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MALAWI REPORT OF THE FOLLOW-UP OF THE 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE WORLD FOOD  

SUMMIT PLAN OF ACTION 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION I:  BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

 

 
1. Country:     Malawi 

2. Reporting Institution or Unit:  Ministry of Agriculture 

3. Contact Person: 

 (a) Name and Official Title: Principal Secretary 

 (b) Telephone: 01 789 033;   email:----------------------------Fax: 01 789 218 

4. Institutional arrangements established for the follow-up of the WFS Plan of Action 

(if any): 
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SECTION II: 
 

PRIORITY FOOD SECURITY ISSUES AND THE IMPLEMENTATION  
OF THE WORLD FOOD SUMMIT PLAN OF ACTION 

 
 

Malawi has a projected food shortfall in 2004 of between 41,000 to 68,500 mt due to low 
production.  Maize being the main staple food, its production has declined by 13% and rice by 
44%.  However cassava, a drought tolerant crop, its production has increased by 48% but it is 
not a favoured crop by many households to substitute maize to contribute to increased food 
availability.  Food aid, which was available at hand as of July 2004, was 15,000 mt. The 
government in collaboration with development partners is however taking steps to improve the 
food availability situation through the National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) by importing 
the projected shortfall.  However due to the high levels of poverty in the country where over 
65% of the population lives on below 1 US$ per day, it is being projected that 60% of the 
households will not be able to access commercial food.   

 
Some of the most pressing constraints Malawi is facing to achieve food security include:   
 

� high levels of poverty where about 65 per cent of the population is poor;  
� land pressure is severe with per capita land holding sizes of 0.26 hectares in the 

Central  and Northern Regions, and 0.18 hectares in the densely populated Southern 
Region;  

� incomes are very low limiting adoption of improved seed, fertilizer and other soil 
fertility enhancing technologies. In addition, available evidence also suggests that 
low-income households in urban areas face food insecurity because of their low 
salaries.     

� high HIV/AIDs incidence of 14.4 percent of the adult population aged between 15 
and 49 reduces the labour force for agriculture;  

� high annual population growth rate of 2.2 per cent causes significant negative 
implications for the country’s environmental, physical and financial resource base;  

� gender differences in literacy rates in that, at national level, 79% of males are literate 
compared with 46% of females when females undertake 70% of farming and 
constitute 52% of the population;  

� inaccuracy of crop production and population estimates makes it iimpossible to 
calculate the country’s exact needs to achieve food and nutrition security; 

� Natural disasters including drought, floods and crop destruction by pests;  
� Political interference into National Food Reserve Agency Operations renders its 

operations very in effective;  
� Poor Macroeconomic Environment including high inflation, depreciation of the 

Kwacha, volatile exchange rates and high interest rates crowded out the private 
sector; and lastly  

� High Agriculture Input prices. 
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SECTION III: 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTIONS FOR EACH COMMITMENT AND MEASURES TAKEN 
 
 

Commitment 1 
 
Among the policies, which Malawi has pursued, to create an enabling political, social and 
economic environment in the area of strengthening democratic political systems and broad-
based participation is the decentralization policy.  The National Decentralization Policy, which 
is aimed at devolving power to the periphery, was formulated in 1997 and got enacted into the 
Local Government Act in December 1998. Both the Policy and Act provide for devolution of 
powers of local governance, participatory democracy and local development to local 
governments. The district assemblies are the implementation units.  Implementation of the 
policy commenced and agriculture is among the few Ministries, which have started, 
implementing the policy in phases. 

 
The rationale for decentralization include: 
 

� The need to create a democratic environment and institution in Malawi for local 
governance and development; 

� The need to promote accountability, good governance, and popular participation 
in local development process; and 

� The need to improve coordination among Ministries/Departments at the district 
level. 

 
(a) Strengthening Democratic Systems and Broad-Based Participation 
 
Malawi adopted a multiparty system of government in 1994 following the May 17 Presidential 
and Parliamentary General Elections.  Immediately thereafter, the country embarked on the 
establishment of institutions aimed at consolidating democracy and good governance.  Notable 
institutions include the Law Commission, the Anti-Corruption Bureau, the Office of the 
Ombudsman and the Malawi Human Rights Commission.  The Malawi Police Service has also 
been reformed to conform with the new democratic dispensation. 
 
