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Widening Gap Between Income and Cost of Living: CFSC Calls for Ethical Distribution of Income.

The CFSC Basic Needs Basket for April shows continued rise in the minimum cost of living for the urban poor in Blantyre, Zomba, Lilongwe and Mzuzu. Although prices of basic needs are rising, poor people’s income remains stable. The gap between their income and the cost of their needs continues to rise. Should the poor continue to be left alone to fend for themselves?  

According to the Social Conditions Research Program of the CFSC, Malawian poor households are coping in different ways. For the poorest households, it is a matter of survival. Most of them have removed from their menus all essential protein foods such as fish, meat, eggs, milk and butter, and solely relying on the little maize they have harvested, and the relatively cheaper vegetables. They buy cooking oil in tubes of MK20 on daily basis, which makes their life even more stressful. But in April, the price of vegetables went up in Blantyre (onions), Lilongwe (tomatoes) and Mzuzu (rape). With maize prices also likely to rise again, how long can such households survive like that?

Inequality in Malawi is quite considerable and is worse in the urban than in the rural areas. The richest 10% of the population has an average income that is more than three times higher than the overall average income in the country (Malawi Poverty and Vulnerability Assessment, 2005). This is unethical. It means that there is enough to satisfy the basic needs for everybody in Malawi – but only if the money would be better distributed. While we speak of poverty eradication, as Padre Vic Missiaen (2002) once wrote, we should also speak about eradication of excessive wealth. Should we leave this situation on the mercy of the liberalized market economy? Or should we trust our hopes with the government, whose members of parliament are shunning from discussing developmental issues?  What is the possible alternative?
Call for Stewardship

This is an invitation to have a special concern for the weak and the poor in order to enable them to have a dignified way of life. We should pay attention to those who do not have sufficient resources to make a proper living or look after themselves. The CFSC encourages all Malawians to stay away from exploiting each other, that is, using one’s resources at the expense of other people’s resources. An example is the payment of unjust wages to people who work for someone or some institution. A wage is unjust when it can in no way be considered a living wage; a wage that can supply for one’s basic needs. In April, the minimum cost of basic needs were: MK35, 159; MK36, 653; MK35, 890 and MK31, 796 for Blantyre, Lilongwe, Mzuzu and Zomba, respectively.

The Bible condemns situations of poverty and injustice: 

“You people hate anyone who challenges injustice and speaks the whole truth in court. You have oppressed the poor and robbed them of their grain [maize]. And so you will not live in the fine stone houses you build or drink the wine from beautiful vineyards you plant. I know how terrible your sins are and how many crimes you have committed. You persecute good people, take bribes, and prevent the poor from getting justice in the courts. And so, keeping quiet in such evil times is the smart thing to do.” (Amos 5:11-13).

The same Bible also reminds us that if we do not pay attention to the plight of the poor, our prayers will not be heard, but if we do we will be blessed:

“If you refuse to hear the cry of the poor, your own cry for help will not be heard.” (Proverbs 21:13) and “Happy are those who are concerned for the poor; the Lord will help them when they are in trouble.” (Psalms 41:1).
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