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MALAWI Food Security Outlook Update March 2011 
 

Mid-season dry spells impact southern area of the country 
 

Key Messages 
 
• Green maize harvests have resulted in increased household food security in the 

food-insecure southern area of the country. With tobacco sales starting in March, 
there will be an increase in household incomes resulting in improved food 
security. 
 

• Humanitarian assistance will take place in Blantyre district in addition to the three 
districts of Nsanje, Chikhwawa, and Balaka where responses started earlier. 

 
• Floods have already affected some localized areas in all three regions of Malawi, 

but food security conditions should not be severely impacted. 
 

 
Updated food security outlook through June 2011 
 
There is increased household food availability due to green maize harvests. Green 
maize harvests have started in all districts in Malawi, effectively ending the lean 
season for the 2010/11 consumption year. This means that by the end of March, most 
of the maize will have reached full-term maturity and will be ready for harvesting. This 
will result in improved household food availability and an improvement in household 
food security in April when harvesting begins. 
 
Most of the southern region of the country has also experienced prolonged mid-
production season dry spells. The Department of Climate Change and Meteorological 
Services (DoCCMS) reports show that there had been a steady decline in rainfall from 
January 21st to the 31st reaching a critical shortage from February 11th to the 20th. 
DoCCMS reports showed that some crops, especially late-planted maize, had reached a 
permanent wilting point, a point when the crop has no chance to recover. From 
February 21st to the 28th the DoCCMS further reported that Mangochi, Machinga, 
Balaka, Neno, Mwanza, Blantyre, Chiradzulu, Thyolo, Mulanje, Chikhwawa, and Nsanje 
districts had been affected to various degrees by the prolonged dry spells. It is worth 
noting that all of these districts have had populations missing food entitlements in the 
2010/11 consumption season as well. Based on the DoCCMS report, it seems only 
Zomba district had been spared the debilitating impacts of the dry spells.  
 
The first two dekads of March provided a significant improvement in rainfall around 
the country. Most of the weather stations reported rainfall amounts ranging between 
110mm to as high as 150mm per dekad. Due to these high rainfall quantities, localized flooding has been experienced in the 
northern, central, and southern flood-prone areas. While it is a concern that Chikhwawa and Nsanje districts have 
experienced floods again this year, the two districts may experience improved residual moisture from flooding, resulting in 
increased irrigated crop production during the winter season. Extensive flooding in low-lying cropped areas will result in the 

Figure 1. Most likely food 
security outcomes, March 2011 
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Figure 2. Most likely food 
security outcomes, April-June 
2011 
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Food Insecurity Severity Scale, please 
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widespread loss of maize and other crops that are almost ready for harvesting and these areas may not be able to be 
replanted and produce yields this consumption year. However, if the scale of the flooding is low, then there is less of a 
concern about extensive crop damage. Floods in the lower part of the Shire River, which snakes through the Chikhwawa 
and Nsanje districts, would result in increased moisture that could support irrigated farming later in May and June and that 
could result in increased crop production during the irrigated farming season thereby increasing household incomes and 
food availability. 
 
The exact effects of the prolonged dry spells in all of the affected districts will be quantified after the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Food Security (MoAFS) second round crop production is estimated in early April. The Malawi Vulnerability Assessment 
Committee (MVAC) will also conduct its 2011 food security assessment and will report in May or June.  
 
Household incomes are expected to increase due to the start of the tobacco marketing season planned in March. Increased 
household incomes from tobacco sales will result in improved access to food through markets. Private traders and the 
Agriculture Development and Marketing Corporation (ADMARC) have intensified their maize sales in all markets in the 
country with the intention of selling old stocks in preparation for buying new stocks once the next harvest starts in April. 
Private traders have largely maintained their lower than expected maize prices below MWK 40/kg, while ADMARC has 
maintained its price at MWK 40/kg in February resulting in less sales at ADMARC selling points. Another reason that has 
contributed to keeping maize prices lower than expected relates to the maize that the National Food Reserve Agency 
(NFRA) has passed along by tender to private traders. The NFRA is in the process of selling its old maize stocks amounting to 
30,000 metric tons (MT). The offer price was pegged at a minimum of MWK 22/kg. This maize has been held by the NFRA 
since 2005 with the intention of using it for humanitarian responses and is being offloaded as part of the agency’s grain 
recycling strategy. 
 
In January FEWS NET developed a most-likely food security scenario based on the following assumptions: 
 

• Private traders will continue moving maize from the center of the country to the deficit-prone south. 
• Maize will be available in markets in the south at prices no higher than MWK 40/kg. 
• Floods may occur, but the effects will not impact more than 55,000 people. 
• Private traders will export no more than 300,000 MT of maize which the government has approved for export and 

these maize exports will not affect local supplies or prices. 
• Crop harvesting will start as it normally does in April. 
• Humanitarian food assistance programs will only occur in the districts of Nsanje, Chikhwawa, and Balaka and will 

cease at the end of March. 
 
The assumption that humanitarian responses would not be extended to other districts other than Nsanje, Chikhwawa, and 
Balaka needs to be revised given that Oxfam has extended its humanitarian cash transfer program to Blantyre district. As 
previously reported, Oxfam is targeting all 23,363 food insecure people that the MVAC assessment update of October 2010 
identified as food insecure in Balaka district. Additionally, Oxfam is now targeting all 49,522 food insecure people in 
Blantyre district as identified by the MVAC assessment update. The cash transfer project in Blantyre district will be 
implemented in March and April. In the month of February, the World Food Programme (WFP) also extended its food 
distribution program through April and continues to target 74,724 people in Chikhwawa and 44,589 people in Nsanje 
identified as food insecure through the MVAC assessment update. The WFP is implementing the food distribution program 
with funding from Irish Aid and the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DfID).  
 
All food insecure households in the Balaka, Blantyre, Chikhwawa, and Nsanje districts will be categorized as moderately 
food insecure given that they will depend on humanitarian interventions to access most of their caloric intake for March. In 
the rest of the southern districts with food insecure populations identified by the MVAC but without humanitarian 
responses, due to reliance on green harvests to access adequate food and most of their energy intake, they will also be 
moderately food insecure in March. Early harvesting of crops before full-term maturity is deemed a negative coping 
mechanism because it reduces household food availability in the following year. From April to June all households will be 
harvesting their food and cash crops and it is unlikely that there will be substantial numbers of households that will be food 
insecure. Food insecurity is more likely going to start in July or August compared to the usual start of the lean season in 
October. 
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Seasonal calendar and critical events timeline 
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