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Communities  
becoming resilient

The ECRP DISCOVER programme 
is promoting interventions that 
help families to develop coping 
mechanisms, at a time when many 
people are experiencing a decline 
in food reserves from their own 
production. 

Those who have received livestock 
have been able to sell animals to buy 
food. Some are using income from 

the sale of cookstoves or other businesses to buy food. 
Those who received seeds and planting materials have 
harvested their crops. This has brought hope and will help 
people last a few months before the next rain-fed harvest.

DISCOVER has also conducted a study which has 
measured the resilience of beneficiaries five years after 
the programme began. The study revealed that most 
communities are now at level four out of five in terms of 
building resilience, which means they know their risks 
and have capacity to take action. It demonstrates that 
our interventions have addressed major aspects of the 
problem and are linked to a coherent long-term strategy  
of resilience building. 

Cover photo: The introduction, through ECRP, of village savings and loans groups, where villagers start their own small bank, lending to members 
with interest, has meant people can save to mitigate the impact of tough times, while planning for a future full of possibilities: improving their 
homes, buying essentials, or investing in new business ideas. Women, in particular, have embraced the initiative. ECRP/Nicky Milne.

About ECRP and DISCOVER
Christian Aid and Concern Universal is each leading a 
consortium for the Enhancing Community Resilience 
Programme (ECRP) – a six-year initiative, with an 
extension of one year, to improve food security, reduce 
vulnerability and strengthen resilience. It has a reach of 
600,000 people directly, and up to 1.6 million altogether, 
in 11 districts of Malawi prone to natural disasters and 
climatic hazards. 

Running until 2017, the programmes, known 
respectively as ECRP-Christian Aid and DISCOVER, 
work with local partners to deliver a range of support. 
This includes early-warning systems and disaster 
risk management, village savings and loans groups, 
conservation agriculture, small-scale irrigation,  

post-harvest management, agro-forestry, livestock, 
seed banks, and low-carbon technologies such as fuel-
efficient cookstoves and solar lights. 

ECRP has received funding, totalling more than £21m 
over six years, from UK aid from the UK Government, 
Irish Aid and the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

The goal of ECRP is to eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger, and increase vulnerable communities’ resilience 
to shocks such as floods. We aim to help people to earn 
a living in a sustainable, profitable way, incorporating 
natural resource management and risk reduction and 
increasing their ability to adapt, as well as to have a 
voice in decisions affecting them.

Achievements  
and tears

The past five months have seen ups 
and downs for ECRP-Christian Aid. 
We have achieved a lot amid our 
tears. 

Frequent disasters and related 
humanitarian situations have had an 
impact on our progress, but there 
have still been a lot of achievements. 
During these testing times, we 
have learned to integrate our 

efforts to ensure resilience building, working with young 
people to increase knowledge about the links between 
climate change, disaster risk management and ECRP 
interventions. 

We do know that ECRP beneficiaries are faring better 
than those not reached by the programme. Our work with 
traditionally marginalised groups of people, especially 
people with disabilities, has shown progress. 

Since the last bulletin in May, solar powered irrigation has 
been a big milestone for communities who would otherwise 
never participate in irrigation. We are very proud of the 67 
hectares of irrigation schemes powered by solar. 

Amid all this, we mourn our dear colleagues, William 
Phinda and Chikondi Chikalimba, who sadly died. We 
have no better words than that we are grateful for the time 
we spent with William and Chikondi, and their unique and 
awesome contribution to ECRP. We greatly miss you dear 
colleagues. May you rest in peace.

Sophie Makoloma 
ECRP-Christian Aid, Chief of Party

Esther Mweso
DISCOVER Programme Manager



Women’s empowerment is a slow and incremental process, 
in which village savings and loans (VSL) schemes can play 
a crucial role. 

To help understand the impact of gender relations on VSL 
interventions, and vice versa, Christian Aid commissioned 
a gender and power analysis of VSL. The study consists 
of a literature review and primary qualitative research with 
330 people (191 women and 139 men) in five districts 
– Kasungu, Mwanza, Mulanje, Nsanje, and Machinga – 
where ECRP operates. 

The research – carried out by Malawi-based environmental 
and development consulting firm C12 Consultants – 

confirmed that VSL groups have had an extremely positive 
effect on women in all districts. They have enabled 
members to save for essentials such as school fees, 
livestock, food and clothes. Some women have taken out 
loans to invest in assets to increase earnings, for example, 
solar chargers or motorbikes.

Women have a greater sense of financial independence 
and have started to think in a more long-term way, move 
into public spaces, and develop leadership skills. 

And women feel a sense of community within VSL groups 
that supports them in moving away from traditional 
gender norms and expectations. VSLs creates a space 
for status change. 

