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This  study is the seventh in a series of short case studies conducted in 2013/2014 

as part of a research collaboration between the Centre for Community Organiza-

tion and Development (CCODE), the Federation of the Rural and Urban Poor, The 

Research Institute (TRI), 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 aim to explore planning in a wider gov-

ernance context.  

This specific case study from Lilongwe focuses on the Informal Settlement Upgrad-

ing Programme (ISUP).  While ISUP was the main project dealing with informal 

settlements under the Lilongwe City Development Strategy umbrella, it faced ma-

jor challenges. The project was only partially implemented and was stopped in 

June 2013, two years before the planned end-date. The project was never evaluat-

ed, and with the closing of the project`s Informal Settlement Upgrading Unit at the 

City Council there were few opportunities to reflect on lessons to be learned. This 

study will attempt to summarize some lessons based on project documents, obser-

vations, and interviews conducted with several of the key actors in 2013. While the 

study will not be able to capture all aspects of the process we hope it can stimulate 

some discussion and reflection that can help when planning future slum upgrading 

processes.    

 

PURPOSE 

The ISUP was meant to represent a paradigm 
shift for Lilongwe City Council from a prescrip-
tive top-down approach to planning and de-
velopment to a more inclusive and communi-
ty-driven approach in transforming the city  

(Lilongwe City Assembly, 2011).   



 3 

In 2007 the city of Lilongwe decided to start developing a City Development Strate-

gy (CDS) with the aim to provide a strategic direction for the city’s development. 

The process started out with a capacity assessment conducted as part of a mentor-

ing partnership with the South African city of Johannesburg. The CDS itself was fi-

nalized and launched by the Lilongwe City Council in 2010. This CDS is the first to 

be developed in Malawi and includes long term visioning and goal setting as well as 

short term actions and interventions. The CDS process won an award from UN Hab-

itat Malawi in 2011 and was rewarded the international Guangzhou award on ur-

ban innovation in 2012 for effective urban management and partnerships.  

 

Left: Photo from Lilongwe City Centre     Right: Lilongwe City Council representative  accepting the 
Guangzhou award. 

 

The CDS concluded that approximately 76% of Lilongwe`s population live in in-

formal settlements and/or sub standard housing. It therefore suggested to estab-

lish an informal settlement unit at the City Council. Another important activity 

was to ”develop a mechanism by which community participation processes influ-

ences policy-making, resource allocation, planning and administrative ac-

tion” (Lilongwe CDS: 127). One of the initiatives that was emphasized was there-

fore the Informal Settlement Upgrading Programme funded by the Bill and Me-

linda Gates Foundation. This programme is listed as a direct outcome of the City 

Development Strategy process (ISSUU 2013) to specifically address goals under 

the Land and Shelter theme.    

LILONGWE CDS 
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The Informal Settlement Upgrading Project (ISUP) was based on a 2,5 million USD grant  
from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. The aim of the project was “to improve 
the livelihood of the vulnerable and marginalized sector of the population that lives in 
informal settlements within the city of Lilongwe” (ISUP proposal 2010). The project was  
led by the Lilongwe City Council (LCC) and implemented by various partners as the Cen-
tre for Community Organization and Development (CCODE), Water Aid, and Comitato 
Internazionale per lo Sviluppo dei Popoli (CISP).  At the national level the Ministry of 
Lands Housing and Urban Development and Ministry of Local Government and Rural 
Development was to be involved throughout the project.  

Water Aid was the implementing partner focusing on access to water, CISP on women 

entrepeneurship, and CCODE on general slum upgrading. The specific activities of the 

project are outlined in the table below:  

 

 

Objective Activity 

Ensure full community participa-

tion, ownership and sustainability 

of the project 

 Community mobilization 

 Informal Settlement profiling and enumera-

tions 

Ensure availability of technical 

infromation for proper project 

planning, designing, and imple-

mentation 

 Establish an informal settlement unit 

 Informal settlement profiling and enumera-

tions 

 Participatory community planning meetings 

 Undertake resettlement of affected communi-

ties 

Ensure the provision of tenure 

security and basic services in both 

new and existing areas 

 Bring interventions; accessible roads, portable 

water, sanitation facilities, tenure security etc.  

