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CFSC URGSE EMPLOYERS IN THE PRIVATE SECTOR TO PAY WAGES THAT ARE AT LEAST CLOSE TO  ‘THE LIVING WAGE’

Towards the end of October this year, the Social Conditions Research team of CFSC carried out a minor survey to find out the average income levels (salaries and wages) of a selected category of people employed in the private sector. The survey was conducted in the cities of Blantyre, Zomba and Lilongwe. It was shocking to learn that there are adults who work for 12 hours a day, 7 days a week but get a wage of less than MK5, 000 per month. There is another category of employees, such as those working in the retail shops and fuel pumps, whose salaries range from MK6, 000 – MK10, 000, but they do not enjoy any other benefits. In most cases, many of them walk long distances that take them more than one and half hours in order to get to work.  The little income that they get at the end of each month is reserved for food for their respective family members. Such employees are forced to stay in such exploitative working conditions out of desperation, as the country is currently facing high unemployment rate, observes Chrissie Kafundu, Social Conditions Research Program officer.

The Catholic Social Teaching strongly discourages such practices. Rich owners of the means of production and employers are reminded that both divine and human law forbid them to squeeze the poor and wretched for the sake of gain or to profit from the helplessness of others. The government, non governmental organizations, religious institutions and all Malawians should work together to find ways of saving the wretched workers from the abuse of those who make use of people as mere instruments for the unrestrained accumulation of their wealth. 

CFSC continues to advocate for the enforcing of the Living Wage. A living wage is a minimum monthly wage necessarry for a person to achieve some specific standard of living. It differs from the minimum wage as the latter is set by law and often fails to meet the requirements of a living wage. This is an urgent call for creating real justice for low-wage workers: people who work full time should not have to raise their families in poverty, as thousands of Malawians living in our cities now do. In line with the CFSC Basic Needs Basket, at CFSC we believe it is unjust to hire someone, working full time, and then pay them less than the amount of money it would take to support their family at a decent level of human dignity. The urban food poverty line for an average family of six (or food security line) for the month of October in our four cities has ranged from MK23, 160 to MK27, 755. A monthly income for an average family living in the urban areas of Malawi should at least exceed these figures for them to stay alive with dignity.

Cost of Living Trend for October 2008

In Lilongwe, the food basket went up by 2.8%, due to an increase in the average price of maize from MK2, 760 in September to MK2, 980 in October per 50kg bag, representing 8% price increase. There is a trend among traders in some markets within Lilongwe to raise the maize price at the end of the month when consumers are expected to have received their wages/salaries. The price is lowered in the middle of the month.  The price s of the following commodities also went up: dry fish (by 4.7%), tomatoes (by 10.6%); sugar (by 8.3%) and house rent by 27.5% from an average MK6, 900 to MK8, 800. The total cost of living in the city for the month went up by 6.2%, from MK43, 659 in September to MK46, 357 in October.

In Blantyre, cost of living has remained stable as it only went up by 1.7% from MK45, 069 to MK45, 826. The cost of food went down by 3.2% (from MK28, 089 in September to MK27, 178 in October) although the price of a 50kg bag of maize also went up by 4.1% from an average of MK3, 042 in September to MK3, 167 in October. The price of meat also slightly rose, as the majority of markets in the city have no stock of meat due to the ban of meat products from the Lower Shire. Contrary to life in the capital city, the average price of dry fish declined considerably by 30.1% due to the favourable fishing season.  The price of tomatoes also went down by 16.9% while that of sugar rose by 8.5%. 

In Zomba, the food basket went slightly up by 0.6% and Zomba remains the city where quality food costs less. An average price for a kg of tomatoes in Zomba is MK39 while the same kg in Lilongwe and Blantyre is MK123 and MK136, respectively. Although the prices of sugar and housing went up by 9.2% and 6.7% respectively, prices of fish and vegetables went down, causing the basic needs basket in Zomba to go up by 2%.

In Mzuzu, the cost of food declined by 4.2% from MK28, 837 in September (the highest) to MK27, 632 this month due to a fall almost all food commodities; especially dry fish (by 28.5%) and vegetables by an average of 49.2%. The price of sugar, however, also went up by 15.1%, from MK119 to MK137 per 1 kg packet. The total cost of living for October has remained almost constant, as it only declined by 0.4% from MK44, 235 in September to MK44, 080 in October.
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