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This case study is the fifth 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 of the Rural and Urban Poor, 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 prac-
tices on participatory urban planning and informal settlement upgrading in Malawi. 
The studies emphasize lessons learned and aims to explore planning in a wider gov-
ernance context.  

This specific case study from Mzuzu focuses on the Participatory Slum Upgrading 

Programme (PSUP) facilitated by UN Habitat, and the collaboration between Mzuzu 

University, CCODE, the Federation of the Rural and Urban Poor, Slum Dwellers Inter-

national and settlement representatives in a studio planning exercise in Salis-

buryline Mzuzu.    

 

PARTICIPATORY SLUM UPGRADING AND STUDIO 

PLANNING IN SALISBURYLINE 

Photo: Studio planning meeting walk Salisburyline May 2014 Source: Hilde Refstie 
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Mzuzu is the fastest growing city in Malawi with an estimated population of 210 000 

making it the third largest urban centre in Malawi (UNDESA 2011). The city is the hub 

for government administration, industry and commerce in the northern region. Over 60 

percent of the people in Mzuzu live in unplanned settlements (UN Habitat 2012). The 

City Council owns most of this land which is mainly classified as Traditional Housing Are-

as. Mzuzu have twelve unplanned settlements and one of them is Salisburyline, the fo-

cus for this case (Mzuzu University 2012).  

 

 

MZUZU 
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PARTICIPATORY SLUM UPGRADING 

PROGRAMME (PSUP) 

 

In 2008 UN Habitat launched their global Participatory Slum Upgrading Programme. 

The programme aims to improve the living conditions in towns and cities and thereby 

contribute to Milennium Goal 7, Target 11; to improving the lives of at least 100 million 

slum dwellers by the year 2020. The programme is currently being implemented in 34 

countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific Group of States. One of these coun-

tries is Malawi where project activities started in 2010.  

In Mzuzu the profile covered themes as Governance and Financial Management, Local 

Economic Development, Environment, Land, Shelter and Slums, Gender and HIV/AIDS, 

and Basic Urban Services. The profile also proposed projects under each theme.   

For the next phase of the PSUP Mzuzu was selected as the pilot city and Salisburyline 

as the pilot settlement for the programme. The objective was to use this pilot as a 

learning experience that could guide the implementation of the PSUP in the other 

settlements and cities.  

 

The PSUP consists of three phases. The 

first phase is a rapid participatory urban 

profiling at both national and city level. 

The profile explores various themes and 

proposes interventions in different are-

as. This is developed further in the sec-

ond phase with detailed proposals. The 

final phase of the project is implemen-

tation of the prioritized project pro-

posals.  

In Malawi the PSUP was launched with 

support from the Government of Mala-

wi (GoM) in 2010. During the first phase 

urban profiles were developed for the 

four major cities in Malawi; Lilongwe, 

Blantyre, Mzuzu and Zomba.  
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Salisburyline is named after the first people settling there in 1955, who came back from 

Zimbabwe. The area consists of shallow wetland and marshes and is consequently wa-

terlogged. Mzuzu City Council therefore declared the area uninhabitable and advised 

against further settlement. However, Salisburyline has continued to grow and is now 

one of the largest informal settlements in Mzuzu. While exact data is not available the 

settlement is estimated to host around 8500 people. Salisburyline is an interesting 

settlement in many regards. Over 44,5 percent of the population are employed in the 

formal sector and have access to permanent sources of income. In contrast to many 

other informal settlements in Malawi only 15,6 percent of the residents in Salisburyline 

therefore rent their houses. The rest, while not necessarily having official titles, own 

their residences (Mzuzu University 2013). This makes it an interesting case for slum up-

grading as most of the households would benefit directly from interventions.  

 

 

 

 

 

SALISBURYLINE 

Photo: Satellite image of Salisburyline (indicated in red, studio planning cluster in yellow). 

Source: SDI-AAPS 2012 
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Given its location on a waterlogged marshy area, the biggest challenge for residents liv-

ing in Salisburyline has been flooding. The community has recently dug some drains 

within the settlement to address this. 

While the digging of drains has improved the area, it is still vulnerable to flooding when 

the weather is extreme, or when drains are clogged by garbage. Mzuzu City Council 

does not provide waste collection services as the settlement is regarded as informal. 

