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Politicizing Maize: CFSC Advises Politicians to Speak About What is Important in People’s Lives.

The CFSC Basic Needs Basket, a simple and accurate measure of the minimum cost of living in selected urban areas in Malawi, continues to unveil the increasing gap between what ordinary Malawians require and their means of accessing such requirements. Cost of living in Blantyre and Lilongwe has gone up during the month of February, largely due to an increase in the price of maize. In Mzuzu, although the cost of living has slightly gone down by 0.9%, the price of maize is still the highest at K3, 000 per 50kg bag. In Zomba, on the other hand, both the Basic Needs Basket and the price of maize have gone down, and at K1, 400 per 50kg bag, the price of maize in Zomba is the lowest.

A mini survey done by the CFSC in all the areas covered by the BNB indicates a large supply of maize in all open markets, except in Mzuzu where in some days one does not find maize in markets such as Katawa and Mzuzu main market. Evidence from maize traders indicates that sometimes it takes them more than five days before they are able to sell a full bag of maize. They usually sell this highly politicized commodity in 5 litre and 20 litre pails. CFSC also visited ADMARC markets in the cities of Lilongwe, Blantyre and Mzuzu, as well as in Zomba. In Lilongwe, Blantyre and Mzuzu all the ADMARC markets are supplied with maize, which is sold in portions of 15kg – 30kg (sometimes up to 50kgs), depending on supply and demand forces for each passing day. In many areas, it takes a day or two for ADMARC to replenish the markets once the commodity is finished. It does not take too long. In Zomba, at the time of the survey, all ADMARC markets were closed because they had no maize in stock. The average price of maize in Zomba urban, as already mentioned is MK1, 400 per 50kg bag, which is MK100 lower than the price offered by ADMARC, and this explains why probably ADMARC decided to close its markets there. The people are well served by the private market.

Our survey has also confirmed media reports that there are very long queues at ADMARC markets, and we have established that this is because in most parts of the country, ADMARC is selling at a much lower price than private traders. Rational behaviour of most consumers forces them to opt for ADMARC (regardless of how long it may take them to get their turn) than spend too much by buying from the nearby private markets. The good news is that poor people are able to make choices (unlike in February 2006 when both ADMARC and private traders had no maize at all), but the bad news is that they have to spend too much time in order to maximize their limited resources.

CFSC recognizes that food, and maize in particular, is very important in our day-to-day lives, but is it the only issue that politicians should focus their attention on? Aren’t there other pertinent issues to talk about?  Shouldn’t our politicians be speaking about job opportunities and cash transfer programs for the poor; poor women’s accessibility to small loans; policies that will improve living standards of poor people: what should be done next season to make people in rural areas more food self-reliant? They wouldn’t be queuing in ADMARC markets if they had surplus food and if the market system was efficient and tailored to suit their needs. Politicians should pause and take a close look at the BNB and ask themselves why there is such a big gap between what people are supposed to be spending and what they can afford to spend. What should be done to reduce the gap? 

The food basket (which represents the Food Poverty Line) alone is MK20, 096 in Zomba, MK21, 411 in Lilongwe, MK22, 836 in Blantyre and MK23, 552 in Mzuzu. How many households living in these cities are struggling to earn such levels of income? This is income needed just to secure a minimum human calorie requirement – the cost of keeping members of the household alive, and it does not include any of their other needs, let alone their desires. Our politicians should pause for a while and look at the extent of poverty and the daily struggles of poor Malawians rather than focus only on the issue of maize availability: is this a symptom or a result of a problem? 

There are urgent calls for Parliament to convene and one of the topics for discussions in many politicians (and civil society alike) minds is the issue of Section 65. Is this what poor Malawians need at this point in time? Who will take care of their problems of access to free and quality health care (without being told to buy the prescribed medicine at pharmacies)? There are issues of “how free is free primary education”, availability of quality housing (those that do not leak in this season of the rains), dignified jobs, etc. Although a number of household heads in Malawi’s urban centres are in some kind of employment, the total cost of finding and maintaining a low paying job (including high transport costs and child care costs) in most cases exceed the total cost benefit that employment might be able to provide.  The poor employee is often the loser.
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