Ensure the availability of Stan-

dards and guidelines for managing 

informal settlements 

 Draft and develop standards and guidelines 

on the management and control of all infor-

mal settlements in the city 

ISUP 
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The project was to be implemented in three phases and was originally planned to be a 

citywide process targeting all the informal settlements in Lilongwe. However, when real-

izing that this would require much more resources than was available, the project was 

scaled down to the two settlements of Chinsapo and Mtandire. The hope was that les-

sons from these two settlements could be used to scale up the approach at a later stage. 

As was mentioned in the introduction, the project faced several challenges and was end-

ed in June 2013, two years before the planned end-date. The next sections will attempt 

to explore some of the reasons for this. They will mainly be structured around five 

themes: Governance, communication, coordination, capacity and resources.  

OPERATIONALIZATION 

Chinsapo settlement, Photo: Hilde Refstie  



 6 

 

 

The overall objective of the project was to “sustainably improve the quality of life of the 
informal settlement dwellers by leveling out the challenges that hamper timely delivery 
of quality services, through a participatory and community centered process. (Lilongwe 
City Assembly 2001:3).” To do this the project set out to build a partnership between 
community networks, NGOs, the Local Government, and other stakeholders.  

As part of the ISUP a much needed Informal Settlement Unit (ISU) was set up at the Li-

longwe City Council (LCC) in 2011. The  LCC administration was to manage the project 

and this was therefore the logical place for the unit. However, the City Council is bound 

by slow and tedious bureaucratic procedures, something that was reported to have de-

layed the project significantly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also, while the unit was envisioned to become institutionalized as a focal point for infor-

mal settlement upgrading in Lilongwe, it was never fully integrated in the city planning 

department. The unit had its own staff and focused solely on the project. The ISUP staff 

also collected higher salaries than their colleagues in the City Council, something that 

created tensions and further divisions between the units. The result was  several chal-

lenges with coordination which was experienced as problematic both by the unit and 

the CC administration.  

While the Informal Settlement Unit struggled with coordinating the various partners of 

the project, this type of meeting point to connect with the Council was much appreciat-

ed by the organizations and community representatives interviewed. It was therefore 

disappointing when the unit was dissolved together with the project instead of being 

institutionalized as an informal settlement unit for the city. Lilongwe City Council now 

no longer have any dedicated unit dealing with informal settlements where community 

members can connect with the Council in a systematic way.  

 

 

GOVERNANCE 

 

Generally I would say the biggest challenge has been the bu-

reaucratic systems of the City Council. Delays in with the City 

Council have delayed the project.  

(Interview City Council officer 09.04.2013) 
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Communication and information sharing was a challenge in the project already from the 

beginning. For example, loans for housing was the main issue prioritized by the commu-

nities. CCODE therefore planned to use the funds accordingly and mobilized people to 

come up with the necessary deposits for housing loans. While the donors had suggest-

ed some areas of joint interests which focused more on infrastructure and service deliv-

ery, they had also emphasized that interventions should follow community prioritiza-

tion. It was therefore surprising for the partners when they were informed by the B&M 

Gates Foundation that ISUP would not fund development interventions benefitting indi-

viduals, only initiatives serving the community as a whole. This reflects some of the 

communication issues between the partners. Since the community representatives had 

already started engaging on housing, the project was set up for a rocky start. However, 

the community representatives in Chinsapo and Mtandire adapted their approach and 

started out with a more thorough information gathering exercise that was to lay the ba-

sis for identifying interventions.  

Some of the projects identified and prioritized by the community groups were bridges, 

schools and health clinics. However, this was also not accepted by the donors. They saw 

the projects as risky and not sustainable as there were no guarantees that maintenance 

costs and salaries would be covered beyond the five-year frame of the project. While 

this is responsible behavior on behalf of the donors, the narrow application of the funds 

should have been very clear from the outset. Instead the project was framed and under-

stood as following the needs and priorities made by the community groups.  

