First Malawi visit - some reflections 
Radha Adhikari
From June 9 till July 2, I spent 24 days in Lilongwe. I have acquainted myself with Malawian weather, geography, a little bit of national politics, culture, other issues such as refugee situation in Malawi and the Lake Malawi dispute with Tanzania, Malawi’s relationship with neighbouring countries; Mozambique, Zambia and Tanzania. I now feel that I have basic understanding of some of the Malawi’s socio-political issues and places. The main purpose of my visit was to establish contact with research stakeholders and local partner, hire Research Assistant, sort out research ethical clearance and gain research access.
When I first arrived in Lilongwe, I stayed in Kiboko Hotel for the first four nights then moved to Kumtsinje Primier Lodge in Area 47 for the last 20 nights. Kiboko Hotel is right in the heart of old town, and area 47 seems to be a newly built residential area in the northern outskirt of Malawi. During this time, I met with some key people at USAID, DfID, KCN (Mamuzu College of Nursing) staff members, had many valuable discussions with them around issues related to our research project and relevant socio-political issues.
My understanding / impression so far:
· Malawi became independent in July 1964 (fifty year this year), since then Malawi has been continuously receiving significant amount of international aid from diverse number of donors; bilateral and multi-lateral, including charities. Malawi appears to be very donor dependant on almost every sector in country’s development which is quite obvious if we just follow Malawian National news media. While I was in Malawi, almost every day there had been some sort of news about foreign aid towards health and other service sectors’ development.  
· I have found working in Malawi easy; people are friendly and very welcoming and accommodating. Everybody I met at KCN and other places were very easy going and helpful. Also, there is a very strong female leadership in Malawi. There are a number of highly educated, and high profile women in leadership positions: in cabinet, politics and women lead various NGOs and INGos. 
· Professional and political network in Malawi seems very close and strong, people in leadership positions seem to know each other and many seem to be friends and relatives with each other. 

· Despite the long history of Euro-American model of Foreign aid presence in the country, there seem to have had little impact in overall development in Malawi. Instead Chinese model appears to be a new /emerging model, and seems to be making rapid impact in infrastructure development - at least in and around Lilongwe. I make this remark based on my exposure around Lilongwe; I had a privilege to meet a senior government employee a few times who gave me a quick tour around Lilongwe: Old Town, City Centre and New Parliament, Capital Hill areas. Driving pass various localities with a number of senior officials, I have had some very engaging conversations with them. I also witnessed some major projects under construction and one of them was stadium in and around Lilongwe. My initial impression is this that the Chinese have undertaken some major infrastructure building works in Malawi, including the Malawian Parliament, Capital Hotel next to the Parliament and Bingu International Convention Centre, and many more. 
At least four senior government people informed me that during the Bingu Mutharika’s Government (until 2012 – before Joyce Banda, 2012-14) there were a few Taiwanese Government funded infrastructure development projects under construction up in the northern part of Malawi, Taiwanese were also building a hospital, and all was going well. In the middle of this all, the Mutharika Government got some deal with the Chinese Government. The Chinese said to the Malawian government that if Malawians want Chinese money they should kick out Taiwanese first. Eventually, Mutharika Government sent Taiwanese out and brought Chinese in the country. 
Soon after the Taiwanese were out, Chinese then started even bigger major construction works. They completed Malawian Parliament and Bingu International Convention Centre.  After Bindu Mutharika’s sudden death in 2012, Malawi had Joyce Banda’s leadership for two years. Things did not move in the same pace as before with Chinese. Since May 2014, Malawi has new government, which is lead by President Peter Butharika (Bingu’s younger brother). I was told that things Chinese were doing before are likely to pick up again. Chinese are also building massive hotels, supermarkets and shopping complexes. I was that Chinese do not do small things, but they will get involved in major tangible, infrastructure work such as road and major building construction. 
Also, there was the news on the Malawian television channel that the Chinese Government is supporting maternal health sector. On Saturday, 28th of June, the Nation’s Society section in page three, Malawi’s National daily reports that “Chinese govt hands over waiting home”. The news reads this way:

The Chinese Government has handed over a K30 million maternity waiting home constructed at Salima District Hospital. Receiving the 36 bed maternity waiting home, principal secretary for health, David Kandoje, said the government will continue its effort to attain most of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), especially on the reduction of Maternal and Infant mortality. “The maternity waiting homes are one important infrastructure that will assist in achievement of our goals of reducing maternal mortality and infant mortality,” said Kandoje. – Mana (news reporter) 
16/6/2014: 8am Kumtsinje Lodge
 During my Breakfast this morning, I had an opportunity to speak to a fellow guest in Kumtsinje Lodge. This guest said that he works for an INGO called ‘Win-rock International’ – which is an American INGOS working towards improving primary school education in Malawi. He is the field manager for this organisation, and his job involves going around different region in the country and exploring ways to improve primary school Teacher Pupil Ratio and education capacity building. He is going to be in Lilongwe until coming Friday. 
Also, informally I have been hearing about the schools in Malawi are in dreadful situation; teacher primary kid ratios are unacceptably high. I have also read that there are charities and international organisations working toward improving Teacher Pupil Ratio in the country. This fellow guest says that they are aiming to make teacher pupil ratio 1 to 60, which has been a serious struggle.  After the conversation I had with him, a question came to my mind which is “is there any initiative in Malawi which is not supported by international organisations?” I am aiming to explore this further.  
KCN: I spent quite a bit of time (10-5) in KCN today, working on COMREC application. Internet connection has not been great so it was not so easy to work. I have managed to respond to Alfred’s comments on COMREC application so it is almost ready now, at least from my side. I have clarified the budget section in UoE and UoM (University of Malawi) Collaboration Agreement document. Alfred said that he will look through this and send it off to ethical review board soon.