Yet although women make up the majority of VSL 
members, they still have little power to make decisions 
about their family’s livelihood and future. Husbands’ 
jealousy is cited as a significant barrier to VSL participation. 
Women are expected to put their domestic responsibilities 
first, with their business seen as a ‘side thing’.

VSLs’ ability to effect transformational change within 
communities is limited by the depth to which inequalities  
are entrenched.  

The report recommends that VSLs should be paired with 
specific interventions that directly address the prescriptive 
gender roles and unequal power dynamics that exist in 
communities.  

By reinforcing women’s private sphere responsibilities, their 
financial autonomy, and sense of self, and by supporting 
women to develop in the public sphere as leaders and 
businesswomen, VSLs provide a starting point for 
transformation.  

• To read the full study, visit bit.ly/2gxBIDH 

Lucy Nachakale, a mother of three from Mbelemuno village, 
GVH Ng’omba, has seen positive changes in her life thanks 
to participation in ECRP. Her newfound financial security 
enables her to plan for the future.

In 2013, Lucy was making doughnuts but only earned 
enough money to feed her family. Her husband was in 
South Africa and his support was inconsistent.

After hearing about ECRP at a community meeting, 
Lucy got involved in a number of interventions, including 
conservation agriculture, which has helped her to achieve a 
good harvest, despite erratic rains. 

She also produces and sells fuel-efficient cookstoves, 
known as chitetezo mbaula. Lucy makes MK1,000 for each 
stove she sells, and with the profits from selling 40 stoves, 
she has bought herself a bicycle and a phone. She also 
saves some of her profits with her local VSL group.

Lucy also benefited from a goat subsidy scheme, piloted by 
ECRP partner CARD. She bought two goats for MK7,000 

each. The goats produce manure, which she uses on her 
plot, and one has already had a kid.

Lucy now plans to work with her community group to 
expand the market for her cookstoves.

VSL creates space for change

Cookstoves bring financial security

With profits from selling cookstoves, Lucy has bought  
herself a bicycle.

VSL groups have enabled members to save for essentials.



4

‘I am in a new world of possibilities. 
Having my own maize in October is like 
a dream!’ says Maria Moveni, who has 
produced a bumper harvest thanks to a 
new solar-powered irrigation scheme in 
Vimvi, Chikwawa district.

The ECRP scheme, launched in June 
2016 in collaboration with the Ministry 
of Natural Resources, Energy and 
Mining and the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Irrigation and Water Development, 
aims to improve the resilience of 
communities in places where frequent 
dry spells cause food insecurity.

A 10kw submersible pump, powered 
by solar panels, taps previously 

inaccessible underground water 
resources for the scheme.

It is already proving a success. The 
10-hectare scheme is benefiting 97 
families, and participating members 
have harvested their first crop; the 
second will be harvested between 
January and March 2017. 

Maria says: ‘My husband and I have 
experienced tough life for a long 
period of time. We did not have access 
to dambo [irrigated] land for winter 
cropping. During the rainy season we 
used to cultivate cotton, sorghum and 
maize. The yield was not all that good 
due to the frequent dry spells and 

floods that haunt this community. My 
family depended on selling firewood.’

This year, Maria harvested 10kg of 
beans and around 250kgs of maize 
which will last her family four months. 

Information is power – and 
DISCOVER is empowering 
communities with timely information 
about weather and climate projections. 

In Salima, where communities living 
alongside rivers are prone to floods, 
DISCOVER, working with Italian NGO 
COOPI and Salima District Council, 
has invested in early warning systems, 
using equipment such as river and 

rain gauges to help alert communities 
to impending disasters. 

An information centre has been 
established as a resource for 
communities. The centre will monitor 
information from the river gauge 
stations DISCOVER has established. 

As well as weather alerts, Village 
Civil Protection Committee (VCPC) 
members and farmers can access 

useful information at the centre, 
including advice on preparation for the 
growing season, publications from the 
Meteorological Department and other 
climate-related documents, in both 
Chichewa and English. 

Meanwhile, in Karonga, DISCOVER, 
through programme partner Self Help 
Africa, is strengthening community-
based early warning systems via the 
installation of rain and river gauges. 
So far, the project has installed 17 rain 
gauges in the district. 

VCPC members and teachers (for 
school rain gauges) take readings 
from the gauges. During the rainy 
season, readings are recorded and 
shared with communities and the 
Meteorological Department – and 
rainfall exceeding 50mm within 30 
minutes triggers an early warning for 
impending floods. 

Investing in early warning systems

A new world of possibilities, 
thanks to solar power

A team works to install a rain gauge at Mlare secondary school, Karonga district.

