
 

Minimum Expenditure Basket in Malawi - Round 4: 1-9 June 2020 

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

• The SMEB for the urban areas, Rural North, and 
Rural Centre decreased since the last reporting 
period on account of a general reduction in food 
prices due to both weak consumer and agro-
processor demand.  

• The percent share of food in relation to overall 
expenditure currently ranges from 80 to 87 percent 
for the three rural regions and hovers at 55 percent 
for the urban SMEB. 

• Maize grain prices continue to remain low due in 
part to relatively light demand.  

As the pandemic is still gathering pace in the country, so 
too is the continued contracting of the economy. Initial 
estimates from IFPRI point to a decrease in domestic 
revenues in 2020 by 3.5 to 4.5 percent due to COVID-19 
[1]. Shrinking revenues are likely to lead into increased 
government borrowing to maintain some level of 
support to key sectors including health, education, and 
agriculture, consequently increasing the public debt. 
Based on a recent budget statement, the Government of 
Malawi estimates a fiscal deficit of equivalent to 10 
percent of GDP as per the 2019/2020 fiscal budget due 
to, among other factors, subdued revenue collection 
coupled with increased expenses due to COVID-19. 

As the agriculture marketing season continues, weak 
demand for produce continues to be manifested 
through low prices. This is likely due to the depressed 
labour market resulting in relatively weak consumer 
demand as well as uncertainty vis-à-vis future profit 
prospects by the agro-industries manifested through a 
slowdown in economic activities as domestic and regional 

movements remain restricted. It remains to be known 
how long this pandemic will last, but it is certain that 
local producers are likely to be amongst the first to feel 
the squeeze in the coming months.  

The Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) design is based 
on the triangulation of information about the needs, 
preferences, and demand behaviour of households to 
establish 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 simultaneously 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 of June 1st-9th, 2020. The detailed 
methodology on the construction and assumption is 
depicted in the Annex. 

During the fourth round of data collection, covering the 
first week of June 2020, the total value for the SMEB in 
the urban areas marginally decreased by 1.4 percent to 
MK 59,124 compared to the previous round. The 
decrease emanates from both food and non-food 
components in the form of combined small decreases in 
vegetables and milling costs.  

The overall food expenditure share out of the total cost 
remains constant at 55 percent. This reiterates the latest 
inflation rates (May 2020), where the month-on-month 
urban inflation rates were observed at -0.3 percent, 
implying a slight demand shock as the supply of goods 
outweighs its demand. 

[1] http://massp.ifpri.info/2020/06/22/short-term-impacts-of-covid-19-on-the-
malawian-economy-initial-results/   

Background and Context 
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Methodology 

What does the SMEB show? 
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As was the case with the urban SMEB, the overall value of the Rural North and Rural Centre SMEBs also decreased by 
3.3 percent and 4 percent, respectively, during the reference period compared to the previous round. During this same 
period, a marginal increase in the SMEB was observed for the Southern Rural. The total values of the SMEB were 
observed at MK 32,983 (North), MK 35,845 (Centre) and MK 40,356 (South) as noted in Table 1. The decrease for the 
Rural North emanates from relatively lower prices for vegetables, firewood, and soap. Whereas, for the Rural Centre, 
the decrease is mainly driven by a reduction in the non-food component, specifically associated with milling costs. For 
the Rural South, the increased SMEB stems from the non-food component, notably the increased cost of firewood, 
which carries significant weight within the non-food component. 

As of the second week of June, maize grain prices continued to remain subdued due to relatively low demand from 
both consumers and agro-processors. This comes at a time when production is 12 percent above the 2018/2019 
growing season as well as above the five-year average. At a national average of MK 163 per kilogram, grain prices are 
almost the same as this same time last month. In terms of seasonal trends, the current nominal maize price is 17 
percent higher than this same time last year and a further 22 percent higher than the five-year average. 

Regionally, maize grain prices remain the highest in the south, averaging MK 174 per kilogram, compared to the Centre 
(MK 149/kg) and North (MK 143/kg). Specifically, the highest prices were observed at Tomali Market in the southern 
district of Chikwawa (MK 200/kg), while the lowest prices on record were observed at Euthini Market in the northern 
district of Mzimba (MK 120/kg). 

In terms of policy, the export ban on maize and related products remains in place, and the Government has reduced fuel 
pump prices twice—with the aim of cushioning transportation costs—in the last three months following a plunge in oil 
prices on the international market.  

The Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) module 
consists of what a typical household requires in 

order to meet its basic needs. 
 

The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket 
(SMEB) is defined as the bare minimum amount a 

household requires to maintain existence and 
cover lifesaving needs. 
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Current (1st-Wk June) Percentage Change from previous round % Share of Food to 
Total cost in 3rd 

Wk May Total Food Nonfood 
% Share of Food to 

Total cost 1st Wk May 
Total Food Nonfood 

Urban 59,124 32,684 26,440 55%  - 1.4  -   1.0  -  1.8 55% 

Rural North 32,983 28,775 4,208 87%  - 3.3  -   3.1  - 4.7 87% 

Rural Centre 35,845 30,653 5,192 86%  - 4.0  -   3.4  -  7.5 85% 

Rural South 40,356 32,440 7,916 80%    1.5  -   0.3  9.5 82% 

Table 1. Percentage Change in SMEB, Round 3 and Round 4 

Maize Grain Prices Continue to Remain Subdued 

Figure 1. Nominal Maize Price Trends, 2011-2020 



 

As per the last brief, food insecurity currently remains limited given that Malawi is still in the post-harvest period and 
prices of key food and non-food commodities are low. That said, as the number of COVID-19 positive cases continues 
to rise daily, Malawi could start to see more adverse effects on its economy—most notably affecting smallholder 
farmers and the ultra-poor—in the coming weeks. Further, any response to the June 23rd presidential elections could 
potentially lead to disruptions on supply routes, aggravating food insecurity.  

At present, the Government – via the Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (MVAC) is planning to conduct its 
annual household-level survey in July, with the aim of holding the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) 
analysis workshop in late July/early August. This process will allow for further clarity regarding the number of people 
classified as food insecure during the upcoming 2020/2021 lean season. 

Price of Pulses 
During the second week of June, the price of pulses had mixed observations. There was a marginal increase in the price 

of beans (MK 726/kg), while decreases in the prices for cowpeas (MK 452/kg) and pigeon peas (MK 446/kg) were 

observed. The increased price for beans—a much more preferred legume—is likely due to some increased demand, 

while decreases in the price of pigeon peas is likely linked to green consumption, which has started in anticipation for 

dry harvest in the coming weeks. 
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Latest Price Percentage change from previous period 

June Wk2 1 Month 3 Months 1 Year 

Beans 726  4  12  0.6 

Cowpeas 452  -3  -11  27 

Pigeon peas 446  -2  -10  39 

Table 2. Change in the Price of Pulses 

Food Security Implications/Prospects 

Survival Minimum Expenditure Baskets for Malawi 

Table 1A. Survival MEB for the Rural Northern Region 

Item 
Quantity/person/ 

month 
Unit of 

measure 
Price per Heap/ 

Bunch (MK) 
Cost/person/month 

ROUND 4 MEB 
Household size = 

4.5 people 

ROUND 3 MEB 
Household size 

= 4.5 people 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg 144 1,814 8,165 8,108 

Pulses 1.50 Kg 600 900 4,050 3,652 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg 1,020 765 3,443 3,206 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg 270 162 729 683 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg 300 45 203 203 

Vegetables (dark 
green, indigenous, 
exotic) 

3.00 Kg 34 680 3,060 4,500 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg 86 258 1,161 1,215 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg 260 1,248 5,616 5,767 

Sugar 0.60 Kg 870 522 2,349 2,363 

Total Food Cost    6,394 28,775 29,696 

Fuel wood 50 lumpsum 38 1,900 1,900 2,100 

Match Box 4 boxes 50 200 200 180 

Milling 4 times 320 1,280 1,280 1,268 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 122 244 244 274 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 292 584 584 594 

Sub-Total for NFIs    4,208 4,208 4,416 

TOTAL MEB    10,602 32,983 34,112 



 

Survival Minimum Expenditure Baskets for Malawi 
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Table 1B. Survival MEB for the Rural Central Region 

Table 1C. Survival MEB for the Rural Southern Region 

Item 
Quantity/

person/ month 
Unit of 

measure 
Mult. 
Factor 

Price per 
Heap/ Bunch 

(MK) 

Cost/person/
month 

ROUND FOUR 
MEB Household 
size = 4.5 people 

ROUND THREE 
MEB Household 
size = 4.5 people 

Food commodities        

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg 1.00 144 1,814 8,165 8,392 

