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MINIMUM COST OF LIVING HITS MK50, 000 AS WE BEGIN 2009: THE NEEDS OF PEOPLE SHOULD BE KEY ON ELECTIONS CAMPAIGN AGENDAS, SAYS THE CFSC

Cost of living for January 2009 has risen to MK50, 485 for Mzuzu, MK50, 270 for Blantyre, MK49, 982 for Lilongwe and MK43, 696 for Zomba. This represents the minimum cost of only basic food items and essential non-food items required for an average sized-family of six living in the urban areas of Malawi. Most of the residents of the sampled areas earn their living through formal employment (offered by both government and the private sector), informal employment (offered by those who are blessed with more generous incomes); self-employment (mostly small businesses, tailoring, crushing stones and fishing) and some form of piecework (or maganyu).  Most of these people earn very little, often not enough to meet half of their food needs – and yet they have to pay rent, buy water, buy firewood/charcoal, buy school uniform for children, buy food, etc. with the little income that they get. 

The food basket alone for Blantyre is at MK30, 466, reflecting a 0.9% increase over the cost of food in December last year. The price of maize went up by 4.1% from an average of MK3, 842 a bag to MK4, 000 in January. The price of dried fish in Blantyre, however, declined by an average of 3%.  In Lilongwe the cost of basic food items has decreased by 3.8% from MK29, 689 in December to MK28, 566 in January; despite the fact that the price of maize rose by 11.2% during the same period. A bag of maize in Lilongwe was selling at an average price of MK3, 725 in January compared to MK3, 350 in December last year.  Declining prices of dry fish and vegetables, especially tomatoes (by 36%) are the major causes of a lower food bsket. In Zomba, the food basket also declined by 1.9% from MK25, 658 in December to MK 25, 182 in January. The prices of dry fish and tomatoes have declined by an average of 38.2% and 28%, respectively. Unlike in the other cities, the cost of basic food items in Mzuzu has significantly increased by 27.4% from MK26, 574 in December to MK33, 861 in January.The price of dry fish has increased by an average of 213% and that of maize has risen by 13.8%. Sadly, it is very few households living in our cities that are able to access adequate nutritious food required for daily survival of all of its members, observes Chrissie Kafundu, Coordinator for the Social Conditions Research program of the CFSC. There is still a huge gap between what people are supposed to be spending and what they can actually afford to spend.

What makes the situation worse is the fact that many people are increasingly becoming unemployed and well educated and qualified young Malawians are failing to find jobs after completing their studies. All this is happening at a time when the government is still keeping lots of vacancies in the ministries and departments, at a time when our development partners are bringing in their own labour force to implement some of the projects in Malawi, at a time when our economy is enjoying a high GDP growth rate. Should the focus be on improving macroeconomic indicators only? When will these positive indicators trickle down to those households with no formal employment, to those women crushing stones by the roadsides, to those providing care to HIV/AIDS orphaned children, to those women making heaps of sand on the roadsides of our cities, to those men safeguarding both private and public property at night, to those providing basic education to the future leaders of Malawi?

High cost of living is becoming a longstanding issue in Malawi and it is time political debates during the campaign period centre on this issue. Cost of living determines the general welfare of Malawians as the Basic Needs Basket indicates how households relate to education, health and food, housing, water, etc. Cost of living is a broader quality of life indicator. Any claims of improvement in the economy should be measured also by the Human Development Index (HDI) which measures three dimensions of the human development: living a long and healthy life, being educated and having a decent standard of living, instead of just concentrating on GDP growth. The People’s Manifesto, views of Malawians compiled by civil society organizations, among other things stresses the need for standardizing water rates and subsidizing water connection fees. On employment, the People’s Manifesto urges government to “expand employment opportunities by self-employment through the facilitation of access to capital… ensuring that the number of women and [young graduates and school leavers] in employment is increased…and ensuring that wages and salaries reflect the cost of living and enforcing laws that prohibit child labour.” This is what the people of Malawi say they need.
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