum Expenditure Basket in Malawi 

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

Round 31: 28 June—05 July 2021 

Key Highlights: 
• The Survival Minimum Expenditure Baskets (SMEB) for the 

urban areas declined while the SMEBs for rural-based 
households in the North, Centre, and South increased since 
the previous round. Reductions in the prices of maize, 
vegetables, sugar, and bathing soap as well the cost of milling 
have necessitated the fall in urban SMEB. Increases in the 
prices of beans, cassava, cooking oil, fish, firewood, and soap 
led to a rise in the SMEBs in the rural areas.  

• The average price of maize grain continued falling to MK 127 
per kg from MK 129 in the previous round.  

• The prices of beans and cowpeas increased by 1.3 percent and 
1.0 percent, respectively, while the price of pigeon peas fell by 
1.9 percent compared to the previous round. The rise in the 
prices of beans and cowpeas may be due to reduced supply 
given that harvesting has ended in most areas, while most 
areas across the country are at the peak harvesting period for 
pigeon peas. 
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Background 
Throughout this reporting period, the country 

reported a surge in the number of COVID-19 positive 
cases, an indication of a third wave of the pandemic. 
Between June 5th (end of MEB Round 30 data 
collection) and June 18th (end of MEB Round 31 data 
collection), the number of active reported cases of 
COVID-19 increased by over 500 percent. As a result of 
this surge in the number of positive COVID-19 cases, 
travel, and trade are being closely monitored across 
the country following the ease-up on restrictions that 
was announced on April 20th.  

 Deriving the MEB 
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 SMEBs 
was collected using a WFP in-house call centre, 
reaching over 100 traders in some 70 rural 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 14th and 18th 
of June 2021 (Round 31).  
 
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 its SMEB in line with a rights-based 
approach based on previously assessed needs. The 
detailed methodology on the construction of the SMEB 
as well as the key assumptions employed are depicted 
in Annex B. 

(comprised of the four cities of Lilongwe, Blantyre, 
Mzuzu and Zomba) experienced a 0.8 percent decline 
in their minimum monthly expenditure required for 
survival. In monetary terms, the SMEB for the urbans 
decreased from MK 61,081 in the previous round to the 
current value of MK 60,622. During this same period, 
however, the survival minimum expenditure for 
households in the rural North increased by 0.4 percent 
(from MK 33,827 to MK 33,965); by a marginal 0.1 
percent in the rural Centre (from MK 36,508 to MK 
36,559); and by 1.8 percent in the rural South (from MK 
42,191 to MK 42,949). Households in the rural South 
registered the biggest change in their food expenditure 
which increased by 2.1 percent, while the rural North 
registered the biggest change in non-food expenditure, 
decreasing by 2.7 percent as depicted in Table 1. 
Households expenditure on food also increased in the 
rural North and rural Centre while declining among 
urban dwellers. Meanwhile, expenditure on non-food 
commodities declined in urban areas and the rural 
North while rising in the Central and Southern rural 
areas (Table 1).  
 

Movements in Food and Non-food Expenditure  

Changes in the retail prices of selected commodities, 
the fluctuations of which were triggered by a myriad of 
factors, have influenced households’ expenditure 
behaviours across the regions. For instance, as 
households in urban areas reduced their expenditure 
on both food and non-food commodities, their SMEBs 
also declined. The reduced expenditure of urban 
households stems mainly from reduced retail prices of 
maize (by 5 percent), vegetables (13 percent), sugar (4 
precent), and bathing soap (4 percent) as well as the 
cost of milling (by 10 percent). The continued declining 
prices of maize grain in all but the rural North may 
suggest the overstocking of grain by traders after 
purchasing from farmers during the harvest’s peak 
periods. The prices of vegetables continue to 
substantially fall in urban areas, mostly due to the 
increased supply of these items as a result of winter 
cropping.  

A SMEB is the absolute minimum amount required to 

maintain existence and cover lifesaving needs, which 

could involve the deprivation of certain rights. 

What Does the Round 31 SMEB 

Show? 
Analysis for Round 31 shows minimal changes 

in the Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB) 

across the country. Between the current and previous 

rounds, the SMEB for the urban areas declined slightly, 

while for the rural North, Centre, and South increased. 

