Malawi Poverty and Vulnerability Assessment (PVA) Report
Main Findings

The Poverty and Vulnerability Assessment (PVA) report highlights that Malawians in 2005 were still as poor as they were in 1998. The report uses the data from the 2005 second Integrated Household Survey carried out by the NSO in 2004/05, and the data from the first Integrated Household Survey carried out in 1997/98. The report shows that there has been little or no progress in reducing poverty and inequality between the two surveys, with more than half of the population still living below the poverty line in 2005. Fifty-two per cent of Malawians are poor, whilst 22 percent are ultra-poor. The poverty line was calculated to be K44.00 per person per day.

The report, jointly produced by the Malawi Government and the World Bank, shows that very little progress has so far been made toward achieving the Millennium Development Goals. So far, Malawi will potentially achieve the goals on promoting gender equality and empowering women, reducing child mortality, and combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases. Key MDGs that are unlikely to be achieved are in eradicating extreme poverty, universal completion of primary education, and improving maternal health, and ensuring environmental sustainability.

The main findings of the PVA highlight that Malawi still faces a number of challenges in its fight against poverty:

Impact of education on poverty 

Primary education is not universal in Malawi: Almost 30 percent of poor children do not even start primary school. Further, very few children actually complete primary school, largely because their families cannot afford it. Education after the primary level is largely limited to non-poor households. This is especially important because education has a substantial positive impact on incomes. Higher levels of education are correlated to being non-poor. Households whose heads have completed primary education have higher per capita consumption by about 12 percent on average. The impact of secondary education is much higher, increasing household per capita expenditures by almost 40 percent.  Further, while the primary enrollment rates are high by regional standards, very few children actually complete primary school because of the cost of schooling. Education after the primary level is beyond the reach of most households in Malawi. The secondary net enrollment rate is only 15 percent. 

Vulnerability to shocks

Pervasive risks and high vulnerability to shocks are among the main causes of persistent poverty in Malawi. Drought, price volatility (mainly food), illness and deaths are the main sources of shocks. The frequent and widespread existence of shocks manifests itself into large movements into and out of poverty in Malawi. The report highlights that preparedness for shocks is very critical if Malawi is to fight poverty effectively, and suggests that the weather insurance piloted in Malawi in the past few year is one such  good approach.

Even though the income poverty level has stayed constant since 1998, about two-thirds of households have moved into or out of poverty during the past decade. Such large movements also reflect the fact that a quarter of Malawians have income levels within 20 percent points of the poverty line, who could be forced into poverty by slight misfortune.  

The PVA report recommends that given the role of risk in preventing households from engaging in productive activities, social protection policies should be redesigned to enhance the productivity and strengthen risk management for the transient poor, protecting them against risks and economic shocks.  A comprehensive approach to redesigning the social protection system should include a menu of interventions to: (i) alleviate extreme poverty and assist the chronically poor to build their assets; and, (ii) enhance the productivity and strengthen risk management for the transient poor by providing safety nets to protect them against risks and economic shocks.  In addition, given Malawi’s dependency on the agricultural sector and its high exposure to large covariate weather shocks and food price shocks  the social protection system needs to operate jointly with the disaster emergency response system and fit within an overall strategy to promote economic growth.

Food security, malnutrition and poverty

Household income plays a central role in enhancing food security. But the report shows that household income by itself is insufficient to enhance food security. Irrigation and maize markets play a major role. Programs to improve the income-generating potential of poor households must go in tandem with actions geared towards improvements in nutritional and health practices, and improvements in water and sanitation infrastructure.  

Malnutrition is widespread and constitutes the most severe challenge facing Malawi.  A staggering 44 percent of preschoolers are stunted (of which 18 percent are severely stunted). Worse, these figures have remained more or less static for the last 14 years.  Stunting is universal, affecting all regions of the country and cutting across all wealth categories. Such exceptionally high levels of malnutrition have persistent long-term impacts, as malnutrition diminishes future productivity, thus perpetuating their vulnerability to poverty traps in the future. 

Endemic chronic malnutrition may in part reflect low levels of dietary diversity across all income levels and regions.  Cereal makes up about two thirds of caloric consumption, and maize alone constitutes over 93 percent of cereal consumption nationwide.  Over time, nutritional education programs may help to improve the Malawian diet.

More generally, econometric analysis of the determinants of malnutrition gives several standard results.  Living in a female-headed household is associated with lower stunting; mothers being in charge of feeding decisions and practices have a positive impact on the nutritional status of older children. Mother’s education appears to have a positive impact on reducing malnutrition, although it is difficult to disentangle the role education from the impact of higher income, since the two are closely related. Also, youngest and eldest mothers tend to have more malnourished children.  Access to improved sanitation also appears to be associated with improved malnutrition rates.  Finally, availability of a targeted nutrition program in the community (for children under 5 years old) seems effective in reducing child malnutrition.