The Malawi Political system now enjoys a multiparty democracy with a broad-based 
participation by civil society institutions through party, religious or other affiliations. 
 
(b) Improving Human Rights 
 
Malawi became a Republic in 1966.  This saw the promulgation of the first republican 
constitution which replaced the one that Malawi adopted at independence in 1964.  Ironically 
the 1966 Republic Constitution did not have the section on the Bill of Rights.  As a result the 
country was disadvantaged and many Malawians suffered various forms of human rights 
abuses. 
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In 1993, Malawians voted for a pluralist type of government with the promulgation of the new 
constitution that contained a comprehensive Bill of Rights. 
The Malawi Human Rights Commission was established in 1998, under Chapter 11 of the 
Republican Constitution.  The Commission as a watchdog with the mandate to promote and 
protect Human Rights in the broadest sense possible and to investigate Human Rights 
violations on its own volition or upon receiving complaints from any person, class of persons or 
body. 
 
Over the years since its establishment, the Malawi Human Rights Commission has made 
tremendous strides in the improvement of Rights of ordinary Malawians through several 
thematic committees such as: the Committee on the Rights of the Child; the Rights of People 
with Disabilities; Gender Equity and Women’s Rights; the Rights of Prisoners; Social, Cultural 
and Economic Rights, Civil and Political Rights and the Right to Civic Education.  The 
Commission has commented publicly and issued press statements on any human rights 
violations. 
 
(c) Preventing Conflict and Creating a Peaceful Environment 
 
The Malawi Human Rights Commission in partnership with other civil society institutions has 
played brokering roles in conflict resolutions involving labour disputes.  It has received and 
investigated complaints of human rights violations.  For example, in 2002 the Commission 
received 376 complaints of which 266 were retained for further investigation.  Of the 266 
cases, 33 were resolved through investigative hearings, mediation, negotiation and at times 
court interventions.  Ninety eighty cases were referred to other institutions. 
 
The Malawian Human Rights Commission has also conducted public enquiries into political 
and religious discrimination and intolerance against a background of escalating violence and 
other forms of human rights violations.  The outcome of these were that such intolerance 
existed among Malawians and that there was need to intensify civic education on human rights.   
Perhaps one positive outcome of hearings is that the Malawian culture of silence which 
characterized the one party era is slowly disappearing.  People are free to express themselves.  
The print media is enjoying total freedom of expression.  More work needs to be done on the 
electronic media. 
 
(d) Enhancing Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 
 
The Malawi Government has recognized the important role of women who make up 52% of the 
total population and contributes at least 70% of total labour.  The Government has recognized 
this role through the creation of the Ministry responsible for Gender and the integration of 
women in many activities within the civil society.  Within the Malawi Human Rights 
Commission, the Thematic Committee on Gender Equity and Women’s Rights has been 
purposely established to serve as an instrument for promoting and protecting women’s rights 
and empowering them to participate actively in social and economic development. 
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Commitment II 
 
In order to improve the food security situation, the Malawi Government implemented a number 
of programs as follows: 
 
Starter Pack Program: The starter pack program which was later changed to Targeted Inputs 
program significantly contributed to maize production increases. The programs involved free 
distribution of fertilizer and seed to cover 0.1 ha to over 2 million households since 1998. The 
other complementary program during the same period was Agriculture Productivity Investment 
Program (APIP), which provided agriculture inputs (fertilizer and seed), on loan at subsidized 
interest rates. 
 
National Land Policy: In an effort to reduce the impact of shortage of land on food security, 
Malawi formulated a National Land Policy, which was approved in 2002 to provide an 
institutional framework for the land market, which provides for security of tenure. In the past, 
there was lack of security of tenure preventing most of the smallholder farmers from investing 
in the small and fragmented pieces of landholdings. 
 