Between Rounds 30 and 31, households in urban areas  

Area of  

Coverage  

Current Round (3rd Week 

June) Expenditure (MK)  

% Change from Previous Round 

(1st Week June)  

Total Food Non-
food 

Total Food Non-food 

Urban 60,622 34,662 25,960 -0.8 -0.9 -0.6 

Rural North 33,965 28,803  5,162 +0.4 +1.0 -2.7 

Rural Centre  36,559  31,312  5,247 +0.1  +0.1 +0.4 

Rural South  42,949 35,391  7,559 +1.8 +2.1 +0.6 

Table 1: Percentage Change in SMEB, Round 30 and Round 31 
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Households in the rural Centre and rural South, on 
the contrary, experienced increased overall 
expenditure on both food and non-food 
commodities while those in the rural North 
experienced increased expenditure for food but 
decreases for non-food items. In the rural North, 
maize grain prices continued to rise, marginally 
increasing by 0.4 percent, in addition to a significant 
rise in the retail prices of beans (by 6 percent) and 
cassava (by 20 percent). The increase in expenditure 
observed in the rural Centre is likely due to marginal 
increases in the prices of beans, cooking oil, 
firewood, and bathing soap (all of which have 
reduced by roughly 1 percent) as well as cassava (by 
3 percent). The rural South expenditure was also 
affected by the increase in the price of cassava by 4 
percent, apart from price increases for cooking oil (3 
percent), fish (8 percent), firewood (2 percent), and 
laundry soap (2 percent). Harvesting of maize 
continues in the rural North, which has likely 
resulted in increased maize grain prices in this 
region as it is currently the main source market for 
maize. The uptick in the prices of cassava, on the 
other hand, may stem from the low supply of this 
commodity on the market, as the commodity is 
currently off-season.   
 

 

Share of Food to Total Expenditure 

The proportion of food expenditure to total SMEB 
remains high in rural areas (over 80 percent) 
indicating that, if rural-based households experience 
a shock, it is likely to adversely affect their food 
expenditure and result in food insecurity. It is also 
important to note that 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 rural regions. In 
addition, households in the rural South required 
slightly more income to meet their minimum 
survival needs than their counterparts in the rural 
areas of the Centre and the North, indicating that 
commodity prices remain relatively higher in the 
rural South as compared to the other regions. 
 

 

A MEB is a monetary threshold of a household’s 

requirements to meet its essential goods and 

services’ needs on a regular basis to ensure survival 

and minimum living standards, without resorting to negative 

coping mechanisms or compromising its health, dignity and 

essential livelihoods asserts. 

Trends in SMEBs by Region 

Comparing Round 1 from the first week of April of 
2020 to the current round, the SMEBs for the urban 
areas and the rural South continue to slowly increase, 
while those of the rural Centre and rural North have 
fallen (Figure 1), notably since mid-January of this 
year. The urban areas’ SMEB increased by 4.3 percent 
over the year of data collection since April of 2020, 
from MK 58,108 to MK 60,622 and that of the rural 
South increased by 5.1 percent (from MK 40,864 in 
April 2020 to MK 42,949). During this same period, the 
SMEBs for the rural North and rural Centre have 
remained relatively low compared to week 4 of April 
2020, registering noteworthy decreases of 9.9 percent 
(from MK 37,713 to MK 33,965) and 4.0 percent (from 
MK 38,040 to MK 36,559), respectively. Due to 
inflation, the prices of a food basket generally rise 
over time, affecting urban areas more than rural areas 
due to the different structure of their markets. As 
such, the current SMEBs for urban areas are expected 
to remain higher than those of Round 1. On the other 
hand, the rural North and rural Centre typically 
experience better overall agricultural production than 
the rural South, in turn pushing commodity prices up 
in the South. 

 

 

Although the minimum amount required for the 
survival of a typical household with 4.5 members in 
the rural areas of the country increased while that of 
urban areas deceased compared to the previous 
round, the general SMEB trends in Figure 1 show that 
these expenditures have remained relatively stable 
over the year of data collection for all areas, peaking 
during Round 20 (second week of January 2021) at the 
height of the 2020/2021 lean season, and then falling 
thereafter since Round 21 (fourth week of January 
2021).  

