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The Basic Needs Basket Costs More for the Urban Poor, observes the CFSC.  

In most low-income urban areas of Malawi such as Kauma in Lilongwe, Sadzi in Zomba, Chibanja in Mzuzu and Kachere in Blantyre, essential food and non-food items are available in small grocery shops, street vendors and disorganized open markets. The majority of the sellers are also poor and desperately seeking buyers in order to gain the purchasing power required for their own households’ consumption needs. Unlike their counterparts in medium and high-income areas, this category of urban people usually buys their basic requirements, including food, on daily basis. This means that they buy in smaller, sub-divided quantities that are conveniently available at their doorstep.  This however, means that the items would cost more than when bought in bulk. An average price for a 1-litre bottle of Kazinga cooking oil in Lilongwe, for example is currently at MK485. This amount of money is too much for the poor, compared to their limited resources. As such they buy (on daily basis) smaller tubes of 10 to 20 mls, commonly sold at the markets in their areas. The sellers of such cooking oils make profit from the quantities of oil commonly purchased in high-income areas. They end up paying between MK1, 500 and MK2, 000 for the same bottle of 1 litre, which those with higher income levels are able to buy at only MK485.

The majority of Malawians living in low-income high-density areas do not earn their living from formal employment. Most of them depend on small entrepreneurships and informal jobs, and as such their income is earned on daily basis. Another example of a food item that puts the poor at a disadvantage is maize and maize flour. While other urban dwellers are benefiting from the low maize prices (bought in 50-kg bags), the urban poor in high-density areas buy their maize in measurements of a small plate. Sometimes they buy flour (to avoid milling costs) in small packs of 500 grams, commonly called “walkman”. This also costs quite a lot as the seller makes profit from the prevailing market prices of 50-kg bags. According to Chrissie Kafundu, Social Conditions Research Program Coordinator, “with a good intention of accommodating the needs of their fellow less privileged neighbours, the poor living in low income urban areas exploit each other in the process.” The good news is that nobody seems to complain as they find the arrangement very convenient, but should the situation be left as it is? Paraffin is another commodity where pricing exploitation is rampant among the urban poor. While the official price of paraffin, as indicated on the CFSC Basic needs Basket report, is MK132.20 per litre, the evening market price of paraffin in these areas could be more than 5 times higher. Paraffin is commonly sold in small tubes.

According to the Basic Needs Basket of May 2009, cost of living for Lilongwe has increased by 6.7%, from MK45, 987 in April to MK49, 052. While the price of maize continues to decline (by 6.8% in May), the food basket has gone up by 7.7%, largely due to an increase in the prices of tomatoes (by 57.3%), onions (by 63.4%), and cooking oil (by 4.5%). Cost of living has also increased in Zomba by 7.3%, from MK41, 672 in April to MK44, 715. In this city, the price of maize went up enormously by 82.2% (from MK1, 333 to MK2, 429 per 50kg bag) while prices for dry fish declined during the month. In Blantyre, cost of living has also gone up by 5.6% from MK47, 038 to MK49, 688, largely due to a 17% increase in the essential non-food items, especially the cost of house rentals. The average cost of a three bed roomed, self-contained house in medium-income areas of Blantyre city is about MK12, 000 per month, excluding the cost of electricity and water.  The price of maize in Blantyre has declined by 19.3%. A 50kg bag is now selling at average price of MK1, 850 (down from MK2, 292 in April). Mzuzu is the only city that has registered a fall in the overall cost of living – of 2.9% from MK42, 783 to MK41, 532. The food basket has declined by 5.1% due to a decrease in the price of maize (by 7.9%), dry fish, tomatoes and rape.

The above figures, and the prices listed in the Basic Needs Basket are average prices for particular quantities of both food and non-food items. As already said, the majority of poor Malawians living in the cities across the country pay much more than this because they buy in smaller quantities that suit their daily incomes. Worse still, the poor working in the informal sector are often exploited by the rich in terms of wage payment and hours of work. 
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