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Minimum Expenditure Basket in Malawi 

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

Round 33: 12—16 July 2021 

Key Highlights: 

 

 While the Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB) for 

households in the urban areas marginally increased by 0.1 percent, 

households in the rural areas experienced overall decrease in the 

SMEB of 0.2 percent, 2.2 percent and 0.3 percent in the Northern, 

Central and Southern regions, respectively. 

 

 Maize grain price slightly decreased by 1.5 percent from the 

previous round’s national average price of MK 131 per kg to MK 129 

per kg. The grain was selling at the lowest price of MK 92 per kg in 

Chitipa district and at the highest price of MK 161 per kg in Thyolo 

district. 

 The price of beans decreased by 4.7 percent from MK 1,028 per kg 

to MK 980 per kg. Beans are selling at the lowest price in Chitipa 

district at MK 543 per kg and highest in Thyolo district at MK 1,225 

per kg. 

 Cowpeas and pigeon peas prices fell by 4.0 percent and 17.3 

percent, respectively.  In Round 33, cowpeas are selling at MK 557 

per kg down from MK 580 per kg in the previous round, and pigeon 

peas are trading at MK 491 per kg down from MK 594 per kg. In 

Mzimba district, cowpeas are selling at the lowest price of MK225 

per kg and highest in Kasungu district, at MK 700 per kg. Pigeon 

peas are selling more cheaply in Phalombe district, at MK 313 per kg 

and more expensively in Dowa district, trading at MK 700 per kg. 
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Background 

On 7th July 2021, the Government upgraded 

the COVID-19 alert level to Level 3, in wake of 

increased number of new COVID-19 confirmed 

cases, admissions, and deaths since 1st June 2021. As of 

16th July, 2021, the country had recorded a cumulative 

number of 42,178 COVID-19 cases including 1,313 deaths 

since April 2020 (Figure 1). Subsequently, the Government 

prescribed stricter new COVID-19 preventive measures 

that come into force on 9th July 2021. Among the 

measures announced include decongesting offices and 

workplaces by 50 percent; limiting the number of people 

by 50 percent of total capacity in the hospitality and 

recreation business; closure of indoor nightclubs and 

restricting bars and restaurants to the capacity of 50 

percent patronage; and imposing restrictions on sports, 

education, markets, and community gatherings.  

It is evident that COVID-19 will continue to disrupt people’s 

livelihoods and economic activities across the country. The 

newly prescribed preventive measures are likely to 

adversely impact market operations and affect 

households’ access to food and non-food commodities  

 

Deriving the MEB 

The minimum expenditure basket (MEB) 

looks at the needs that are covered—

partially or fully—through the market. It 

sets a monetary threshold, which is defined as what 

households require in order to meet their essential needs. 

The SMEB is the minimum amount a household requires to 

maintain existence and cover lifesaving needs.  

While the MEB is defined as what a household requires in 

order to meet their essential needs, on a regular or 

seasonal basis, and its average cost, the SMEB is the 

absolute minimum amount required to maintain existence 

and cover lifesaving needs, which could involve the 

deprivation of certain human rights. However, the 

concepts of an SMEB and MEB are sometimes used 

interchangeably. 

There are several ways in which to construct an SMEB. The 

World Food Programme (WFP) has constructed its SMEB in 

line with a rights-based approach based on previously 

assessed needs by collecting households’ expenditure 

data.  

 

Data for the construction of both the rural and urban area 

MEBs was collected using a WFP in-house call centre, 

reaching over 100 traders in some 70 rural and urban local 

markets. Contacted traders provided the market prices of 

available food and non-food items during the period 

between the 12th and 16th of July 2021 (Round 33). The 

detailed methodology on the construction of the SMEB as 

well as the key assumptions employed are depicted in 

Annex B. Once constructed, the MEB itself serves as a key 

input in the essential needs’ assessment set of indicators 

as it is used to assess which households have the 

economic capacity to cover their needs through the 

market.  

What does the Round 33 SMEB Show? 

While the Survival Minimum Expenditure 

Basket (SMEB) for households in the urban 

areas increased—though marginally—

households in the rural areas experienced overall decrease 

in the SMEB. Between the current and previous rounds, 

the SMEB for the four urban cities increased slightly by 0.1 

percent. This change is reflected in the increased 

households’ total expenditure of MK 37 from MK 61,954 in 

Round 32.  Among the rural-based households, total 

expenditure on selected food and non-food commodities 

fell by 0.2 percent, 2.2 percent and 0.3 percent in the 

Northern, Central and Southern regions respectively. This 

translates into a fall in SMEB values between the current 

and previous rounds by MK 57 in the rural North; by MK 

110 in the rural Centre; and by MK 132 in the rural South. It 

is also important to note that the urban SMEB is 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. 