Small Scale Irrigation: Government has and is still promoting small scale irrigation schemes in 
order to reduce seasonal food shortages and price volatility due to dependence on rain-fed 
agriculture. Such small-scale irrigation schemes have involved use of treadle pumps. Large-
scale irrigation schemes have not been sustainable due to high maintenance costs. The capacity 
for smallholder farmers to properly utilize irrigation technologies has generally been very 
weak. Out of the total irrigable land of 200,000 hectares only 57,000 hectares are under 
irrigation and out of these only 8,000 hectares are under smallholder farmers. 
 
Improved extension services: Extension services have in the past been supply driven hence not 
responsive to the needs of the majority of smallholder farmers. A new demand driven extension 
policy was formulated and approved by government in 1997, making extension delivery more 
effective and responsive to farmers. 
 
Encouraged livestock and fisheries development: The National Livestock Development Master 
plan of 1998 emphasizes the need to achieve self-sufficiency in livestock production. Despite 
the policy, however, livestock contributes only 7% of agriculture Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). 
 
Strengthened the national capacity in responding to disasters or food crisis and to meet the 
needs of the poor: This involved passing of the Disaster Preparedness Act in 1991. For the 
economically under-privileged, Malawi adopted the safety nets strategy. However there is need 
to streamline the targeting system for safety net beneficiaries. 
 
HIV/AIDs: For HIV/AIDs affected individuals, government among the strategies, which it has 
put in place, include home clinic, community based care, ARV services, orphan and vulnerable 
children activities, and national policies addressing the pandemic. 
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Commitment III 
 
Measures taken to pursue participatory and sustainable food, agriculture, fisheries, forestry and 
rural development policies and practices and to combat pests, drought and desertification 
include: soil and water conservation.  Recently the Government has developed a Soil Fertility 
Strategy Paper to serve as a guiding document in mitigating problems associated with soil 
fertility decline.  Funding for the development of the document was obtained from the 
Rockefeller Foundation. 
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SECTION IV: 
 

CONSTRAINTS ENCOUNTERED IN REDUCING HUNGER 
 
 
Malawi faces a number of challenges in its effort to halve the number of people going hungry 
by 2015 and among them include: 
 
High levels of poverty: Malawi remains one of the poorest countries in the world. According to 
the Integrated Household Survey (HIS) of 1997/98, approximately 65.3 per cent of the 
population is poor. People in this category are often in danger of not meeting their food 
requirements as well as basic non-food needs all year round. The remaining 28.7 per cent are 
living in dire poverty, meaning they cannot meet even their basic food requirements all year 
round.  The United Nations Human Development Report of 2003 confirms this situation by 
ranking Malawi at number 162 out of 175 countries on the Human Development Index. This 
further indicates that the situation is steadily worsening for Malawi as compared to the 2001 
Human Development Report, which ranked the country at number 151 out of 162 countries on 
the Human Development Index.  
 
Poverty is most severe in the rural areas where 91 percent of the population lives deriving its 
livelihoods from subsistence agriculture.   
 
Shortage of land: Land pressure is severe with per capita land holding sizes of 0.26 hectares in 
the Central and Northern Regions, and 0.18 hectares in the densely populated Southern Region.   
 
Low income: Incomes are very low limiting adoption of improved seed, fertilizer and other soil 
fertility enhancing technologies.  A significant proportion (28%) of Malawian smallholders are 
chronically food deficit and rely on temporary employment for a substantial portion of 
household income even in a year with normal rainfall. 
 
Food Insecurity: The problems of low production levels which result from small land holdings, 
declining soil fertility, and labour constraints in addition to low-income levels place many 
families in a state of food insecurity. At high risk are those families with less than one hectare 
of land who comprise over half the rural population. As a result the majority of rural farming 
households are net purchasers of maize, and hence, highly dependent on market supply and 
prices, as well as other informal transactions to obtain food. Available evidence also shows that 
low-income households in urban areas face food insecurity because of their low salaries and 
purchasing power, which places them at risk especially when the staple food price increases. 
 
