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HIGH COST OF LIVING COMPROMISING ADEQUATE CALORIES CONSUMPTION, SAYS THE CFSC.

Urban cost of living for the month of March has not changed much in all the four cities of Malawi. The recent Basic Needs Basket (BNB) survey, which the Centre for Social Concern (CFSC) conducted towards the end of March, has shown that the minimum cost of living for a family of six residing in Lilongwe has gone down by 3.2%, from MK51, 812 in February to MK50, 159 in March. In Blantyre, the cost of living has also declined by 0.8% from MK49, 743 in February to MK49, 327 in March. In the city of Zomba, cost of living has only decreased by 0.5% MK43, 691 to MK43, 481. However, although the Basic Needs Basket for Mzuzu was comparatively low in March, it has registered a 3.9% rise (from MK43, 767 to MK45, 476). BNB is a measure of minimum requirement for human existence in the urban areas of Malawi at tolerable levels – levels that portray human dignity.

In terms of income, what these figures demonstrate is that in the month of March, the minimum total income for each household of six living in urban areas should have been not less than MK50, 000 (or ranging from MK43, 481 to MK50, 159).  In Blantyre, for example, the monthly minimum income recommendation for households would have been MK49, 327 (or MK8, 221.17 per person per month). These figures, however, do not include costs of healthcare and primary education, as the government provides these free of charge.

The survey of March has also shown that the minimum cost of food has declined in all the cities, except Mzuzu. In Zomba, Blantyre and Lilongwe the food basket has declined by 1%, 1.4% and 5.3%, respectively. However, in the city of Mzuzu, the food basket went up considerably by 6.4% despite the fact that the price of maize went down by 16.7% (from MK3, 900 to MK3, 250 per 50 kg bag). In Blantyre, the price for a bag of maize is still at MK4, 000. In Zomba it slightly went up by 2.5% from MK2, 907 to MK2, 979 while in Lilongwe it went up by 7.2% from MK4, 056 to MK4, 350. Unlike in the other cities, in Mzuzu prices of fish and vegetables went up considerably.

In the month of March, the minimum cost of food for the urban areas ranged from MK24, 935 (Zomba) to MK29, 600 (Mzuzu). This shows that food was relatively cheaper in Zomba, and it represented 57.3% of total cost of basic needs.  In Mzuzu, where cost of food was the highest during the month (representing 65.1% of total cost of basic needs), cost of housing and electricity are relatively much cheaper. Most households in the sampled areas in Mzuzu use the pre-paid system of settling their electricity bills, which we consider to be more economical. At MK28, 759 and MK29, 329, the minimum cost of basic food items in Lilongwe and Blantyre represented 57.3% and 59.5% of the total minimum cost of living, respectively.

Although the trend in the cost of living in the urban areas is so far so good, the figures discussed above are still considered to be very high and beyond reach for the majority of Malawian urban households. One of the major impacts of costs of living that are beyond the affordability of the poor is high defiency level of calorie consumption. The majority of Malawian households, including those living in the urban, are not reaching the minimum calorie consumption level (the food basket). The expenditure on nonfood items such as housing and water has become so high for many househols that they may sometimes need to forgo adequate and balanced food consumption in order to meet other nonfood costs. At certain income levels (e.g. MK30, 000 monthly net income), while it may be possible for households to consume the required minimum calories, in reality they may not be able to do so due to the costs of other non-food expenses such as transport, housing, healthcare and water supply. 
Coping with high costs of living is worse among the urban poor than their counterparts in the rural areas because in addition to food, people in the urban areas have to spend also on housing, water supply, electricity, cooking energy and transport. Ways of increasing their levels of income remain very limited. At CFSC, we urge other research institutions and government to regularly estimate the number of such households and design policies that would reduce their calorie deficiency and gradually improve their living standards. 
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