Movements in Food and Non-food Expenditure  

Table 1 shows the varying magnitude of change in 

households’ expenditure on food and non-food items 

across the regions between the current round and the 

previous one. While all regions experienced reduced 

expenditure on food commodities, their expenditure on 

non-food items rose. Significant reductions in expenditure 

on food are observed for the urban and rural Centre 

households, where food expenditure fell by over 3 percent. 

These households also experienced notable increases in 

non-food expenditures of 4.7 percent for urban areas and 

3.7 percent for the rural Centre.   

Figure 1: COVID-19 Prevalence in Malawi between 1st June to 16th 

July 2021  

A SMEB is the absolute minimum amount required to 

maintain existence and cover lifesaving needs, which 

could involve the deprivation of certain rights. 
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In the urban areas, decreases in prices of food 

commodities such as beans (by 7.5 percent) and vegetables 

(by 20.4 percent) were offset by a 11.5 percent increase in 

price of charcoal, thus raising the SMEB. Despite noticeable 

increases in prices of firewood and milling cost by 4.9 

percent and 5.2 percent, respectively in the rural Centre, 

prices of maize, beans and vegetables significantly 

decreased by 3.9 percent, 5.7 percent and 9.0 percent, 

respectively. This in turn, pushed the value of SMEB down 

in this region.  

Market Conditions Affecting Key Commodity Prices 

The According to traders’ reports, maize grain prices 

significantly decreased in the rural Central Region which 

may be partially attributed to reduced Government 

enforcement of a relatively higher minimum farmgate price 

of MK150 per kg. With the absence of enforcement agents 

in this region, farmers and traders took advantage to start 

offloading their maize stocks. This increased the supply of 

the grain on markets in this region, in turn depressing 

prices. Price changes in other regions, however, were not 

significant. The prices of beans and green vegetables, 

however, fell across all regions in the country during this 

reporting period. Increased supply from winter irrigated 

fresh beans and vegetables may have contributed to the 

fall in prices of these food commodities.   

Both the price of charcoal in urban areas and the cost of 

firewood in rural areas increased during the reporting 

period. During this period, daily temperatures significantly 

dropped, making most of the days colder. This may have 

spiked the demand for charcoal and firewood as sources of 

heat energy.  

Share of Food to Total Expenditure 

Food takes up the largest share of expenditure for 

households in both urban and rural areas. The proportion 

of food expenditure to total SMEB is high in rural areas 

(over 80 percent) as compared to urban areas (less than 60 

percent). This indicates that, if rural-based households 

experience a shock, it is likely to adversely affect their food 

expenditure and result in food insecurity to a greater 

degree than for urban-based households. In Figure 2, the 

expenditure on food increases between the months of July 

up to January (lean season), after which the share of food to 

total expenditure starts to slowly decrease.  

This is expected since during the lean season as 

households’ access to food becomes more limited due to 

low supply coupled with the high prices of foods. This, in 

turn, reduces the purchasing power of households and as a 

result, most of their income is spent on food. The overall 

trend shows increased share of food expenditure to SMEB 

over time, particularly amongst the rural households. 

However, in both urban and rural areas, this share 

decreased between the previous round and the current 

round. 

Trends in SMEBs by Region 

Just like the share of food to total SMEB, the total SMEBs 

themselves are the highest during the lean period and 

lowest during the harvesting periods. The value for SMEB 

peaked at the height of the lean season in the month of 

January 2021 for all regions. Similarities in the trend 

patterns for share of food and SMEB may suggest direct 

causality between the two where the changes in the values 

of the SMEBs are because of the changes in the 

households’ food expenditure behaviours.  

It is important to note that while the SMEBs for rural North 

and rural Centre are lower in the current round compared 

to Round 1, those of the urban areas and rural South have 

remained relatively high. This may suggest that the general 

rise in the prices of a food basket affect urban areas more 

than in some rural areas due to the differences in their 

markets’ structures. On the other hand, poor agricultural 

production among households based in the rural Southern 

Region compared to their counterparts in the North and 

Centre push commodity prices up in the South.   

