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INTRODUCTION 

This case study is the first in a series of short case studies conducted in 
2013/2014 as part of a research collaboration between the Centre for Communi-
ty Organization and Development (CCODE), the National Slum Dwellers Federa-
tion (NSDF), the Urban Research Institute (URI), and the Norwegian University of 
Science and Technology (NTNU). The objective of the series is to document and 
analyze some existing practices on participatory urban planning and informal 
settlement upgrading in Malawi. The studies emphasize lessons learned and 
aims to explore planning in a wider governance context.  

This specific study documents and explores how Senti community in Lilongwe 
pools  monthly collected community savings to address some of the challenges 
in their settlement. They also use this initiative to advocate and build partner-
ship with other stakeholders.    

 

SENTI SETTLEMENT 

Senti Township is located about three kilometers from the City Centre of Lilong-
we in the north western direction. The settlement started as a village on the out-
skirts of Lilongwe some decades ago but has since grown and provides homes to 
many people employed in the informal sector in the city. The total population for 
the settlement is currently about 16 000 people. As in many informal settle-
ments in Lilongwe the infrastructure is of low quality with no tarmac roads or 
proper drainage systems. Most of the houses in the settlement are built using 
adobe bricks and mud mortar. The houses are either roofed with iron-sheets or 
grass. Residents use a temporary market to run small businesses and access 
commodities. Many people in the settlement are self-employed or work in the 
informal sector. They run small businesses or are employed as skilled or unskilled 
workers in town. Some of them are farmers whose main food crop is maize.   

Photo: Senti Settlement    Source: CCODE 
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SENTI SETTLEMENT 

Senti has no public nursery, primary or secondary schools, clinics or police units, 
so residents have to travel long distances to access these services.   

The settlement has, however, a community policing committee which helps to 
foster  security in the area. There is also a Victim Support Unit that looks into 
gender-based violence cases. As for waste people in the settlement just dump it 
anywhere as there is no designated area for it.  

 

Photo: Waste piling up in Senti   Source: Hilde Refstie 
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In 2011 communities in Senti decided with support from the National Slum Dwellers Feder-
ation (NSDF, previously MHPF) and Centre for Community Organization and Development 
(CCODE) to undertake a profiling exercise.  

The aim of the exercise was to gather more information about their settlement to use in 

planning and development efforts. In October 2012 a profile of the settlement had been 

compiled comprising of information on socio economic factors, and health, education, wa-

ter and sanitation services. The information was collected through community meetings, 

and discussions between various leaders and representatives. The community proceeded 

with undertaking a detailed mapping and enumeration exercise which also included a sur-

vey. Through this process the community mobilized and came together to discuss what de-

velopments were needed in their settlements. In their discussions they came up with some 

prioritized interventions. However, realizing that access to funding through the Govern-

ment or NGOs might not be a sufficient option, the communities decided to take matter    

into their own hands.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
COMMUNITY MOBILIZATION 

Federation and community members in Senti working on planning and information gathering exercises in 2011 

Source: CCODE 

 

Senti Community member 10.05.2013 

“Enumerations were helpful because we did not know how many people or 
structures were in the areas. We did also not know the problems we had. 
Now we know the numbers, the structures and the challenges.” 
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Map prepared by Senti community supported by NSDF and CCODE 
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 Many members had experience with savings groups, either through the NSDF or differ-

ent organizations. In many communities people were also already contributing some 

money to the Neighborhood watch which functioned as community police, and to fu-

neral funds. It was therefore suggested that each household in the community would 

contribute some money every month towards community development. This money 

would be used to hire jobless community members to work on the issues that had been 

identified in the strategic planning process. The activities suggested were in the first in-

stance waste collection and management, sanitation, and work on roads and footpaths.  

 

 

 

Committees comprising of ten members were formed in each cluster with a Chairman, 

Vice Chairman, Secretary, Vice secretary, treasurer, auditors and collectors. The com-

mittees then met with CCODE and the NSDF in a two day Funds Management training in 

June 2013 to discuss the organization structures of the initiative.  

On this meeting they decided that cluster committee members will collect MK100 from 

the households every month. The money will be collected door to door. At the cluster 

level all payments are registered in a savings book.  

 

 

’COMMUNITIZING’ SERVICES 

Photo: Some houses in Senti settlement.    Source: Hilde Refstie 
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At the training the members also discussed the organization and governance of the 

funds. The funds will be managed and spent at the cluster level. While the cluster com-

mittees will manage the initiative, a board comprising of Chiefs, Block Leaders and rep-

resentatives from the committee will provide general oversight and make decisions on 

where to spend the funds.  