Pulses 1.50 Kg 1.00 711 1,067 4,799 4,509 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg 1.00 944 708 3,186 3,304 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg 1.00 282 169 761 626 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg 1.00 300 45 203 203 

Vegetables (dark 
green, indigenous, 
exotic) 

3.00 Kg 6.67 43 860 3,870 4,680 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg 20.00 92 276 1,242 1,296 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg 8.00 282 1,354 6,091 6,372 

Sugar 0.60 Kg 1.00 865 519 2,336 2,365 

Total Food Cost     6,812 30,653 31,747 

Fuel wood 50 lumpsum 1 57 2,850 2,850 3,200 

Match Box 4 boxes 1 48 192 192 192 

Milling 4 times 1 347 1,388 1,388 1,448 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 1 104 208 208 206 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 1 277 554 554 564 

Sub-Total for NFIs     5,192 5,192 5,610 

TOTAL MEB     12,004 35,845 37,357 

Item 
Quantity/

person/ month 
Unit of 

measure 
Price per Heap/ 

Bunch (MK) 
Cost/person/

month 

ROUND FOUR MEB 
Household size = 4.5 

people 

ROUND THREE MEB 
Household size = 4.5 

people 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg 177 2,230 10,036 9,752 

Pulses 1.50 Kg 719 1,079 4,853 4,691 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg 1,032 774 3,483 3,432 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg 242 145 653 578 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg 300 45 203 203 

Vegetables (dark 
green, indigenous, 
exotic) 

3.00 Kg 46 920 4,140 4,770 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg 93 279 1,256 1,215 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg 254 1,219 5,486 5,594 

Sugar 0.60 Kg 863 518 2,330 2,325 

Total Food Cost    7,209 32,440 32,530 

Fuel wood 100 lumpsum 56 5,600 5,600 4,900 

Match Box 4 boxes 49 196 196 200 

Milling 4 times 341 1,364 1,364 1,344 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 103 206 206 204 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 275 550 550 584 

Sub-Total for NFIs    7,916 7,916 7,232 

TOTAL MEB    15,125 40,356 39,762 



 

Survival Minimum Expenditure Baskets for Malawi 

Issue No. 4 – 29 June 2020                           Page 5 

Table 1D. Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 

Figure 1A. Trends for Survival MEB for the Rural Northern Region 

Item 
Quantity/

person/ month 
Unit of 

measure 

Price per 
Heap/ Bunch 

(MK) 

Cost/person/
month 

ROUND 4 MEB House-
hold size = 4.5 people 

ROUND 3 MEB House-
hold size = 4.5 people 

Food commodities       

Cereals (Maize) 12.60 Kg 170 2,142 9,639 9,696 

Pulses 1.50 Kg 790 1,185 5,333 5,319 

Cooking Oil 0.75 Kg 1,180 885 3,983 3,898 

Roots and Tubers 0.60 Kg 290 174 783 691 

Salt, Iodized 0.15 Kg 500 75 338 338 

Vegetables (dark 
green, indigenous, 
exotic) 

3.00 Kg 36 720 3,240 3,510 

Eggs (chicken) 0.15 Kg 92 276 1,242 1,283 

Fish (dried) 0.60 Kg 270 1,296 5,832 5,940 

Sugar 0.60 Kg 850 510 2,295 2,346 

Total Food Cost    7,263 32,684 33,020 

Charcoal 50 Kgs 230 11,500 11,500 11,900 

Match Box 4 boxes 50 200 200 200 

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

Electrical charging 
(phones, torches) 

15 times 100 1,500 1,500 1,500 

Milling 4 times 360 1,440 1,440 1,476 

Soap Laundry 2 pcs 100 200 200 226 

Soap bar bathing 2 pcs 300 600 600 612 

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

Sub-Total for NFIs    26,440 26,440 26,914 

TOTAL MEB    33,703 59,124 59,934 

SMEB Trends 



 

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

Figure 1B. Trends for Survival MEB for the Rural Central Region 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1C. Trends for Survival MEB for the Rural Southern Region 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1D. Trends for Survival MEB for the Urban Areas 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Annex 

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% 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. 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: 

In addition, for the construction of the MEB, it is 
important to note the following:  
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Constructing the Survival MEB (SMEB) 
 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 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 thus translates 

into the consumption of approximately 14 eggs per 

month for a household size of 4.5. 

 Firewood: Assumes that households are purchasing 

firewood as opposed to collecting it themselves. This 

practice varies from location to location. 