High Malnutrition: The prevalence of chronic and acute malnutrition has remained high. The 
2000, Malawi Demographic Health Survey (MDHS) indicates that almost half (49 percent) of 
the children under five years of age are stunted. This proportion of stunted children is more 
than 25 times that expected in a healthy, well-nourished population.  About 6 percent of 
children under five in Malawi are wasted. Since wasting examines the weight of the child 
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against his/her own height, the above percentage level is too high and is about three times what 
is expected in a well – nourished population. 25 percent are under weight. The prevalence of 
chronic and acute malnutrition is highest at ages 12 to 23 months, indicating inadequacy of 
complementary feeding. In addition, incidence of low birth weight (LBW) babies remains high 
(16.5%) and about 20% based on hospital reports indicating that a significant proportion of the 
babies are born under-weight, a reflection of maternal inadequate energy and nutrient intake 
during pregnancy, low pre-pregnancy weight and high incidence of diseases such as malaria. 
 
The Malawi Demographic Health Survey of 2000 also indicates that under-five mortality was 
estimated at 189 per 1,000 live births while infant mortality was estimated at 104 per 1,000 live 
births. Thus one in five children born in Malawi dies before reaching their fifth birth day. 
Maternal mortality rate has alarmingly increased from 620/100,000 live births (MDHS 1992) to 
1120/100,000 (MDHS 2000). 
 
High HIV/AIDs Incidence: According to the 2003 National Aids Commission annual report, a 
total of 14.4 percent of the adult population aged between 15 and 49 are infected with 
HIV/AIDS.  On average, a person infected with HIV/AIDS loses 15.6 productive years and 
works for only 9.7 years out of a potential 25.3 years.  By 2002, life expectancy declined to 
36.7 years from a projected 54 years without the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  The epidemic has taken 
a major toll on the young and middle-aged population, thereby undermining the country's 
efforts to reduce poverty. The HIV/AIDS epidemic has a major impact on the agricultural 
sector and economic growth through depressing agricultural productivity.  Agriculture demands 
healthy labour force for timely land preparation and crop husbandry. Any delay at any stage in 
the growing season implies loss of agricultural productivity.  For example, delayed land 
preparation can depress yields by as much as 20%.  Delayed fertilizer application beyond three 
weeks after seedling emergence reduces fertilizer use efficiency by up to 50% and delayed 
weeding has a similar impact on agricultural yields.  This is due to absenteeism (while ill or 
taking care of the ill) and attending funerals.  Although the HIV prevalence in smallholder 
farmers (12.2% husband and 11.5% wife) is lower than urban dwellers (between 25% and 
50%), the burden of AIDS deaths has a major impact on the rural population due to the 
tradition of burying the dead in the rural areas.  Furthermore, agriculture suffers when a relative 
working in the urban areas who provided financial support to the rural household dies of AIDS, 
this is very common.  In addition, the burden of keeping orphans (many HIV-infected) means 
more loss of agricultural productivity in addition to the cost of human tragedy��

 
High Population Growth Rate: With an estimated annual growth rate of 2.2 per cent, 
smallholder production in per capita terms has declined since the mid 1970’s. This high growth 
rate has significant implications for the country’s environmental, physical and financial 
resource base, which in turn affects different dimensions of food and nutrition security. 
 
Gender Imbalance: There are notable gender differences in literacy rates in that, at national 
level, 79% of males are literate compared with 46% of females based on the 2002 Malawi 
Demographic Education Survey  (NSO, 2003).  The majority of the population have limited 
knowledge on dietary and nutrition guidelines, food preparation, processing and preservation, 
appropriate intra-household food distribution and the importance of maintaining food quality 
and safety at all times.   
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Inaccuracy of crop production and population estimates: There is an urgent need to improve on 
information, the accuracy of crop production estimates and to develop capacity to monitor 
household level and national food stocks and regional grain markets. In the absence of reliable 
population figures or accurate production estimates of other food crops, it is impossible to 
calculate the country’s exact needs to achieve food and nutrition security. The information 
regarding the rural population in terms of exact numbers of people and households is not 
accurate and keeps on changing all the time. The crop estimates data from the Ministry of 
agriculture, Irrigation and Food Security, showed that maize production has fluctuated between 
1.3 million to 2.2 million metric tones over the last six years. Developing a reliable 
methodology for estimating production, post-harvest losses, stocks, regional stocks, market 
intelligence, will be a crucial component of national food and nutrition security policy and will 
allow Government to make better-informed decisions about food policy. 
 