Figure 1. Trends in the SMEB by Region since May 2020 
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Maize Prices 
Maize continues to trade below the Government’s 

fixed minimum farmgate price of MK 150 per kg.  In Round 

31, covering the third week of June 2021, maize is trading 

at the lowest national average retail price recorded since 

the start of SMEB data collection in April of 2020 at MK 127 

per kg.  

This price is 11 percent lower than the five-year 

average price for June (MK 144 per kg) and 

represents a 23 percent decrease compared to 

this same month last year (2020). The ban on the 

importation of maize grain and products by 

Zimbabwe—one of the major target maize export 

markets for Malawi—in June 2021, may have 

triggered a continued drop in the prices of maize 

grain in addition to the overstocking of grain by 

some traders. 

Prices of Pulses  
Over the period of a year, the price of 

beans has remained relatively high when 

compared to the prices of cowpeas and pigeon 

peas, particularly due to their high production 

costs as well as high demand. As depicted in 

Figure 4, the period between March 2020 and 

January 2021 shows a gradual increase in the 

price of beans. These prices, however, eased 

substantially between January and April before 

starting to rise again. During the entire period 

since April of last year, beans have traded well 

above the Government minimum farmgate price 

of MK 510 per kg. In the current round, beans are 

selling at MK 953 per kg, a 1.3 percent increase 

from previous round.  

 

Compared to beans, cowpeas and pigeon peas 

have remained relatively cheaper and stable since 

January of 2020, with marginal increases in prices 

observed over the period under review. However, 

their trendlines show relatively less seasonality 

and price fluctuations as compared to beans. That 

said, their prices have significantly increased by 16 

percent (cowpeas) and 28 percent (pigeon peas) 

between Round 1 and the current round. During 

Round 31, cowpeas were selling at MK 594 per kg 

after increasing by one percent from MK 588 per 

kg in the previous round, while the price of pigeon 

peas further decreased by 1.9 percent from MK 

588 per kg in the previous round to MK 577 per kg 

in the current round. Cowpeas are selling at 

around 70 percent higher than the minimum 

farmgate price of MK 350 per kg. Pigeon peas, on 

the other hand, are currently selling at 

approximately 140 percent above the minimum 

farmgate price of MK 240 per kg.  

Figure 2. Trends in the SMEB by Region since May 2020 

Figure 3. Nominal Average Maize Price Trends  
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The rise in the prices of beans and cowpeas may be due to reduced supply since harvesting has ended in most 

areas, while the harvesting of pigeon peas just peaked in most parts of the country.  

 

It is important to note that the minimum farmgate prices—derived from the Government’s cost of production 

surveys—are break-even prices with a slight mark-up profit to producers, while the SMEB analysis uses retail 

prices. As such, if traders are complying with the 

Government’s floor (minimum) prices, the retail price 

cannot be less than the floor. Therefore, the selling of 

these pulses above the minimum prices may signify two 

things: (i) that there is high demand for these 

commodities thus driving their prices above the floor 

price resulting in traders making abnormal profits; and/

or (ii) that there are high transportation, storage, 

processing, and other costs between the producer and 

the market, which widen the difference between the 

farmgate value and the retail price. 

Figure 4. Nominal Monthly Average Prices for Pulses  

Annexes 

Annex A: Regional Trends for Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket 

 

Figure 5A. Trends for Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 

Figure 5B. Trends for Survival MEB for Rural Centre 

Figure 5B. Trends for Survival MEB for the North 

Figure 5D. Trends for Survival MEB for the South 
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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 31) 

Previous (Round 
30) 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  108  1,360  6,121  6,095 

Pulses 1.50 Kg  732  1,098  4,940  4,648 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,175  881  3,966  4,035 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  200  120  540  450 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  300  45  203  203 

Vegetables 3.00 Kg  32  636  2,860  2,906 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  100  300  1,350  1,350 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  300  1,440  6,480  6,480 

Sugar 0.60 Kg  868  521  2,344  2,356 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     6,401  28,803  28,523 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)            