Furthermore, many toilets dispose of waste directly into the drains which increases the 

risk of diseases such as cholera and dysentery. Contamination from pit latrines and oth-

er pollutants is also assumed to affect the quality of water for drinking and household 

use. Rains and periodic flooding also affects the roads and footpaths in the settlement 

making mobility an issue.  

While almost half of the population has water taps at their houses, only three out of 

seven communal water kiosks were working at the time of the situational analysis of 

Salisburyline (Mzuzu University 2013). Access to affordable  clean water is therefore a 

challenge for many. 

 

 

CHALLENGES IN SALISBURYLINE 

Photo: Drain in Salisburyline.   Source: Hilde Refstie 
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Since Salisburyline had been selected for slum upgrading under the PSUP, Slum Dwell-

ers International (SDI) and the Association of African Planning Schools (AAPS) decided 

to include Salisburyline as one of the areas under their collaboration on planning studi-

os.  

SDI and AAPS have facilitated planning studio exercises in several parts of the world 

working with communities in an effort to close the gap between planning education 

and practice.  CCODE being the support NGO for the Malawian Federation of the Rural 

and Urban Poor worked with Federation and other community leaders in Salisburyline 

to mobilize the community for the exercise. Mzuzu University was AAPS’ implementing 

partner and engaged lecturers and planning students. By linking the planning studio to 

the PSUP the partners aimed to avoid some of the critique against planning exercises 

for spending community members’ time and raising unrealistic expectations of project 

implementation.    

 

CONNECTING PEOPLE WITH PLANNERS 

Photo: Students and community representatives on settlement walk.    Source: Hilde Refstie 



 8 

CCODE and the Federation had been engaging with Salisburyline since 2010. They had 

built the capacity of community leaders and facilitated demarcation of the area into 

eight clusters, each having their own cluster committee. Together with the existing com-

munity structures the committees were important contact points for the planning stu-

dents when the community planning studio was launched in July 2012.  

During the first meetings it was decided to pilot the process in two of the community 

clusters. The two clusters discussed challenges and prioritized areas for intervention. 

The students and community members were then split into teams focusing on Electrici-

ty and Water, Sanitation (toilets and solid waste disposal), Drainages (storm water and 

grey water channels), and Land Use and Circulation. They then started gathering infor-

mation to produce a profile of the settlements. (For more details on the process see 

MHPF et. al. (2012) and SDI-AAPS (2012).  

The next step was to map the settlement using digitized map sheets, printed satellite 

images, cameras and tape measures for data collection. At the end of this process the 

teams met with the rest of the community to discuss the issues and develop proposals 

for concrete projects.  

 

 

COMMUNITY PLANNING STUDIO 

Photo: Students and community members working on the maps. Source. CCODE 
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The process was described by the community representatives and the students alike as 

being very useful and enriching with both parties learning from each other. The collabo-

ration was therefore deemed successful in terms of facilitating a bottom-up planning 

process while at the same time providing a learning platform for all the partners. Salis-

buryline community representatives now had information, maps, and project proposals 

for two of their clusters. 

Overall it seems like the community planning studio for the two clusters had been quite 

successful. However, as pointed out in several studies on participatory urban planning 

in Malawi and elsewhere, the challenge is often to move from plans to action. This has 

unfortunately proved to be the issue also for Salisburyline.  

 

 

 

 

 

COMMUNITY PLANNING STUDIO 

Photo: Map over cluster in Salisburyline with suggested interventions.  Source: CCODE 
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In Malawi the project budget for the third phase of PSUP was to be one million Euro in 

total for all the four cities. The projects identified, prioritized and designed in the com-

munity planning studio in Salisburyline were supposed to be funded and implemented 

with parts of this budget.  

