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“RISING URBAN COST OF LIVING  A THREAT TO THE FOOD SECURITY OF LOW-INCOME URBAN HOUSEHOLDS,” Says the CFSC.

The Centre for Social Concern (CFSC) Basic Needs Basket survey for the month of January 2010 in the cities of Blantyre, Zomba, Lilongwe and Mzuzu has shown that cost of living has increased in all the cities, largely due to increasing cost of basic food commodities, including maize. 

In its cost of living January analysis of each city, the CFSC has revealed that in Blantyre, the overall cost of living has risen by 6.25%, despite the stability in the price of maize. The price of maize in Blantyre has remained very stable at MK2, 500 per bag of 50 kgs since September 2009. The cost of a food basket in Blantyre has, however, increased considerably by 10.6%  from MK25, 936 in December to MK28, 678 in January as a result of increasing prices of the following food commodities: tomatoes by 46.4% from MK112 to MK164 per kg in January; green vegetables such as rape by 35% from MK92 to MK124 per kg; onions by 17% from MK266 to MK311 per kg;  dry fish such as Usipa by 32% from MK1,200 to MK1, 586 per kg. The prices of these basic food items are influenced more by seasonal changes which affect their supply quantities. The current rainy season, as far as prices of these food commodities are concerned, has not favoured consumers at all.  Prices of cooking oil and beans also went up in Blantyre by 5.9% and 19%, respectively. Total minimum cost of living in Blantyre is now the highest at MK54, 962 from MK51, 730 in December last year.  

In Mzuzu, cost of living has gone up by 7.63% from MK44,554 in December last year to MK47, 953 in January. Like in Blantyre, the rising cost of living in Mzuzu is also a result of the increase in cost of basic food items by 13.23% from MK26, 258 in December to MK29, 731 in January. This is enough evidence to argue that food is still more expensive in Mzuzu than in the other three cities. The average price of maize has also increased quite considerably by 27.9% from MK1, 939 in December to MK2,480 per 50-kg bag in January. Residents of Mzuzu had also to pay more in January than in December for the following other basic food commodities: usipa by 211% (from MK360 to MK1, 120 per kg); utaka by 111% (from MK783 to MK1650 per kg); green vegetables by 76% (from MK87 to MK153 per kg); sugar by 7.25% (from MK138 to MK148 per 1 kg packet) and cooking oil by 3% (from MK472 to MK486 per litre). Unlike Blantyre, prices of tomatoes, onions and beans declined during the month in Mzuzu by 1%, 25% and 23%, respectively. This is probably because some Mzuzu traders get some of their supplies from Tanzania, at probably a cheaper price than the locally produced.

In Zomba, cost of living went up by 6.74% from MK46, 243 to MK49, 360 during the month of January, with the cost of basic food items also rising by 13.3% from MK23, 289 in December to MK26, 386 in January. The average price of maize went up by 15% from MK1, 978 to MK2, 275 per bag of 50 kgs. The January Basic Needs Basket survey has also shown that Zomba residents, too, had to pay more in the month of January than in December for the following other essential food items: tomatoes by 101% from MK79 to MK159 per kg; onions by 24.5% from MK233 to MK290 per kg; dry fish by 25% from MK793 to MK993 per kg; cooking oil by 14.6% from MK472 to MK541 per litre; green vegetables by 14.3% from MK77 to MK88 per kg and beans by 17.4% from MK195 to MK229 per kg. 

In Lilongwe, cost of living has been reasonably stable as it has by slightly gone up by 1.7% from MK51, 445 in December to MK52, 293 in January. The cost of basic food items in Lilongwe also increased by 4% from MK25, 269 to MK26, 291, with the price of maize rising by 2.7% from an average of MK2, 225 to MK2, 286 per 50-kg bag. The price of tomatoes and onions also increased tremendously as a result of changes in season in Lilongwe by 117.4% for tomatoes (from MK86 to MK187 per kg) and 34.9%  for onions (from MK249 to 336 per kg). 

It is obviously the urban poor, who are food consumers and unlikely to be food producers who are expected to suffer the most from these rising food prices. The urban livelihood is considered most vulnerable to food price changes because almost all household food and non food needs are purchased from the market, while at the same time most of them derive their income from a waged labour and petty business. The little income they get from these sources is also expected to meet their other household expenditure that ranges from housing, healthcare, energy, transport and clothing. Price plays an important role in any economic system, including at household level where it acts as a signal that indicates how resources should be allocated, what and how much should be purchased. In situations of rising food prices like these, it is often the diets that suffer. Most households become food poor households as they cannot achieve the minimum expenditure required to buy the basic food items.

In the short and medium term it is important that policies should be put in place that would increase the minimum wage and also create incentives for employment creation in urban areas.
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