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The CFSC Worried About Inefficient Market For Agricultural Produce As Cost Of Living In Cities Continues To Rise

The Basic Needs Basket (BNB) of the Centre for Social Concern has revealed that many households continue to struggle in meeting their every day needs as cost of living in the cities continues to rise. According to the survey conducted at the end of July 2009, cost of living in the cities of Zomba, Lilongwe and Mzuzu went up by 3.8%, 1.6% and 1.5%, respectively. In Blantyre, a 6.2% fall in the total cost of essential food items has positively affected the total cost of living in the city. Blantyre residents experienced an average of 3.6% decline in the cost of their basic items, including food. The average price of maize in Blantyre, however, increased by 6.3% from MK2, 000 in June to MK2, 125 in July per bag of 50 kgs. In Lilongwe, the average price of a 50 kg bag of maize also went up by 8.5%, from MK1, 844 to MK2, 000. In Mzuzu the price of maize has remained stable at MK1, 930 while in Zomba it has significantly dropped by 9.5%, from an average of MK1, 736 to MK1, 573 per bag.

Although our survey shows a fall in the cost of living for Blantyre, due to declining prices of food commodities such as sugar, bread, cooking oil and tomatoes, the Social Conditions Research team of the CFSC has observed with much regret that most of the packets of sugar (both brown and white) being sold in our local shops weigh much less than 1 kg. This means that much as we are meant to believe that the prices have fallen, in actual sense they have either remained constant or increased, observes Chrissie Kafundu, Social Conditions Research Program Coordinator. The CFSC, therefore, is pleading with all Malawians to verify the quantities of all purchased packets of sugar at home. 

According to the BNB survey, the total cost of living for the four cities in July was as follows: Blantyre, MK48, 163 – down from MK49, 937 in June, and is currently the highest among all the cities of Malawi. Cost of living in Lilongwe was second highest at MK48, 009 – up from MK47, 237 in June. Zomba was third at MK42, 918, up from MK41, 353 in June. Cost of living continues to be the lowest in Mzuzu at MK41, 271 and it has slightly increased from MK40, 671 in June. For many households living in the above cities, monthly access to levels of incomes that can meet the above minimum cost of their essential needs is out of question. The majority of those living in high-density, low-income areas do not have any formal employment. Most of the men contribute to their household income by engaging into small businesses that range from running a small barber shop to selling fish and assisting in the construction industry. Women mostly sell second hand clothes, assist in hairdressing salons or selling sugarcane (or fruits that are in season) and local doughnuts. These ventures do not guarantee stable income and as a result many households often end up a day with little or no income at all. Their diets mostly comprise of nsima and different varieties of vegetables, as consequence. 

A small chat with Malawians living in rural areas reveals that these urban residents are much better than what rural people are going through. Urban people have different ways of accessing money for their daily survival. For rural people, things couldn’t be much worse than this year when their only source of income is “blocked”. The poor farmers have produced enough cash crops to meet their need for items such as soap and salt and sugar, but they have nowhere to sell their soya and groundnuts. The current buyers are more interested in making profits than having the welfare of the producers at heart. According to Pope John Paul II’s Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus, of 1991, “Economic freedom is only one element of human freedom. When it becomes autonomous, when man is seen more as a producer or consumer of goods than a subject who produces and consumes in order to live, then economic freedom loses its necessary relationship to the human person and ends up by alienating and oppressing him”. Whatever happened to ADMARC? So the people ask and the CFSC is also asking.
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