The solar-powered irrigation scheme in 
Vimvi is benefiting 97 families.

‘We are very grateful to 
the DISCOVER project for 
strengthening community-
based early warning 
systems in Karonga’
Mr Phiri, Meteorological Department
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To enhance knowledge sharing among partners and 
communities, the Centre for Environmental Policy and 
Advocacy (CEPA) organised an exchange visit between 
communities in Machinga, reached by ECRP-Christian Aid, 
and communities in Karonga targeted by DISCOVER. 

Local chiefs and members of Area Development and 
Civil Protection Committees from Machinga, Chikweu 
and Ngokwe, visited Mwirang’ombe and Mwakaboko in 
Karonga, where they saw how communities are developing 
and implementing by-laws for conservation agriculture and 
livestock production. 

Securing legal protection for farming has been a challenge 
for most communities in Malawi. Yet DISCOVER 
communities, led by chiefs, have successfully enforced 
local laws. Cases of livestock encroachment into the 
conservation agriculture fields have been minimised, and 
mice poachers have been punished when found burning 
matches in fields. 

The Machinga communities will now work to develop by-
laws, using the lessons they learned from the DISCOVER 
communities.  

Enock Henry has only one arm but is determined that this 
should not stop him providing for his family of four.

Enock takes part in a number of ECRP interventions, 
including conservation agriculture, small-scale irrigation and 
agro-forestry, and he is a member of the local VSL group.

Enock says: ‘In the first place, I thought I could not do 
anything with my single right hand.’ But between April and 
July 2016 he made some MK56,000 from selling vegetables. 
He was able to buy five bags of maize, supplementing the 
yield from his own irrigated plot. 

‘Ever since I started working on this scheme in 2015, I have 
never slept on an empty stomach – not  because I have 
received alms from my neighbours or well-wishers, but 
because I have toiled in my own field.’

However, he has a problem with thieves, and has to spend 
most of the time, including during the night, in the fields 
guarding his crops.

Enock Henry stands proudly in his plot.

Investing in early warning systems Exchange visit to share knowledge

Disability no barrier

Between April and September 2016, the 
Government of Malawi approved various 
policy instruments, including the National 
Climate Change Management Policy and 
new policies around forestry, agriculture 
and fisheries. 

This is good news as it indicates a 
commitment to addressing climate 
change-related issues and is expected to 
improve coordination of efforts.

ECRP had been advocating for speedy 
approval of the policy since it was 
initiated some five years ago. The 
consortium will continue to lobby for 
adoption of the National Meteorological 
and Energy Policy.

‘The government is 
committed to addressing 
climate change issues’  

National 
Climate Change 
Management 
Policy approved

Local chiefs from Machinga, Chikweu and Ngokwe went on the 
exchange visit to Karonga.
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Multiplying seeds in Chimphamba 

‘A lead farmer should  
lead by real example’

In Kasungu district, which is regularly 
affected by dry spells, the Catholic 
Development Commission in Malawi 
(CADECOM), through ECRP, is 
promoting drought-tolerant crops such 
as cassava.

And to make sure improved cassava 
varieties are shared with the whole 
community, they have organised 
community members into groups, to 
multiply cuttings and share seed for 
the following growing season. 

One of the groups, in Chimphamba, 
grew out of a VSL group set up in 2012. 
In January 2015, this group planted 
100 bundles of cassava cuttings 
on seven acres of communal land 
provided by the group village head.

Within 12 months, the cassava 
cuttings and tubers were ready to be 
shared among the 38 group members 
(29 women and 9 men), and with 
five other groups. The group also 
made MK1.5m from selling harvested 
cassava tubers.

Group member Miriam Banda says: ‘To 
us, the cassava cuttings were our only 
expectation. By making money, we take 
it as a bonus – in fact it’s a miracle.’

McLoyd Chiguduli used to worry about 
how he would raise and educate his six 
children. Thanks to training he received 
through ECRP, he is now confident and 
optimistic, and proud to share his new 
knowledge with others in his village.

‘I was a mere farmer with no 
knowledge of modern ways of farming, 
ways that are worth adopting in the 
face of climate change,’ he says. That 
changed in 2012, when CADECOM 
came to his village and introduced 
ECRP. ‘I was very happy to have seen 
a bright future for the rural primitive 
farmer as I was then,’ Chiguduli 
remembers.

Chiguduli was chosen as a lead farmer 
in the village, and in 2013, he received 

training in approaches including 
conservation agriculture, agro-forestry, 
post-harvest management, seed 
systems and irrigation. 

Inspired by examples cited during the 
training, he decided to start a banana 
plantation on 1.5 acres, which is now 
the main source of income for his 
household.