Natural disasters: These include drought, floods and crop destruction by pests; have had 
adverse effects on the country’s national food supply situation. Experience with these types of 
problems has heightened the Government’s commitment to ensure that the country has access 
to adequate supplies of food at all times to meet subsistence and commercial needs. In light of 
fluctuations in production levels and commercial supplies which have occurred in recent years, 
the Government places high priority on maintaining a Strategic Grain Reserve to provide a 
source of emergency food relief, should the need arise. 
 
Political Interference into National Food Reserve Agency Operations: As part of its policy to 
progressively withdraw from the grain market, the Government of Malawi established the 
National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) in 1999 as a Trust to assume responsibility for the 
nation's Strategic Grain Reserve (SGR).  The NFRA was intended to be operationally 
autonomous, with Government involvement, initially through the National Economic Council 
and subsequently through the Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation. The National Food 
Reserve Agency has at times experienced political interference rendering its operations very in 
effective.   
 
Poor Macroeconomic Environment: The macroeconomic environment has not been conducive 
to the promotion of food and nutrition security in Malawi since the 1990s. The GDP growth 
rate that averaged about 3.0 percent over the period falls short of the 6.0 percent that is 
recommended for Malawi to reduce poverty. The liberalization of the economy in the early 
1990s was followed by high inflation, depreciation of the Kwacha, volatile exchange rates and 
high interest rates. Private sector activities were adversely affected as the private sector was 
crowded out due to the excessive borrowing by government, and lastly 
  
High Agriculture Input prices: Agricultural inputs prices are too high for the majority of the 
poor smallholder farmers to afford. One major contributing factor is the inconsistent 
implementation of Structural Adjustment Programs, wrong sequencing of policy interventions 
and unwarranted policy reversals emanating from lack of political will.



FOOD SECURITY AND RELATED INDICATORS2 

 

 
INDICATORS 

 
1996 

 
1997 

 
1998 

 
1999 

 
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
Source 

1. Food security indicators 
 

         

• Availability 
 

         

Average per person dietary energy supply 
(kcal) 

  80.1      Detailed tables for a 
poverty profile of 
Malawi, 1998 
Poverty Monitoring 
System, 
Government of 
Malawi 

Food production index          
Food self-sufficiency ratio   31.9      (1) 

Cereal supply per person          
Animal protein supply per person          
Value of food imports/export earnings          
Debt service ratio          
Value of gross investment in agriculture (in 
USD) 

         

• Stability          
Food price index 556.2 736.8   168.8    Reserve Bank of 

Malawi Monthly 
Economic Review, 
March 1998 

Index of variability of food production          
Ratio of national food reserves to domestic 
food consumption 

         

Export earnings instability          
• Access          
Rate of growth in real GDP per person/per 
year (%) 

     -6.2 -0.2  World Bank Group 
county unit staff 
2003 
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INDICATORS 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Source 
 

Gini Index of Income Distribution  57       African 
Development 
Indicators 2003 
drawn from World 
Bank Database 

Percentage of population living below 
national poverty line (%) 

 65.3 
 

65.3 65 65 65.3   World Development 
indicators database 
April 2004 
African 
Development 
indicators 2003 
drawn from the 
World Bank Africa 
database, 
Integrated 
Household Survey 
of 1997/8 

Percentage of population living on less than 
$1 a day (%) 

         

Percentage of income spent on food (%)          
Consumer Price index          
Estimated number of undernourished 
people 

         

Percentage of population undernourished 
(%) 

         

Percentage of children under 5 that are 
underweight (%) 

25 25 25 25 25.4 31.1  23.0 African Development 
Indicators 2003 Drawn 
from World Bank 
Database. 
1 NSO, 2001 MDHS 
2 National Micronutrient 
Survey 2001 
Chilima et al, 2003 
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INDICATORS 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Source 

 
Percentage of children under 5 that are 
stunted (%) (1) 

48.3 48 48 48 49.0 53.4  52.5 African Development 
Indicators 2003 Drawn 
from World Bank 
Database. 
NSO, 2001 MDHS 
National Micronutrient 
Survey 2001 
Chilima et al, 2003. 
 
