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WHAT MECHANISM IS GOVERNMENT PUTTING IN PLACE TO IMPLEMENT THE MAIZE PRICE POLICY? QUESTIONS THE CFSC

When government, through our Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security announced, in August this year, that it will control the escalating price of maize by setting a minimum (producer) and maximum (consumer) prices, everyone who has the plight of the urban poor at heart was relieved. The producer price was set at a minimum of MK45 per kilogram (equivalent of MK2, 250 per 50 kg bag), while the consumer price was set at a maximum of MK52 per kilogram (or MK2, 600 per 50 kg bag). This directive, and that of making ADMARC the sole buyer and sole seller of maize received mixed reactions from various sectors of our economy. Our major concern at CFSC was the budget strain that the rising price of maize was putting on the limited resources of low-income Malawians. Putting the consumer price at MK2, 600 per bag is quite reasonable for low-income urban people. 

“However it is apparently only ADMARC that is implementing this directive, because our monthly survey of cost of living shows that in September the average price of a 50 kg bag of maize for Blantyre was MK3, 042, for Lilongwe was MK2, 760, for Zomba was MK 2, 690 and for Mzuzu it was at MK3, 167, ” observes Chrissie Kafundu, Social Conditions Research Program officer at the Centre. In October, the price of a bag of maize increased in all the cities, except Mzuzu. We are very concerned because this is increasing further the gap between the ruling prices and the government-set prices. Last month, in Blantyre the price of maize went up by 4.1%, from MK3, 042 to MK3, 167; in Lilongwe the price went up by about 8%, from MK2, 760 to MK2, 980 and in Zomba it slightly increased by 1.1%, to MK2, 720.

In November, the average price of maize in all the cities has increased further to worrisome levels. In Blantyre, the average price of a 50-kg bag of has increased by 7.9% (to MK3, 417); in Lilongwe by 15.8% (to MK3, 450); In Zomba by 8.1% (to MK2, 940) and in Mzuzu by 5.7% (to MK3, 213). All this is happening at a time when these same Malawians are spending sleepless nights, seeking solutions to their fertilizer problems as the rains have began. This is also the month by which most households run out of their maize harvest and begin to rely on the market for their daily food. The expected increase in the demand for maize, and its reduced availability on the local markets (where the majority of urban consumers buy), will likely force the price to go up even further. Under all circumstances, for rational consumers food always comes first. 

The increase in the price of maize will automatically affect (negatively) the ability of Malawians to buy fertilizer.  There are, however, others who will put a priority on purchasing fertilizer first, in anticipation of a more food secure household next year. Such households achieve this by cutting on the quantity and quality of their food consumption when the rising prices do not match their pockets. “We would like to emphasize that a rising cost of living that does not have a matching increase in the household level of income affects the accessibility of basic commodities, especially food,” says Mrs Kafundu. Inadequate food intake has undesirable results that include high incidences of malnutrition and low productivity. The worst scenario would be to witness Malawians infected with HIV/AIDS, substituting nsima with mango simply because maize is becoming unaffordable. It is high time government ensures effective implementation of the maize price policy.

Cost of Living Trend for November

The CFSC Basic Needs Basket for the month of November has a shown an increase in cost of living in all the cities across Malawi. In Lilongwe, it went up by MK2, 893 from MK46, 357 to MK49, 250, representing a 6.2% increase. In Blantyre, cost of living also increased by MK3, 211 from MK45, 826 to MK49, 037. This stands for a cost of living increase of 7%. In Zomba it increased by MK2, 728 from MK39, 470 to MK42, 198, representing a 6.9% increase. Mzuzu experienced a slight 1.5% increase in cost living, as the total basket went up by only MK680 from MK44, 080 to MK44, 760. The price of tomatoes also went up considerably in all the cities, although while a kilogram of tomatoes costs an average of MK71 in Zomba, residents of Blantyre are paying an average of MK228 for the same kilogram of tomatoes.
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