He also grew maize which made him a 
profit of MK75,000, which he invested 
in fertiliser, a pig, and building a better 
house for his family. And in 2014, he 
ventured into soya bean and groundnut 
farming, which made him MK81,000, 
with which he was able to send two 
of his children to school. He keeps 
livestock, including 10 pigs.

Chiguduli’s family now has enough 
food all year round. And he has 
MK120,000 in the bank, saved for iron 
sheets for his new house. 

Chimphamba seed multiplication group members at harvest time.

Sharing lessons on 
the national stage
This year, ECRP took part in 
World Environment Day and the 
13th National Agriculture Fair. 

The two events were 
opportunities to share 
experiences and lessons 
from interventions to enhance 
community resilience. 
Implementing partners 
demonstrated cash crops, made 
links with potential buyers, and 
sold products. 

The programme also shared 
success stories, showcased 
publications such as policy briefs, 
and published a supplement in 
the local newspaper. 

‘By making money, we 
take it as a bonus – in 
fact, it’s a miracle’
Miriam Banda, group member

‘I was very happy to have 
seen a bright future’  
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Preparing for dry spells
Dry spells in GVH Mmanga, 
Salima district, during the 
2015/2016 season, affected 
households headed by children 
and older people the worst.

Thanks to a community-managed 
grain storage system, they did not 
go hungry. Mmanga Village Civil 
Protection Committee had stored 
600kg of maize harvested from a 
one-acre community field, which 
was distributed to 20 households 
in May 2016. 

DISCOVER, through COOPI, 
is working to build local 
communities’ capacity to store 
grain, to help them prepare for 
climate change-related disasters. 

DISCOVER is working to build local communities’ capacity to store grain.

Participatory 
scenario planning 
training
Stakeholders from a wide 
range of government and non-
governmental organisations have 
taken part in a training event on 
participatory scenario planning 
(PSP).

PSP is a tool for translating 
climate forecasts into messages 
that relate to local knowledge and 
experience and are useful for 
decision making and planning. 
It integrates both scientific and 
indigenous knowledge. 

The training, delivered by CEPA 
and others, gave stakeholders 
the skills to implement PSP in 
their own programmes and to 
train others. 

‘Thanks to a grain 
storage system people 
did not go hungry’ 

Fraction Yakobe was interested in ERCP 
and got involved in irrigation farming.

Young role model

In Chikwawa, where communities are 
still recovering from heavy flooding 
in 2014-15, dry spells caused by El 
Niño, particularly in the 2016 farming 
season, have led to more than 90% 
of the population going hungry. This 
exacerbated the humanitarian crisis in 
Chikwawa. 

Through the Evangelical Association 
of Malawi (EAM), ECRP has been 
working with young people on various 
interventions that build their capacity 
to adapt to and mitigate the likely 

effects of climate change in their 
communities. 

Fraction Yakobe is one of the young 
people who has been taking part. 

Having seen that the effects in his own 
family, who were experiencing hunger 
every year, Fraction was immediately 
interested when ECRP started 
working in his area. He got involved 
with irrigation farming and found 
himself a plot to cultivate. 

‘Despite my age I didn’t see myself 
as a kid, depending on my parents for 
food,’ he said. 

Fraction was given a treadle pump and 
seed, and put these to good use. He 
had a huge maize harvest and was 
able to feed his family and sell the 
excess. With the profits, he has built 
a modern house with an iron roof and 
bought two cows – and he has stored 
12 50kg bags of maize for sale when 
maize becomes scarce.

Despite his age, Fraction has become 
a role model in his community.
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Mary Yohane, from Tuzani village in 
Salima district, has enjoyed many 
positive changes since she took up 
honey production.

Before getting involved in the 
DISCOVER programme, Mary was 
a cotton farmer, but low yields and  
prices meant she struggled.

In 2013, she joined a DISCOVER bee 
production group, which now has 31 
members (18 women and 13 men). The 
group was trained in the management 
and care of bees, beehive production, 
honey production and marketing. Mary 
was also supported with the honey-
harvesting kit as well as a toolkit for 
beehive production. 

‘It was very hard at first, I kept thinking 
this is a man’s job, but now am very 
good at it thanks to DISCOVER,’  
she says.

Mary started her enterprise with two 
hives and now has 15. She harvests an 
average of 50kg of honey every three 
months, which she sells for MK1,000 
per kg. She uses the proceeds to pay 
for her children’s school fees and to 
buy farming inputs, household needs 
and building materials. 

‘So far I have accumulated MK200,000 
from honey sales,’ she says.

Mary now plans to grow her business 
and build a better house. She also 
encourages other women to get 
actively involved in new ways of making 
an income. 

Bees mean business

Mary Yohane inspects one of her beehives.