Figure 3. Trends in the SMEB by Region since May 2020 

Table 1: Percentage Change in SMEB, Round 32 and Round 33 

Total SMEB 
Food  

Expenditure 

Non-Food  

Expenditure Area of 

Coverage  

In MK 
% 

Change  
In MK 

% 
Change  

In MK 
% 

Change  

Urban  61,991 +0.1  34,408 -3.4  27,584 +4.7 

Rural North  33,698 -0.2  29,222 -0.4  4,476 +1.3 

Rural Centre  36,441 -2.2  31,534 -3.1  4,907 +3.7 

Rural South  43,175 -0.3  35,812 -0.7  7,363 +1.7 

Figure 2: Rural trends on share of food expenditure  
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Maize Grain Retail Prices 

Maize grain price slightly decreased by 1.5 

percent from the previous round’s national 

average price of MK 131 per kg to MK 129 per 

kg. However, by July last year, the price of maize had 

already reached MK 167 per kg. The low prices of the grain 

observed this year are attributed to the large maize 

harvest, which is partly credited to the successful 

implementation of the government’s input subsidy 

program. From the general trend in Figure 4, maize prices 

are the lowest between May and August and peak in 

between January and March. As a result, the grain prices 

are expected to gradually move upwards in the coming 

months.  

In Figure 5, prices of the maize grain are generally low in the 

Northern Region districts and high in the Southern Region 

districts. For instance, during the current round, the grain 

was selling at the lowest price of MK 92 per kg in Chitipa 

district and at the highest price of MK 161 per kg in Thyolo 

district.  All districts recording a price above the national 

average grain price of MK 129 per kg are from the Southern 

Region. By markets, Chitipa Boma and Kameme both in 

Chitipa district recorded lowest maize prices of MK 85 per 

kg while Thyolo Boma market registered the highest price, 

at MK 170 per kg. 

Prices of Pulses  

The prices of pulses remained relatively higher 

this year compared to previous year (2020) as 

shown in Figure 6. However, beans continue to 

trade above the prices of cowpeas and pigeon peas, with a 

marginal price difference observed between the latter two 

pulses.  

The trend shows that prices of these pulses, remaining 

relatively higher between the months of November to 

March as compared to the rest of the year.  

 

When compared to the previous round, prices of pulses 

significantly decreased. The price of beans decreased by 

4.7 percent from MK 1,028 per kg to MK 980 per kg, mainly 

due to increased supply from winter cropping. Beans are 

selling at the lowest in Chitipa district at MK 543 per kg and 

highest in Thyolo district at MK 1,225 per kg.  

Cowpeas and pigeon peas prices also fell by 4.0 and 17.3 

percent, respectively.  In Round 33, cowpeas are selling at 

MK557 per kg down from MK 580 per kg in the previous 

round, and pigeon peas are trading at MK 491 per kg down 

from MK 594 per kg. While the markets are offloaded with 

increased supply of cowpeas from winter cropping, 

harvesting of pigeon peas is currently at peak in most parts 

of the country. In Mzimba district, cowpeas are selling at 

the lowest price of MK225 per kg and highest in Kasungu 

district, at MK 700 per kg. Having said that, pigeon peas are 

selling more cheaply in Phalombe district, at MK 313 per kg 

and more expensive in Dowa district, trading at MK 700 per 

kg. 

Figure 4: Nominal Average Maize Price Trends  
 

Figure 6: Nominal Monthly Average Prices for Pulses  

Figure 5: Average Maize Grain Prices by District 

Figure 7. Nominal Monthly Average Prices for Pulses  
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Annexes 

Annex A: Regional Trends for Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket 

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

Figure 5C. Trends for Survival MEB for Rural Central Re-

Figure 5B. Trends for Survival MEB for the Northern 

Figure 5D. Trends for Survival MEB for the Southern 

Annex B: Tables for Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket  

Table 2A. Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 

Commodity  Quantity 

per person 

per month  

Unit of 

meas-

ure  

Unit 

Price  

Cost 

per 

person 

per 

month  

MEB Round 

(Household Size = 4.5)  

Current 
(Round 32) 

Previous  
(Round 

31) 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg         135     1,698        7,643        7,738 

Pulses 1.50 Kg      1,033     1,550        6,975        7,538 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg      1,783     1,337        6,019        6,019 

Roots and 

Tubers 

0.60 Kg         283        170           765           720 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg         500          75           338           338 

Vegetables 3.00 Kg         187        560        2,520        3,165 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg      1,967        295        1,327        1,283 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg      2,400     1,440        6,480        6,480 

Sugar 0.60 Kg         867        520        2,341        2,341 

Sub-Total for Food Cost            7,646     34,408 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)            

Charcoal 50 Kgs         242   12,084     12,084     10,834 

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         500     2,000        2,000        2,000 

Soap Laundry 2 Pcs         100        200           200           200 

Soap bar  

bathing 

2 Pcs         300        600           600           600 

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

          135        1,698        7,643 Sub-Total for NFIs Cost  

TOTAL MEB        1,033     1,550        6,975        7,538 

Commodity  
Quantity 

per person 
per month  

Unit of  
meas-

ure  

Unit 
Price 

Cost per   
person 

per 
month  

MEB Round 
(Household Size = 4.5)  