 

COMMUNICATION 

Building ISUP Water kiosks in Chinsapo, Photo: Hilde Refstie  
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Communication was a challenge also at the city and community level. In Chinsapo for 
example, the Informal Settlement Network created by the project had decided on up-
grading the market. However, when the construction started, the vendors at the mar-
ket, who had previously agreed to move, demanded compensation for temporarily los-
ing their stalls. The City Council refused to pay and blamed the NGOs and the urban 
poor networks for not having sorted this out in advance. The result was that construc-
tion stopped completely.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This situation created some dismay on the part of the City Council administration who 
questioned the way CCODE and the Federation had organized the community mobiliza-
tion. CCODE and the Federation on their end argued that they had agreed with the com-
munity leaders who had talked to the vendors. However, when the CC administration 
came in to work on the construction the vendors changed their minds as they saw the 
City Council as a Government entity that should provide compensations. Issues like this 
contributed to weakening the relationship between the CC administration and the other 
partners in the ISUP.    

COMMUNICATION 

 

“In Chinsapo we had agreed on no compensa-
tion for the market so now we are stuck.”  

(Interview Local Government official 09.05.2013) 

Chinsapo project. Photo: Nevas Chirwa CCODE  
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The project started out with a major mapping and enumeration exercise. This approach 

is inspired by the work of Slum Dwellers International, a global network of slum dwell-

ers which the Federation and CCODE is affiliated to. Mapping, enumeration, and infor-

mation gathering are in this approach used not only to gather data to be used as a basis 

for identifying needs, but also to mobilize communities.  

While the settlement profiles, mappings and enumerations proved useful in mobilizing 

the communities, the survey process was very time consuming and faced several chal-

lenges. One was the accuracy of the data collected. Sometimes the questionnaires were 

not filled in correctly. Another delay was to get the questionnaires printed and adminis-

tered. The whole process ended up taking almost one year, and by that time the infor-

mation had still not been entered into a database. While the idea behind the survey was 

good, both in terms of community mobilization and information gathering, the process 

took too long and the information was not ready in time to be used as a basis for plan-

ning. The slow progress frustrated the partners and was a contributing factor to the pro-

ject being ended earlier than the planned end date.     

Other partners like Water Aid was also waiting for the enumeration and survey exercise 

to be finalized so they could use it as a basis for constructing water kiosks. However, 

when realizing it would take too long it was agreed for them to start implementing their 

portion of the project with their implementing partner Circle for Integrated Community 

Development (CICOD). 

COORDINATION 

Drawing up measures for roads and drains project Mtandire. Photo: Hilde Refstie 
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After the donors decided to end the project, CCODE, the Federation of the Rural and Ur-
ban Poor, and students from Mzuzu and Polytechnic University worked intensively to 
design and cost the small projects identified by the communities in the two settlements. 
Since the ISUP was the first project of this type in Lilongwe it was difficult to estimate 
many of the costs in advance. The projects turned out to be more expensive that first 
anticipated. It also became clear that it was never realistic to expect that the pro-
gramme  would be replicated in other settlements in Lilongwe or elsewhere without 
more external funding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CAPACITY AND RESOURCES 

Plan developed for Mtandire showing the proposed road layout. Source: CCODE 

Student presenting a suggested water kiosk layout to community members. Photo: Hilde Refstie  
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While the process became quite hectic, the partners  in Chinsapo and Mtandire ended 

up implementing a whole range of the proposed projects as roads, drains, footpaths 

and water kiosks in an impressive way.  While this shows that projects can be imple-

mented within a relatively short time period partners wished they had more time to 

reach out to the general community to build project ownership. One problem that came 

about was for example that people filled the drainage channels outside their houses to 

make a dirt path they could walk or bike over. When the rainy season set in this led to 

flooding in large parts of the settlement.    

CAPACITY AND RESOURCES 

Clogged drains in Chinsapo. Photo: Hilde Refstie  

How it was ”supposed” to be done: Small bridge that allows free circulation in the drains. Photo: Hilde 

Refstie  
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Many of the challenges with governance, communication and coordination can be 
attributed to the way ISUP was managed at the city and organization level, but there 
were also issues at the community level. The community leadership in the two settle-
ments insisted on being paid allowances and airtime for their participation in the pro-
ject. Some even threatened to sabotage the project if funds were not provided consist-
ently. While it  does not seem unreasonable that people are compensated for their 
time, the process became for some more about accessing individual funds than ensur-
ing the success of the project. Given that the NGO partners were dependent on the 
community leaders to get the project implemented within the tight timeframe it was 
difficult  to negotiate this with the community leadership. It also set a precedent that 
has made it difficult to mobilize people in other settlements without providing the same 
levels of allowances.  