The European Union (EU) was to provide 750 000EUR through UN Habitat on the condi-

tion that the Malawian Government (GoM) would cover the last USD250 000. UN Habi-

tat and the GoM had assumed that funds under the Local Development Fund (LDF) and 

other transfers would count towards this commitment. However, when the EU made it 

clear that the commitment had to be in direct money, the process stopped. While it 

took some time, UN Habitat had (at the time of this study being written up) just secured 

a letter of commitment from the Government. However, it remains to be seen if the 

money comes through and if the process can be sped up so that  PSUP can conclude 

phase three. If not, communities are ‘left hanging’, having contributed time and re-

sources to the planning process without any concrete projects coming out of it. Not on-

ly have community representatives felt deceived by this process taking so long, having 

put their names and energy behind the project. It is also very difficult to proceed with 

any other forms of community resource mobilization in Salisburyline given that re-

sources had already been promised.  

While the community planning studio is being extended to other clusters in Salis-

buryline, it is challenging to mobilize community members and leaders to participate. 

They often demand allowances for participating in further work as they have not seen 

concrete results from the first phases. The lack of communication and information on 

the way forward with the larger PSUP has also been a contributing factor to frustration 

felt by community members.  

 

 

 

PLANNING FOR WHAT? 

There has been no implementation. Maybe if something 

was implemented people would do it without allowances.  

(Group discussion Salisburyline) 
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To avoid leaving the Salisburyline community hanging while waiting for the EU and Gov-

ernment money to come through, UN Habitat is now working to try to secure some 

money that can be pooled into a community upgrading fund. If this works out the com-

munity committees could apply with their projects to this fund. Furthermore, the plans 

for the two clusters have been submitted to the City Council for further development 

and approval. The hope is that some of the suggested interventions will be included in 

the city budget and implemented through the Local Development Fund through for ex-

ample the Public Works Programme. Some opening of drains and levelling of roads in 

Salisburyline have already been implemented under this programme.      

 

 

 

 

 

In the meantime CCODE and the Federation are working together with Mzuzu Universi-

ty to finalize maps and plans for the remaining 6 clusters with funding from Slum Dwell-

ers International.   

 

LEFT HANGING? 

Photo: Planning studio meeting May 2014. Source: Hilde Refstie 

“It is very disheartening to see things happening like this. Be-
cause what we want to see is the project implemented. We have 

a feeling still of eagerness, but it has been 3-4 years.”   

(Interview Community Leader Salisburyline) 
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If some resources come through either with the City Council, Government, UN Habitat, 

or other agencies it might make it easier for the community representatives to also con-

vince the community members to start working on some of the issues that can be 

solved by the community members themselves like waste collection, opening of drains, 

levelling of roads, forward thinking when allocating land and so on.  It is therefore cru-

cial that following the letter of commitment from the Government, the funds becomes 

available for implementation without more delay.  

However, a lesson that can be learnt from the PSUP and the related initiatives is to be a 

hundred percent sure in advance that the funds will come through on time. While the 

main objective of community studio planning is to build the capacity of the planners 

and the participants, it seems to be important to also manage expectations in these 

processes. If funding has not been a hundred percent secured it is better to as ex-

pressed by one of the urban planners to “plan as if there is no money”. That way the 

planning would be based on what is achievable within the existing capacities and re-

sources of the community.  

At the same time,  as shown in previous case studies in this series, community planning 

initiatives are often limited to rather small interventions. There are also few donors 

available that are interested in funding slum upgrading activities. Slum upgrading is not 

prioritized on the national agenda and many see it as too complex to engage with. For 

larger projects communities therefore need to actively engage with their City Councils 

to try to hold them accountable to their duties under the Local Government Act. This 

situates participatory planning in the larger context of governance and moves the dis-

cussion into issues as the capacity of City Councils and how they prioritize, distribute, 

and manage their resources. While the prospects for implementation of phase III of the 

PSUP as a whole is not fully clear at the moment it seems crucial now that at least some 

funding for implementation of projects in Salisburyline is secured. Either through the 

Local Government, who has now accepted the plan as its own, or through external fun-

ders.The planning process itself seems to have been a success both in terms of partici-

pation, learning, and the production of maps and designs for projects. If this can now 

be taken to the next stage Malawi could have an example of a slum upgrading process 

which followed participatory planning at the community level while at the same time 

educating the next generation of urban planners in community planning.  

 

THE WAY FORWARD 
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Interviews with Salisburyline community leaders and members, the Federation of the 

Rural and Urban Poor, CCODE staff, Mzuzu City Council officials, and Mzuzu University 

students and staff. 
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