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AS WE STUMBLE THROUGH THE HUNGER SEASON, ARE THE FRUITS OF THE BUMPER MAIZE YIELD BEING REAPED?  CFSC ENCOURAGES GOVERNMENT TO DO MORE NEXT SEASON.

The average cost of living for the cities of Lilongwe and Zomba has gone up by 3.7% and 1.4% respectively. In Lilongwe the major cause of this increase is the 8.9% rise in the price of maize, from an average of MK3, 725 to MK4, 056 for each 50-kilogram bag. In Zomba, the falling average price of vegetables has pushed down the cost of living. In Blantyre however, the cost of living has gone down by 1%, while in Mzuzu it has significantly declined by 13.3%, with the cost of food alone reduced by 17.8%. A general decline in the price of dry fish (Usipa, Utaka and Kapenta) is the major contributing factor in Mzuzu.  

February is one of the lean months of the year because by this time many households have ran out of their food stock and they have also spent a lot of their resources on farm inputs. There are more people who are now relying on the market for the supply of their maize. This increase in demand for maize automatically forces suppliers of maize to push their prices upwards. In February, this trend has been observed in Lilongwe and Mzuzu, where the price of a 50-kilogram bag of maize has gone up by 8.9% and 8.3% respectively. However, unlike in the past years, households now have a choice to make on whether to buy from the private market, which is considered more efficient and convenient but more expensive; or to buy from ADMARC market at a government-controlled price of MK2, 600 for each 50-kg bag. According to the CFSC survey taken at the time the Basic Needs Basket data was collected, the high price of maize charged by private traders is pushing more consumers into buying from ADMARC markets in order to maximise their limited resources. As a result of this increased demand, most ADMARC markets often ran out of maize stock within a few days. Evidence from Mzuzu city indicates that maize private traders are slowly pulling away from the market because they do not sell any more.

While the price of maize has gone up in Mzuzu and Lilongwe, the situation is different for Zomba and Blantyre. In Blantyre the price has remained stable at MK4, 000 for a 50-kg bag and in Zomba the price has slightly gone down by about 1% from MK2, 933 to MK2, 907 for the same bag.  This is encouraging considering the fact that this time last year the price of maize in Lilongwe went up by 27% while in Blantyre it went up by 42%. The bumper maize yield is not the only contributing factor, but the setting up of the maize selling price has also assisted. CFSC would like to differ from the opinion of a Michigan State University study which recommends that Malawi should import cheap maize from either the SAFEX or from the world market in order to drive down the maize prices. Two to three months from now people will start harvesting and for the time being we can afford to rely on ADMARC (to preserve our hard-earned foreign exchange). Many households are already eating pumpkins, green maize, groundnuts and sweet potatoes from this year’s harvest. The markets are currenttly flooded with these food items at affordable prices.

However, in order to boost maize production in the next season, government should change its input subsidy program approach by reducing the amount of subsidy per 50-kg bag and increasing the number of bags and beneficiaries instead. “This could be done, for example, by selling fertilizer at MK2, 000 to MK3, 000 per bag and putting in place a system which will allow eligible households to access at least two bags of basal and two bags of top-dressing fertilizer, instead of getting only half a bag of each as it has been the case this season”, observes Chrissie Kafundu, Coordinator for Social Conditions Research Program of the Centre for Social Concern.

In February, a basic food requirement for a family of six livingin urban areas was MK29, 751 for Blantyre, MK30, 366 for Lilongwe, MK27, 825 for Mzuzu and MK25, 185 for Zomba. This is too high keeping in mind the fact that the majority of households living in our cities have a monthly net income of less than MK20, 000. These cost of living figures should not be seen as just statistics. With these figures, at CFSC we see a woman struggling everyday to find ways of feeding her children and paying daily water bills at a nearby water board kiosk with only MK5, 000 which she gets for a whole month work. The solution on how to move the woman and her family from the poverty trap lies in each one of us, and we need to act now. A plan for tomorrow starts today. If the high economic growth rate Malawi is currently enjoying is to translate into improvements in the lives of people such as this woman, we should seriously focus on equal distribution of our resources – and making it a pro-poor growth?
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