 

 

While some of the problems faced in the ISUP could have been solved with better gov-
ernance, communication, and coordination, the challenges faced point to three root 
problems; the general lack of human and financial resources for slum upgrading, lack of 
political will, and divergent interests among stake holders.  

 

CAPACITY AND RESOURCES 

 

“It [mobilization] should start as if there is no mon-
ey, building on something that people have al-

ready owned”   
(Interview urban expert 13.03.2014) 

Building of drains in Chinsapo. Photo: Hilde Refstie  
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The lack of resources and divergent interests can be approached in two ways. One is to 

connect more with the formal systems of representation in an attempt to influence the 

general resource distribution in the country. While few funds exist for slum upgrading, 

some money is sitting with the Members of Parliament without reaching the communi-

ties. Another is to connect with the City Council planning units to work on issues of 

common interest that do not necessarily require much funding. Examples could be tech-

nical support to community initiatives, coordination of planning efforts, and adaptation 

of building and property regulations to the unplanned settlement context. A third ap-

proach is for communities to organize services and slum upgrading through self-

organization and community funds.  

Despite the challenges listed in this study CCODE and the Federation for the Rural and 
Urban Poor continue to be engaged with community groups in Chinsapo and Mtandire. 
With leadership structures in place and committees organized by clusters they should 
be better equipped to continue to work, at least with small-scale slum upgrading on 
their own. In this regards the programme have achieved some concrete longer term re-
sults. However, there are several lessons to be learned from the ISUP project.  

 

CAPACITY AND RESOURCES 

Measuring roads in Chinsapo.  Photo: Hilde Refstie 
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 Project concept notes and proposals need to be concrete on what exactly can be 

achieved under the projects. This also needs to be communicated clearly to all pro-

ject partners and community groups.  

 A tentative costing exercise should be conducted at the earliest opportunity to 

avoid unrealistic expectations about what the project will be able to achieve.  

 A risk and responses framework  should be included at the proposal stage to antici-

pate challenges that will come throughout the project.  

 Timelines needs to be realistic and anticipate the often slow and bureaucratic pro-

cedures of the City Councils and the time it takes to mobilize community groups. 

 NGOs and CBOs need to engage more critically with community representatives 

and leadership to ensure transparency, accountability, and ownership to the pro-

ject.   

 The surveys of the settlements took too long and were not used as a planning tool. 

It might be an idea to keep the profiling, mapping, and enumeration, but reduce 

the survey to a sample survey.  

 It is not realistic to expect slum upgrading projects to spread to other communities 

and scale up without major influxes of funding. However,  how to maximize on ring 

effects and the momentum created by such initiatives should be part of a sustaina-

bility assessment early on.   

 Project units for slum upgrading projects  should be integrated within the City 

Council planning unit, and a contact unit for informal settlement work should be 

institutionalized.  

 While it is understandable that donors want to exert pressure on processes that 

are seen not to work, the solution is not to suddenly pull out. Such behavior de-

stroys trust amongst partners at many levels that takes ta long time to reconstruct.   

 Evaluating slum upgrading projects and disseminating the results is essential for 

learning. 

 

 

SOME LESSONS 
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 Interviews with community leaders and members in Chinsapo and Mtandire, the Fed-

eration of the Rural and Urban Poor, CCODE staff, Water Aid staff, Lilongwe City Coun-

cil officials, The ISUP programme management unit, as well as participatory observa-

tion in the final stages of the project and review of project documents.  

 Lilongwe City Council 2009: City Development Strategy -  A shared Future 2010-2015, 

Lilongwe  

 UCLG 2013: Mentoring Story: Lilongwe & Johannesburg experience 2008-2012    

http://policytransfer.metropolis.org/system/images/468/original/jb_lilongwestory.pdf   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This report was prepared by Hilde Refstie, Norwegian University of Technology  and Science 

(NTNU) and Wonderful Hunga at The Research Institute (TRI).  
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