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An Early Assessment of the Impact of COVID-19 in Malawi 

 

Background 

The global COVID-19 crisis has impacted every 
facet of Malawian life and touched every aspect 
of agricultural value chains. One of the main 
challenges in dealing with the crisis is that the 
costs and benefits of combating (or not 
combating) the spread of the disease are not 
obvious. Our goal has been to collect and 
present data from numerous respondents 
representing nodes across the agricultural 
spectrum to begin to allow policy makers to 
make informed decisions. The most important 
takeaway, however, is that these data are only 
a starting point. The challenges presented by 
this novel virus, and the ways Malawians react 
to them, are dynamic and rapidly evolving. The 
only way to ensure informed decisions are made 
will be through a concerted effort to monitor 
situations.  

The degree to which smallholder farmersʼ 
production has been affected depends largely 
on how well farmers understand the restrictions 
and recommendations put in place early to 
contain the outbreak. All the farm households 
interviewed reported to have heard information 
about COVID-19. Most farmers said they would 

avoid hand shaking and practice some social 
distancing. The majority said their production 
for the 2020 harvest would not be affected. We 
attribute this to the fact that most rely on family 
labor and harvest for home consumption (so 
they are not affected by market closures, for 
example). The main conclusion is that COVID-
19 is not expected to have a major impact on 
production levels for the 2020 harvest season, 
but we emphasize there is a great deal of 
uncertainty and we are not able to reliably 
quantify the expected losses. If the pandemic 
lasts into next cropping season, the effects 
could be far greater for agricultural production. 

For transporters, although fewer than 1% say 
their revenues have been unaffected, the 
plurality (24%) said it has been international 
border crossings that are most impacted by 
COVID-19. Given the relatively small role 
international trade plays, this bodes well for 
their ability to withstand the disturbances 
presented by the pandemic. However, the 
second most affected route (cited by 19% of 
respondents) is the busiest transportation 
corridor (within Central). Higher transportation 
costs are also affecting food processors; the 
majority of processors interviewed for this study  

Key Messages  
• Closely monitoring food prices could be an early warning system for economic impacts. 
• Food price spikes could have several causes related to COVID-19, so the drivers will need to be investigated to 

find the best way to minimize negative impacts on welfare. 
• Social safety nets for those suffering from spread mitigation measures could improve compliance. 
• All facets of agricultural value chains are affected. However, the impacts on transportation, especially for 

inputs, could be the most detrimental to the economy if the pandemic persists. 
• The most effective economic strategy will likely be containing the spread of the disease. 
• Current monitoring may not be capturing the true scope of the spread and impact of COVID-19. 
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said the cost of raw materials were greater or 
that supply of raw materials has been low. 
Processors have reported relatively little effect 
on their hiring ability, which may be due to the 
fact that our interviews were done at a time 
while the demand for labor was seasonably low 
regardless of COVID-19. 

Eighty-nine percent of the wholesalers and 
retailers also report the food sourcing side of 
business has been adversely affected by 
COVID-19, either due to high prices or difficulty 
finding a seller. These higher prices and 
scarcities will likely lead to consumers facing 
more expensive food and a lack of diversity in 
what is available 

Recommendations 

Economically, the data that seems particularly 
important is food prices. These are the 
figurative “canary in the mine” ‒ if food prices 
begin to spike, it becomes important to dig into 
the drivers of that change to find the best way 
to minimize the negative impacts on welfare. 
There could be several reasons related to 
COVID-19 for food prices to be climbing ‒ a 
worsening of the disease, or a protracted or 
expanded governmental effort to contain the 
virus could lead to decreased supply (and 
higher prices). Bottlenecks in transportation or 
limited availability of food in wholesale markets 
would also raise prices. 
Farmers are concerned that traders will take 
advantage of the limited number of outlets 
available to farmers to offer lower prices. 
Importantly, while price fluctuations may indeed 
signal a need for intervention, it does not 
immediately imply nefarious trader behavior ‒ 
there are ample legitimate reasons to expect 
price fluctuations during the COVID-19 

pandemic (decreased demand, decreased 
supply, increased transportation costs, etc.). 

