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MOBILIZING FUNDS AND CREDIT FOR SLUM 

UPGRADING 

This case study is the third in a series of short case studies conducted in 2013/2014 as 
part of a research collaboration between the Centre for Community Organization and 
Development (CCODE), the Federation for the Rural and Urban Poor (the Federation), 
formerly known as the Malawi Homeless People’s Federation), the Urban Research In-
stitute (URI), and the Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU). The 
objective of the series is to document and analyze some existing practices on partici-
patory urban planning and informal settlement upgrading in Malawi. The studies em-
phasize lessons learned and aims to explore planning in a wider governance context.  

This specific case study on Nancholi Chiimire settlement in Blantyre city explores how 

organized communities engage with the City Council, NGOs, and its politicians to raise 

funds and access loans for slum upgrading in their settlements.   

 

Blantyre is the oldest urban centre in Malawi and its commercial capital. Following the 

national population census the city had a population of 661, 256 in 2008. Today Blan-

tyre is estimated to have reached over one million inhabitants (UNDESA 2011).  

The medium and high income classes are the only ones with access to serviced land. 

Consequently, over 65 per cent of the population live in informal settlement where 

they struggle with issues like access to water, electricity, sanitation, health services, 

education, and security (UN Habitat 2011).     

According to Blantyre City Council there are 21 informal settlements in Blantyre. How-

ever, this number does not reflect the present situation as some settlements have ex-

tensively extended and some areas have experiences recent settling increasing the 

number of informal settlements. 

 

Photo: From Nancholi Chiimire settlement. Source: Hilde Refstie  
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Source: Blantyre City Council 
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BLANTYRE CITY COUNCIL  

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT OFFICE 

In 2012 the Blantyre City Council reopened its Community Development Office which 
had been down for many years. The office now consists of three Community Develop-
ment Officers (CDOs) who are to act as the link between communities and the City 
Council. This has been a welcome development for many informal settlement commu-
nity representatives as they now have a way of engaging directly with the City Council. 
The CDOs attend meetings with communities and provide monitoring and some tech-
nical assistance to community projects. Furthermore, when community representa-
tives report problems they forward the reports to the relevant units at the Council.   

 

 

 
 

 

While an office like this is a major positive development, many community leaders and 
representatives do not know about it. With the exception of some few communities 
the officers therefore mainly engage with representatives through NGO initiatives. 
Nancholi is one example of two informal settlements where community representa-
tives have organized themselves and linked up with the Community Development 
Office and service providers to improve their area.  

“Our role is mainly to link the communities to 
the  Council”  

(Interview Community Development Officer BCC 01.04.2014) 

Photo: Nancholi Chiimire  Source: Hilde Refstie 
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NANCHOLI CHIIMIRE 

 

Nancholi Chiimire is located eight kilometers towards the South of Blantyre Central Busi-

ness District. Most of the houses in the community have cement floors, un-burnt brick 

walls, and iron sheet roofs. A main road which is partly tarmacked goes through the 

community. The other five roads are dirt roads maintained by the community on a vol-

untary basis. 

Nancholi is surrounded by the three rivers Mudi, Namasimba, and Chiwandira. Up until 

2013 there were no proper foot bridges over these rivers although nine temporary foot-

bridges had been constructed and maintained using community contributions. 

The settlement has been struggling with poor drainage facilities and inconsistent water 

supply with few water kiosks (seven out of nine functioning at the time of profiling in 

2012) and individual taps. Water-borne diseases like cholera have therefore been an is-

sue during the rainy seasons (CCODE 2012).   

Most people in the area are using pit latrines, while as will be discussed below, some 

have recently begun to construct Ecosan pit latrines which decomposes human waste 

into compost manure.   

 

Photo: Nancholi Chiimire Source: CCODE 
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COMMUNITY MOBILIZATION 

In 2012 community members in Nancholi Chiimire engaged with CCODE and the Federa-

tion of the Rural and Urban Poor and started organizing themselves into clusters. They 

produced the Nancholi Settlement profile and started working on enumeration and 

mapping of the settlement. Community representatives also engaged with students from 

Malawi Polytechnic University in planning studio exercises to design identified communi-

ty projects and quantify project materials. The Community Development Office at the 

Blantyre City Council was a partner in this process. They visited the settlement, partici-

pated in meetings, and provided advice.  

Some of the main issues identified through the information gathering were access to wa-

ter and toilets. One of the problems with getting a water tap for the household was that 

most people could not afford the high installment fee. The community therefore orga-

nized themselves into groups of ten and ten people that could save together and apply 

for loans for installments of water taps. Through this process around 300 households got 

loans to pay for the installments and managed to get water connections by applying to 

the Blantyre Water Board.  