Each cluster will have its own bank account. The chairperson, treasure and one member 

within the committee will be responsible for depositing and cashing the money at the 

bank. All clusters will be holding a meeting every month to report on the funds to the 

members within the clusters. It will be the responsibility of the committees to make 

sure that every household is paying.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Depending on the size of the funds collected, each cluster employs 5 or 6 people. A 

meeting is called to register who are interested to work. All the people present at the 

meeting will be shortlisted. The first five or six will then start working while the others 

will be waiting for their shift. This way more people have the chance to be involved in 

the initiative and access some income. The responsible personnel on the short listing of 

the people will be the committee members including the Chiefs. 

 

 

FUNDS GOVERNANCE 
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WASTE MANAGEMENT AND SANITATION 
 

 
In July 2013 each cluster started collecting money. While the collectors have faced some 

challenges, it is slowly improving as the arrangement is getting better known. The chal-

lenge now will be to make visible the developments taking place and communicate 

them widely to the community.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The people employed with these funds will start working on collecting waste from every 

household. It was also agreed that they will fill up dilapidated roads. The days of the 

week will then be divided for waste collection, and road filling.  

To kick-start the initiative an exchange visit was organized where community members 

and leaders from Senti  visited Mtandire, another informal settlement in Lilongwe, to 

learn about their compost manure center.  The purpose of the visit was for the people 

who will be managing the compost factory in Senti to get some experience on what 

goes into making compost manure.  

One of the requirements is to have a site where waste can be disposed for further treat-

ment. In Senti they were using an area, but had to stop during the growing season. 

When the harvest season is over they expect to have it ready to start using again.  

 

(Senti community member 22.01.2014) 

«Now things have improved. They participate and ask for meetings. I think 
it will continue to improve from here since people are getting more 

interested.»  

Photo: Women working at the manure compost center Mtandire Lilongwe 
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Another activity has been working on opening up roads. People have been allocated 

land and settled without considering the need for public infrastructure. An important 

part of the work is therefore negotiating with house and land owners to give up land to 

let the roads come through.   

 

 

 

 

Instead of paying the 100 kwacha per month, community members can choose to work 

on the roads. One meter of road represents 100 kwacha.  

 

ROADS 

Mrs. Kawundu 29.01.2014 

“The road benefits almost everybody. If someone is sick or with funerals. 

Also when it comes to developments materials can pass by”    

Left: Mrs. Kawundu is one of the house owners who gave up 1,5 meters of land for this road. Upper right: 

Federation leader Mr. Banda showing one of the planned roads. Lower right: A road that is being worked 

on by the church and its neighbors.  
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Through their approach, Senti community is exploring a new way of financing and organiz-

ing developments in their settlement. Their approach does not rely on public services nor 

privatization but rather a ‘communitization’ of services where community revenues are col-

lected and administered by the community itself.  

However, while the Senti initiative shows an extraordinary ability to mobilize own re-

sources , the settlement still faces larger scale challenges that  requires a continued en-

gagement with the Lilongwe City Council in particular.  They have therefore initiated a pro-

cess of strategic planning and formed committees to engage with stakeholders as the City 

Council, the Waterboard, and ESCOM amongst others. 

At the UrbanTalk organized by the Urban Research Institute in collaboration with CCODE 

and the NSDF,  they started this work by encouraging the Chief Executive of Lilongwe City 

Council to come and visit Senti  and discuss ways of developing the area. The Chief Execu-

tive agreed and the visit is being scheduled. 

 

 

CREATING PARTNERSHIPS 

Left: Community Leader from Senti Right: Chief Executive Lilongwe City Council  
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The way forward now is for Senti settlement to develop the approach and adjust it as they 

gain experience. They will be in constant dialogue with the Federation and CCODE to get 

support and to have their initiative documented. It will also be interesting to see if the 

community manages to secure support from Lilongwe City Council on these issues 

Other communities in Lilongwe and other cities in Malawi have already shown interest in 

learning from Senti. If all goes well the Federation and CCODE will facilitate exchanges be-

tween different informal settlements in Malawi on the approach. However, in the mean-

time Senti community is not waiting for anybody, they are “Doing it themselves”. 

 

 

 

 

 

This report was prepared by Hilde Refstie, Norwegian University of Technology  and Science (NTNU) in 

close collaboration with CCODE and NSDF. The support from NSDF and CCODE is part of the Tilitonse fund-

ed project “Activating Urban Poor Community Voice in Planning and Governance for Responsive Urban 

Development”.  

 

WAY FORWARD 

   Senti Community member 22.01.2014 

“Now we have learnt that we can do something ourselves without waiting 

for others.”  