 

Percentage of children under 5 that are 
wasted (%) (1) 

7 7 7 7 6 4.7  1.5 African Development 
Indicators 2003 Drawn 
from World Bank 
Database. 2000  and 
2001 Malawi 
Demographic Survey. 
National Micronutrient 
Survey 2001 
Chilima et al, 2003 

2. Social Indicators          
Life expectancy at birth (age)   42  37.8 40 37.5  World Development 

Indicators 
database, April 
2004 

Under-5 mortality rate (% per 1000)      189 183 182.0  World Development 
Indicators database, 
April 2004 

Net school enrolment in primary education 
of children aged 5 – 12 (%) ratio (1) 

69 69 65.7 
 
 

69  78   African Development 
Indicators 2003 Drawn 
from World Bank 
Database. 
Malawi Atlas of Social 
indicators 
Malawi Atlas 

Ratio of girls to boys in primary education          
Adult literacy rate   58.5 42.0  61.0 

 
 

61.8  World Development 
indicators database, 
April 2004 
1999 Common Country 
Assessment report 
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INDICATORS 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Source 
 

Total number of doctors, nurses and other 
health personnel per 100 000 people (1) 

Population per physician 
 

2.78 2.78 2.78 2.78     African 
Development 
Indicators 2003 
Drawn from World 
Bank Database. 

 
Infant mortality rate (%) death per 1000  

    10.4 11.4 11.3 10.5 World Development 
indicators 
database, April 
2004. Malawi 
Demographic 
Household Survey 
2000 

Maternal mortality rate (%) (2)  1.12 1.12 1.12 1.12 1.2    Derived from 
Report No. 25293-
MAI  
Malawi Country 
Economic 
Memorandum 
Policies for 
Accelerating 
Growth, January 
2003. Malawi 
Demographic 
Survey 2000 

Adult morbidity rate (%)          
Adult male mortality rate (%)          
3. Infectious diseases and HIV/AIDS 
     indicators 

         

Death rate from infectious diseases (%)          
Death rate from HIV/AIDS (%)  0.5  0.7    0.7  Report No. 25293-MAI  

Malawi Country 
Economic Memorandum 
Policies for Accelerating 
Growth, January 2003. 
*Projected, National Aids 
Commission 2001 
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INDICATORS 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Source 
 

Percentage of population orphaned (%)  3.6  3.7   4.7 2.6   Report No. 25293-MAI  
Malawi Country 
Economic Memorandum 
Policies for Accelerating 
Growth, January 2003. 
* Projected 
UNAIDS, 1998 

Percentage of child headed households (%)          
Average age of household head (age)          
Rate of population with HIV/AIDS infection 
(%) 

 14.3  16.42  15.0 14.7* 14.4 Malawi Country 
Economic Memorandum 
– January, 2003 
* Projected, NAC 2001 
2 UNAIDS 2001 

4. Economic and Trade          
Proportion of total imports by value, 
excluding arms, from developing countries 
and from LDCs admitted free of duties 

         

Average tariffs imposed on agricultural 
products and textiles and clothing from 
developing countries /a 

         

Agricultural support estimate as percentage 
of GDP /a 

         

Proportion of ODA provided to help build 
trade capacity /a 

         

Share of primary exports (value) of total 
exports earnings /b 

         

Share of manufactured exports (value) of 
total exports earnings /b 

         

Terms of trade /b   136.7 123.2 128.3 117.1 111.8 110.2 Malawi Government 
Economic Report 
2003 

External agricultural income terms of trade   176.9 149.7 145.0 147.2 140.1 147.3 Malawi Government 
Economic Report 
2003 

5. Sustainability of natural resources          
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INDICATORS 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 Source 

 
Proportion of land area under forest cover 
(%) 

     28   Ministry of Forestry 
and Natural 
Resources State of 
Environment Report 
2001 

Proportion of area protected to maintain 
biological diversity (%) 

         

 
a/ Applicable to developed countries 
b/ Applicable to developing countries 
(1) African Development Indicators 2003 drawn to the World Bank Africa database 

(2) Please refer to explanatory notes of these indicators at the end of this document 