Photo: Household water tap. Source: Hilde Refstie 
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ACCESSING WATER 

The loans for the water taps were on the range of MK40,000 to MK110,000 depending 

on the distance from the main connection pipes to one’s house and the group had to 

come up with 10 percent of the amount to be considered for the loan. The loan was 

then to be repaid within two years. The repayment rate has up until now been on aver-

age 85 percent. However, some household struggled with both paying on the loan and 

paying the monthly water bills at the same time and therefore had their water discon-

nected. A suggestion from the community representatives is therefore to expand the re-

payment period from two to three years. Furthermore, the poorest households would 

for the most part not apply for such loans given their financial situation. They would 

therefore still rely on accessing water through water kiosks. As this was realized by com-

munity leaders they also engaged with the Blantyre Water Board to have more water ki-

osks built. 

 

 

Photo: Water Kiosk constructed last year. Source: Hilde Refstie 
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ECO-SAN TOILETS 

Another issue was toilets. Since Nancholi is quite congested digging new holes for pit la-

trines can be a challenge as there is limited space. As part of the initiative CCODE there-

fore offered loans to build Ecosan toilets. These are toilets with an estimated life span of 

almost 100 years where human waste is transformed into compost. While the toilets are 

more sustainable and last very long, the building costs are quite high (MK110,000). How-

ever, in a congested area as Nancholi they are particularly suitable since they require less 

space than traditional pit latrines which has to move after a certain number of years. In 

Nancholi 35 households applied for loans to CCODE and constructed Ecosan toilets.  

 

Photo: Community representative with Eco-san toilet in Nancholi Chiimire    Source: Hilde Refstie 
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FOOT BRIDGES 

Since Nancholi is surrounded by three rivers, foot bridges were also a priority for the 

community. By engaging with aspiring local councilors for the tripartite election that was 

underway the community representatives managed to get three foot bridges built and 

paid for by two aspiring local councilors. They also managed to build an ADMARC 

(Agricultural Developing and Marketing Corporation) building and renovate the under-

five-clinic in the settlement.  

 

The Community Development Office (CDO) had offered to provide technical assistance 

and oversight to the footbridge projects, but since the aspiring councilors wanted to 

build the bridges right away in good time before the election they organized it them-

selves. However, this shows that the CDO is willing to provide technical expertise to pro-

jects in the settlement.  

While making use of campaign funds from aspiring councilors have proved to be useful it 

supports a system of clientalism. However, as argued by community representatives; at 

least the money is going to community prioritized projects instead of in the pockets of 

community leaders (which is known to happen in some areas). Nonetheless, now after 

the elections the community will probably need to look into other sources of funds for 

this type of projects.      

Photo: One of the three foot bridges constructed. Source: Hilde Refstie 
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CONCLUSION 

While much has been achieved in Nancholi Chiimire, they still face some challenges. One 

is how to involve and address the needs of the poorest segments of the community. Ac-

cording to the Situation Analysis on Informal Settlements in Blantyre from 2006, around 

46 percent of informal settlement dwellers in Blantyre are renting. Most of these house-

holds cannot afford to take up loans for water taps and Ecosan toilets. While they will 

still benefit from water kiosks and infrastructure developments, a study from Malawi 

Polytechnic University on slum upgrading in Nancholi Chiimire shows that tenure affects 

how community members engage with upgrading efforts.  

 

 

Furthermore, when areas are upgraded with improved infrastructure and access to ser-
vices, rents tend to go up. This often forces people to move. As such people owning and 
people renting often have different objectives when it comes to settlement upgrading. 
How people that rents relate to and are affected by community mobilization and settle-
ment upgrading initiatives continues to be a research gap in Malawi. If initiatives are to 
reach also the poorest in the communities this needs to be addressed.  

Nonetheless, the community representatives in Nancholi Chiimire have achieved some 

concrete outcomes by negotiating with service providers and the City Council. They have 

realized development priorities as access to water, toilets, and some infrastructure. 

While Ward and Community Development Committees are expected to fill some of 

these functions now after the election, they can build on some of the experience gained 

through this process.  

The reopening of the Community Development Office at the Blantyre City Council is also 

a welcome initiative. The officers have been engaging with the Nancholi Chiimire com-

munity throughout the process. However, the test of this office will be on how they are 

able to get relevant departments at the Council to respond to the issues raised by com-

munity representatives.   

“Most of the people that were interviewed said they would not participate in 
upgrading their homes and surroundings because they stay in rented hous-
es. As such they believe it is the responsibility of the owner of the house or 
plot to maintain and improve the living conditions in their places (Khomba 
2014:37).”  
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