CFSC CALLS FOR SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS TO THE HIKING MAIZE PRICES IN THE COUNTRY

The current “maize crisis” situation in the country requires sustainable solutions, if history is not to repeat itself in the coming seasons.  The Centre for Social Concern has, observed with shock that despite the fact that in the southern region many people have started harvesting  (and, therefore, consuming this year’s maize), the price of maize continues to rise. In Blantyre, the price of maize went up from MK2, 500 per 50kg bag in February to MK2, 750 in March. In Lilongwe all the urban markets are also flooded with this year’s maize (from winter cropping/irrigation) and yet the story is the same: the price of maize has jumped from MK2, 270 in February to MK3, 142 per 50kg bag in March. This is 109% higher than ADMARC’s maize selling price. This is more alarming, considering that all this is happening during a year of maize bumper yield. Something is terribly wrong. Prices of maize seem to have diverted away from the economic tradition of going downwards when supply increases. Or are maize sellers anticipating another season of maize scarcity? What makes it worse for an ordinary Malawian consumer is the fact that maize flour or “GRAMIL” is no longer there in our valued supermarkets. 

It is a well-known fact that Malawian households spend a huge proportion of their incomes on meeting food requirements. This is the case regardless of whether the country is in food crisis or in food abundancy. The CFSC would only ask you to compare the cost of meeting minimum food requirements and the amount of average monthly incomes of the majority of Malawian households.  It is important to note that despite such a huge amount of income going towards meeting food requirements, that income is still not enough to meet nutritional food requirements. This leads to undernourishment, especially on the part of little children. Over the years, the CFSC Basic Needs Basket (BNB) has clearly indicated that the wages of most Malawians are constantly falling behind prices of their basic needs. 

The BNB for March, a measure of minimum cost of living for a family of six, is estimated as follows: Blantyre: MK23, 428; Lilongwe: MK23, 033; Mzuzu: MK25, 812 and Zomba: MK18, 972 for basic food requirements alone. The total cost of basic living, including bathing, washing, housing, energy and water requirements, has been calculated at MK33, 962, MK36, 423, MK38, 036 and MK30, 847 for Blantyre, Lilongwe, Mzuzu and Zomba, respectively. How many Malawian households have such amounts of money at their disposal every month? And yet every month every household has a right to access such basic necessitities in order to live a decent life. Although the BNB is currently concentrated in the four cities, the CFSC is very well aware that the situation of high cost of living is more acute in the rural areas, especially when perceived from the current maize crisis situation.

We are yet to see how the winter-cropping initiative is to benefit the poor, especially when maize prices are not responsive to changes in supply.  Although ADMARC has opened its markets very early this year, winter-maize producers (and its intermediate traders) have opted to selling the maize at private markets in order to attract higher prices. Not all poor rural households, however, had a chance of participating in winter cropping. Like their counterparts in the urban sector, they need to be assisted by improving their accessibility to income. The recently announced tobacco prices at auction floors have been very encouraging and this good trend will assist in achieving improvement in the living conditions of the rural poor. However, the behaviour of male smallholder tobacco growers, especially those from the central region, leaves a lot to be desired and urgently require intensive civic education on money management. They have a lot to learn from their colleagues – for example smallholder tea growers in Thyolo, Mulanje and Phalombe, and smallholder tobacco growers in the northern region. The central region smallholder tobacco growers should see how the same cash crop farming has improved the socio-economic status of their fellow farmers in other parts of the country. According to CFSC, they need to be assisted in changing their mindset about money, so that the good tobbaco prices should see their household members having improved access, not only to adequate food, but also to all their basic requirements, including good housing.
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