Fuel wood 50 Lumpsum  55  2,750  2,750  2,909 

Match Box 4 Boxes  50  200  200  200 

Milling 4 Times  355  1,418  1,418  1,400 

Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  131  262  262  262 

Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  332  532  532  532 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost     5,162  5,162  5,303 

TOTAL MEB     11,563  33,965  33,827 

Table 2A. Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 

Table 2B. Survival MEB for the Rural Northern 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 31) 

Previous  
(Round 30) 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  130  1,632  7,346  7,738 

Pulses 1.50 Kg  1,060  1,590  7,155  7,187 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,780  1,335  6,008  5,878 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  270  162  729  689 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  500  75  338  338 

Vegetables 3.00 Kg  33  660  2,970  3,411 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  96  288  1,296  1,335 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  300  1,440  6,480  6,048 

Sugar 0.60 Kg  860  520  2,341  2,341 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     7,703  34,662  34,964 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)            

Charcoal 50 Kgs  210  10,500  10,500  10,417 

Match Box 4 boxes  50  200  200  200 

Electricity charges 10 times  100  1,000  1,000  1,000 

Electrical charging 15 times  100  1,500  1,500  1,500 

Milling 4 times  490  1,960  1,960  2,200 

Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  100  200  200  200 

Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  400  600  600  600 

House rent 1 month  10,000  10,000  10,000  10,000 

    25,960  25,960  26,117 Sub-Total for NFIs Cost  

TOTAL MEB      33,663  60,622  61,081 

Annex B: Tables for Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket  
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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 31) 

Previous (Round 
30) 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  116  1,455  6,549  6,549 

Pulses 1.50 Kg  916  1,374  6,185  6,252 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,356  1,017  4,577  4,636 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  220  132  594  610 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  300  45  203  203 

Vegetables 3.00 Kg  34  673  3,030  3,019 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  99  297  1,337  1,337 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  300  1,440  6,480  6,372 

Sugar 0.60 Kg  863  518  2,329  2,336 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     6,952  31,283  31,312 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)            

Fuel wood 50 Lumpsum  50  2,500  2,500  2,519 

Match Box 4 Boxes  50  200  200  200 

Milling 4 Times  389  1,555  1,555  1,560 

Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  121  242  242  244 

Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  364  728  728  725 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost     5,225  5,225  5,247 

TOTAL MEB     12,177  36,508  36,559 

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 31) 

Previous  
(Round 30) 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg  140  1,763  7,934  8,084 

Pulses 1.50 Kg  1,027  1,541  6,933  6,875 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg  1,725  1,293  5,821  5,644 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg  267  164  740  740 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg  300  45  203  203 

Vegetables 3.00 Kg  44  884  3,979  3,780 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg  101  302  1,360  1,333 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg  282  1,355  6,100  5,640 

Sugar 0.60 Kg  860  516  2,322  2,380 

Sub-Total for Food Cost     7,865  35,391  34,678 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)           - 

Fuel wood 50 Lumpsum  46  4,583  4,583  4,479 

Match Box 4 Boxes  50  200  200  200 

Milling 4 Times  438  1,753  1,753  1,778 

Soap Laundry 2 Pcs  114  228  228  223 

Soap bar bathing 2 Pcs  397  795  795  833 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost      7,559  7,559  7,513 

TOTAL MEB      15,423  42,949  42,191 

Table 2C. Survival MEB for the Rural Central Region 

Table 2D. Survival MEB for the Rural Southern Region 
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The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB) is the 

bare minimum amount a household requires to maintain 

existence and cover lifesaving needs. 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 (starting with food), 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 percent is provided from 
proteins (requirement range is 10-12 percent) and 20 
percent is from fats (requirement is at least 17 percent of 
energy should come from fats). Approximately 62 percent of 
the total food basket is attributed to cereals (maize).  
 
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 in-come on cereals, specifically 
maize. Since we are 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.  
 
In addition, WFP included the following essential non-food 

commodities when constructing its basket: 

 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 

Annex C: Construction of the Survival MEB (SMEB) and Assumptions 

 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. 

Further information is being collected and is 

available upon request.  

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

important to note the following: 

 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 

thus translates into the consumption of 

approximately 14 eggs per month for a household 

size of 4.5.  

 

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