Beyond price monitoring, we emphasize that 
health and economic impacts of COVID-19 are 
inexorably connected ‒ the most important 
strategy to protect the economy and agricultural 
value chains is protecting the health of those 
participating in it. We have found that there is 
very limited awareness of the most important 
measures promoted by the Government of 
Malawi that people can implement themselves 
to control the pandemic (social distancing, hand 
washing and mask wearing). This suggests that 
more can be done to spread the message. Most 
respondents interviewed throughout the value 
chain have said they receive their information 
related to COVID-19 by radio and word-of-
mouth. This implies more aggressive radio 
campaigns to promote healthy behavior may be 
the most effective strategy for getting through 
this crisis. 

The effectiveness of disease control is also 
linked to peoplesʼ abilities to weather the 
economic storm ‒ social safety nets will play an 
important role in Malawiansʼ ability to adhere to 
virus control mandates. The measures that 
Government have adopted (e.g., closing food 
markets, or reducing the number of people 
permitted in public places), can negatively 
impact people all along the value chain. 
Understandably, given the choice between 
safer behavior and hunger versus riskier 
behavior and having food, many will choose the 
latter despite any rules put in place ‒ safety 
nets could help them avoid having to make that 
choice.  

That said, Malawi was operating a resource-
constrained budget before the pandemic. It is 
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therefore likely going to be necessary to 
temporarily forgo other plans in lieu of short-
term support for businesses and consumers in 
order to expedite the countryʼs economic and 
public health recovery. 

Another clear warning signal is related to 
agricultural inputs. While the harvesting 
activities and marketing of agricultural outputs 
suffered in the early months of the crisis, the 
potential impact on inputs in the near future is 
much greater because Malawi relies on imports. 
For example, the majority of fertilizer used in 
the country are imported. If cross-border travel 
restrictions remain in place, farmers may not be 
able to obtain inputs in a timely manner from 
the market. Assisting businesses or social 
programs prepare for the upcoming demand for 
inputs now could pay major dividends in the 
coming planting season. 

Assisting businesses now will also facilitate a 
return to business after the major threat from 
disease has subsided. One option for assisting 
food traders during the crisis could be the 
provision of subsidized loans to help them stay 
in business. There are high fixed costs 
associated with closing and re-opening a 
business. Barring financial support to weather 
the pandemic, some may choose (or need) to 
simply close forever. 

Given that supplies are low, and prices are 
unseasonably high despite fewer customers 
found in the market, the most pressing issue to 
address - after the physical health of individuals 
and financial health of businesses - is opening 
supply lines. Since domestic supply is more 
important to most wholesalers interviewed, it 
seems that opening up domestic corridors 
should be the highest priority in the near term. 

Again, however, it will be crucial to begin plans 
as soon as possible to arrange a safe means for 
imported input delivery. 

Since the most effective economic strategy will 
likely be containing the spread of the disease, 
further efforts to consider are expanding the 
availability of hand washing stations and masks 
(e.g., these could be provided and/or their use 
required upon arrival at a market) and/or 
monitoring compliance with social distancing 
recommendations.  

A major caveat to much of this analysis is that 
it is, by necessity, largely speculative. Farmers, 
traders, transporters, and so on, either do not 
keep or have little incentive to share detailed 
records that would be necessary to quantify the 
negative impacts of the past several months 
and attribute them to COVID-19.  

Moreover, there are indications that the official 
data on the number of cases and deaths caused 
by the pandemic in Malawi are underreported. 
The Ministry of Health has done a laudable job 
sharing the information it has available, but that 
information is limited.  For instance, as of the 
time we are finishing this analysis, fewer than 
5,000 cases and 160 deaths have been 
confirmed as attributable to COVID-19, 
representing a mortality rate of just over 3%. In 
comparison to other counties in the world, these 
could be seen as encouraging indicators that 
the pandemic is being well-managed in Malawi. 
However, all told, fewer than 38,000 tests have 
been carried out in a country of over 18 million 
(meaning just 0.2% of Malawians have been 
tested). At least one epidemiological study 
suggests the true toll could be 8 times greater 
than the official count in urban areas. In rural 
areas the official mortality rate is lower than in  
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urban areas (2.2% versus 3.9%). Rather than 
evidence that rural Malawians ‒  who have less 
access to health care facilities ‒ are less 
susceptible to serious illness or death, this 
disparity more likely implies that data for rural 
deaths from COVID-19 are undercounted to an 
even greater extent.  

In short, given the information available, any 
quantified predictions as to what the overall 
economic impact of COVID-19 will be on 
Malawiʼs agricultural sector would be unreliable 
at best and irresponsible at worst. Therefore, 
the highest priority, we believe, should be 
placed on understanding and limiting the 
magnitude of the disease on the health of the 
population. 
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