PRESS STATEMENT

CFSC BASIC NEEDS BASKET REVEALS AN INCREASE 

IN THE FOOD BASKET ACROSS ALL THE MAJOR CITIES

The Centre for Social Concern (CFSC) has revealed that the cost of the minimum food requirements for an average family of six living in the city of Lilongwe has risen to MK20, 384 in January, from MK17, 726 in December last year. In its monthly survey of the cost of living in the city of Lilongwe for January, the CFSC Basic Needs Basket has shown that prices of tomatoes, dried fish, cooking oil, green vegetables (rape), onions, maize and cassava are the main explanation for the rise in the food basket.

In Lilongwe, the average price of one litre of Kazinga cooking oil went by 10.3%, from an average price of MK387 per one litre bottle in December 2007 to an average price of MK427 per litre. A lot of women in the city of Lilongwe earn their living through the mandazi (doughnuts) business whose main ingredients include cooking oil. The rise in the price of cooking oil is automatically affecting the businesses of these women. With their little profits and low turnover, will they catch up with this continued rise in the price of cooking oil? According to Unilever (Malawi), the price of cooking oil will continue to rise because the world market for bio-diesel, the main raw material for most of Unilever’s soft and hard products, has gone up and will continue to rise. Unilever (Malawi) sites an example of Soya bean oil whose price has doubled between 2006 and now. The company has been forced to reduce its margins because it is not able to recover the costs.

The overall cost of maize has gone up during the month. In the city of Lilongwe, the average price of maize went up by 11.2% from MK1600 in December to MK1780 per 50kg bag in January. The price of maize could have gone higher than this if it wasn’t for the fertilizer subsidy program which had contributed more to Malawi’s bumper maize yield. According to a recent survey done by the Social Conditions Research Program of the Centre for Social Concern, almost all ADMARC markets in Lilongwe are stocked with enough maize and, ADMARC has this year prohibited vendors from buying maize from its markets. Last year vendors were buying maize from ADMARC and sell to households at a higher price. By banning them and by restricting the amount to 20kgs, ADMARC has assisted in controlling the price of maize. They are selling at MK30/kg (MK1500 per 50kg bag).  

Tomatoes have also faced tremendous seasonal price-fluctuations during the month. In Zomba, the average price went up by 146.2%, in Lilongwe by 101.3% and in Blantyre by 87.3%. The same is true with other vegetable such as rape and onions. 

But what does this mean for low-income earners? In Lilongwe, maize alone accounts for 17.5% of the total food basket. For a clerk working in civil service whose monthly take-home pay is about MK8, 480, has to part with 42% of his/her salary every month in order to buy maize. On average, 16.5% and 69.6% of his/her salary unavoidably goes to water bills and house rentals, respectively. The recently reviewed minimum wage of MK129.30 per day and MK12 per day for housing in cities, is just enough to buy two bags of maize and milling them. According to the CFSC Basic Needs Basket, the average minimum food requirement for a family of six living in Blantyre for January is MK673.50 per day, leaving a gap of MK544.20 per day if the worker solely relies on his/her wage which is at its minimum. Whether it is a domestic servant or a guard, their families need at least MK673.50 per day to cover food alone. CFSC is urging the Malawi Congress of Trade Unions (MCTU) to focus on food requirements when bargaining for wage increases. CFSC further commends government for reviewing the minimum wage although it still falls far below the minimum food requirements of a family living in the urban area.

It is also the view of CFSC that Malawian households should engage more in other income generating activities (both production and entrepreneurship) rather than just relying on their small wages. For example, instead of growing flowers at their homes they could grow vegetables and save some money.

For more information, contact Chrissie Kafundu, Social Conditions Research Programme of the Centre for Social Concern, P.O. Box 40049, Kanengo, Lilongwe 4, Malawi. 
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