Current 
(Round 31) 

Previous  
(Round 30) 

Food commodities       

Cereals 
(Maize) 

12.60 Kg 
          

103 
       1,300        5,849        5,640 

Pulses 
1.50 Kg 

          
703 

       1,054        4,743        5,027 

Cooking Oil 
0.75 Kg 

       
1,439 

       1,080        4,858        4,840 

Roots and 
Tubers 

0.60 Kg 
          

263 
          158           711           637 

Salt, Iodized 
0.15 Kg 

          
300 

            45           203           203 

Vegetables 
3.00 Kg 

          
207 

          620        2,790        2,860 

Eggs 
(chicken) 

0.15 Kg 
       

2,053 
          308        1,386        1,350 

Fish (dried) 
0.60 Kg 

       
2,358 

       1,415        6,366        6,423 

Sugar 
0.60 Kg 

          
858 

          515        2,316        2,352 

Sub-Total for Food Cost            6,494     29,222 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)            

Fuel wood 50 Lump-
sum 

            
42 

       2,079        2,079        2,000 

Match Box 4 Boxes             
50 

          200           200           200 

Milling 4 Times           
358 

       1,432        1,432        1,453 

Soap  
Laundry 

2 Pcs           
117 

          234           234           233 

Soap bar 
bathing 

2 Pcs        266           532           532           532 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost             4,476       4,476 

TOTAL MEB         10,970     33,698     33,749 

Table 2B. Survival MEB for the Rural Northern Re-
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Table 2C. Survival MEB for the Rural Central Region 

Commodity  

Quantity 
per 

person 
per 

month  

Unit 
of 

meas-
ure  

Unit 
Price 

Cost per 
person 

per 
month  

MEB Round 
(Household Size = 4.5)  

Current 
(Round 32) 

Previous  
(Round 31) 

Food commodities       

Cereals 
(Maize) 

12.60 Kg        110           110        1,392        6,264 

Pulses 1.50 Kg        931           931        1,397        6,287 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg     1,599        1,599        1,199        5,396 

Roots and 
Tubers 

0.60 Kg        240           240           144           649 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg        300           300             45           203 

Vegetables 3.00 Kg          30           201           602        2,708 

Eggs 
(chicken) 

0.15 Kg        102        2,047           307        1,381 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg        292        2,335        1,401        6,304 

Sugar 0.60 Kg        867           867           520        2,342 

Sub-Total for Food Cost              7,008 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)            

Fuel wood 50 Lump-
sum 

            
41 

            41        2,047        2,047 

Match Box 4 Boxes             
50 

            50           200           200 

Milling 4 Times           
410 

          410        1,642        1,642 

Soap  
Laundry 

2 Pcs        107           107           214           214 

Soap bar 
bathing 

2 Pcs        402           402           805           805 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost              4,907 

TOTAL MEB           11,915     36,441 

Table 2D. Survival MEB for the Rural Southern Region 

Commodity  

Quantity 
per 

person 
per 

month  

Unit of  
meas-

ure  

Unit 
Price 

Cost per 
person 

per 
month  

MEB Round 
(Household Size = 4.5)  

Current 
(Round 32) 

Previous  
(Round 31) 

Food commodities       

Cereals 
(Maize) 

12.60 Kg           
146 

     1,843        8,294        8,197 

Pulses 1.50 Kg        
1,073 

     1,610        7,243        7,463 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg     1,747      1,310        5,895        5,928 

Roots and 
Tubers 

0.60 Kg        274         164           740           740 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg        300           45           203           203 

Vegetables 3.00 Kg        276         828        3,727        3,672 

Eggs 
(chicken) 

0.15 Kg     2,016         302        1,361        1,328 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg     2,229      1,338        6,019        6,162 

Sugar 0.60 Kg        863         518        2,331        2,379 

Sub-Total for Food Cost            7,958     35,812 

Non-Food Items (NFI’s)            

Fuel wood 50 Lump-
sum 

         44      4,421        4,421        4,227 

Match Box 4 Boxes          50         200           200           200 

Milling 4 Times        424      1,697        1,697        1,734 

Soap  
Laundry 

2 Pcs        109         218           218           221 

Soap bar 
bathing 

2 Pcs        413     827           827           855 

Sub-Total for NFIs Cost             7,363       7,363 

TOTAL MEB        15,321     43,175     43,307 
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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.  

 

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

 Matches: Assumes that an average household 

uses approximately four match boxes per 

month 

 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 

public primary education is free), 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 


