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“COST OF LIVING FOR NOVEMBER GOES UP, WHILE MAIZE PRICE CONTINUES TO BE STABLE” REVEALS THE CFSC

The month of November has seen Malawians living in urban areas struggling in accessing both diesel and petrol. In rural areas, Malawians have almost forgotten that paraffin exists. The same month has also witnessed many Malawians in urban areas going without running water for more than 3 days in a roll. In the rural areas, the month left many in despair regarding what will become of their just planted seed. In many parts, especially in Lilongwe, most days of November were too dry and hot. On the positive side of November, markets across the country continued to offer buyers with plenty of maize, unlike in the past years when during this month, it was difficult to access even a small bag of “GRAMIL” from Malawi’s reliable shops. This availability of maize has stabilized its price, and chances are very high that this trend will continue next month. However, availability of food does not always translate into its accessibility, cautions the CFSC.

In the cities of Blantyre, Zomba and Lilongwe, the average cost of living has increased over the past month by 3.7%, 1.3% and 7.5%, respectively, largely due to an increase in cost of non-food items.  In Blantyre, the minimum cost of basic food items has slightly increased by 1.2%, from MK25, 021 in October to MK25, 322 in November. In this food basket, the average price of maize remained constant at MK2, 500 par 50 kg bag, price of sweet potatoes increased by 22%, that of green vegetables increased by 21% and sugar price also increased by 8.3% from an average of MK132 to MK143 per packet of 1 kg. However, prices of other foods such as tomatoes, onions, cooking oil and dried fish (utaka) decreased considerably. The price of essential non-food items in Blantyre also increased by 6.3% because of an increase of about 9% in housing rentals. The average cost of a standard 3-bedroomed, self-contained house in Blantyre’s high-density areas is now at MK13, 600 per month.

In Zomba, average cost of the food basket has decreased by 3.3% from MK22, 779 in October to MK22, 019 in November. This is because of falling prices of the following basic food items: maize (by 9%), dried fish (by 25%), tomatoes (by 30.4%) and beans (by 4.7%). The cost of non-food items, however, has increased by 6.2%, largely due to an increase in housing (by 4%), water and electricity.  In Lilongwe, the cost of the minimum food basket has increased by 2.8% as a result of a slight increase in the average price of maize from MK2, 050 to MK2, 088 per bag of 50 kg, a 38% increase in the price of dried fish and 11.4% increase in the price of green vegetables. The non-food basket has also increased tremendously by 12.2% from MK22, 874 in October to MK25, 670 in November. Like in Blantyre and Zomba, this is largely due to an increase in the price of housing and utilities (electricity and water). A standard three-bedroomed house in Lilongwe’s high-density areas now costs MK15, 000 from MK13, 000 in the previous months.

Mzuzu is the only city that has registered a decrease in cost of living (by 3.4%). This has happened because of a 6.2 % fall in the cost of basic food items, including maize. The price of maize has declined by 7.6% from an average of MK2, 070 to MK1, 913 per bag of 50 kg, that of Usipa by about 50%, Utaka by 38%, green vegetables by 17% and onions by 14%. 

In all the cities, except Mzuzu, cost of non-food items is higher than that of basic food items. This trend is new as far as basic living standard in Malawi is concerned, observes the CFSC. For the month of November, this disparity between food and nonfood items could have been bigger if transport costs were also considered. The fuel shortage forced public transport users to pay between MK150 and MK200 for a single trip that normally costs MK90. The rising cost of essential non-food items will eventually affect many households’ accessibility of food. Although maize is available at affordable prices, breadwinners have to provide their households with shelter first before they consider buying food. The same applies to their obligation to provide water and energy.
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