I had lunch with one of the staff members. She has been very helpful; she came to see me and offered me some hot water so I can have a cup of tea. She also took me to the students’ canteen, where all nursing students go for meals – lunch and dinner. Canteen is open only at the meal times, so food is not available all the time. Full meal costs only 500 MK (Malawian Kwacha), and the quality seems to be much better than the restaurant food.
After our lunch I had orientation around the KCN compound, which is massive. There are so many buildings with lecture theatres, meeting rooms, classrooms, research centres, administrative offices, students’ hostels, etc. Most of the buildings look quite smart. At the bottom of the massive ground, there is a clinic called Dr. Livingston Memorial Clinic, where general public as well as the KCN staff and students go for medical consultations. All looks well smart, compare to any clinic in Nepal. I have feeling that KCN is quite well off. I saw old part of KCN too. On the other side of the main road, which goes to Kamuzu Central Hospital, there is another very smart building, which is for paediatric in patient, apparently only for children affected by the HIV/ AIDS. There was a European looking young white man out in the street, inside the hospital compound children were in the swings playing happily. All look well resourced and maintained. 

Before I left KCN this evening, I emailed a few people including Miriam Lutz (USAID) and Andrew (Clinton health Access Initiatives) – mainly for initial contact and set up meetings etc. I received an automated message from Miriam’s inbox saying that she has left Malawi and moved to Dar e salaam. Which is interesting, health sector advisor from the USAID and DfID both organisations have left Malawi around the same time. These two organisations are two key partners for our study. However, I have received an email address of the person who is looking after the health sector in USAID.  
17/6/2014 Kumtsinje Premier Lodge, area 47, sector 4. 

8 am – Breakfast time again - staying in a place like this one can learn so much at the breakfast table. It looks like there were eight – nine guests stayed here last night, all men from Malawi and neighbouring countries and involved in some sort of business and consultancy works. The man who I had met yesterday at breakfast time was there too. Six others joined in later. Two Zimbabwean men said they came to do some consultancy works in Malawi - they advice business firms – also have provided consultancy services for the Global Fund. 
There were two other men; one with sore leg was walking around with crutches. I find it really hard to remember their names. One of them said that he is here attending Malawi Scotland Partnership (MaSP) group meeting, working under the Sustainable Development Strand – this comes under one of the four Scottish Government Funding Schemes. They have a meeting in KCN today, I requested if I could come, and he said fine, unfortunately their meeting is scheduled to start at 8.30, and I am not ready for then. I decided to join the meeting around 10 when I reach KCN. It will be a good opportunity for me to see some of the MaSP initiatives. 
I found it fascinating that, what we talk over the breakfast can be very valuable for our study. These guests this morning started talking about education and child labour, conversation moved on to who is funding whom and how it all works. As their conversation moved on, the man who works for the MaSP programme suggested that many people live in Blantyre but end up chasing / engaging with donors in Lilongwe. Most of the donors are based here. Also, quite understandably, when they travel, their costs are covered. They end up making some profit from their per diem while living in a better place such as Blantyre. I found such interaction at the breakfast table quite informative, adds further insight into my understanding of how foreign aid works in Malawian context.
KCN: MaSP meeting 10 - 13

As I planned this morning I attended MaSP (Malawi Scotland Partnership) meeting today. I learned that there are four different funding strands under the Scotland-Malawi Cooperation Agreement: they are Civic Governance and Society; Sustainable Economic Development; Health and Education. Apparently these meeting are held in every three months. The MaST quarterly strand meeting supposed to have started yesterday, as there were so few people it was rescheduled for coming Thursday. Today’s strand meeting was on “Sustainable Economic Development”. And there is one tomorrow on Health and next day on Education and Thursday on Civic Governance and Society. I have registered myself in the group so I will be attending tomorrow’s meeting on health. 
When I arrived in the meeting room in KCN building, it had already started. According to the agenda, one or two people had already presented their quarterly progress reports. Evidently, the Scottish Government has funded various initiatives under the Sustainable Economic Development Strand. The projects that were presented today were on, supporting and training farmer; water and climate justice in Malawi, developing agriculture and fish farming; Chance for Change, which was targeted to youth with troubled story (as the presenter phrased it) to provide them essential life skills, and some fund towards generating employment and become financially self reliant, etc. 

During the discussion session, some expressed concerns around finding market for their produce and branding goods. One person shared some information on Chinese fish farming initiatives in East African countries, they have introduced different type of fish there and he said they may not be suitable in Malawi.  

The meeting was chaired by someone from the Ministry of Finance. The person seemed very welcoming and charming, quite efficient and appreciated all the participants present and their input. There was also the MaSP coordinator present there. He said that he has been in the position only for four months, he gave some MaSP updates and he concluded the meeting. Other participants were those who were involved in various economic development projects. There was lunch afterwards, so I joined them for the lunch and left @ 2 pm. 

18/6/2014 - Kumtsinje Lodge

During breakfast this morning, I met this man, one of the fellow guests now I know his name Matthew, who has been around for a few days. When I entered in the room for my breakfast, Matthew was already half way through his breakfast. As usual, we exchanged our greetings and talked about work, he said that he has more field visits today, basically visiting primary schools and trying to work on improving Pupil Teacher Ratio in Malawian primary schools. He said that he will be in Lilongwe until coming Friday.

During our breakfast we briefly talked about the new President, as it has been very fresh news in the country and the current president called Prof. Peter Munthalika gave his first parliamentary speech yesterday. It was broadcast live on television and radio. I was listening to the car radio on the way to KCN yesterday morning, did not really understand much. I just wanted to know what Malawian felt about this election. But Matthew said that he does not know. The president is new and government still to be formed, “we Malawians are very accepting”. “We will forget the past quite quickly and accept anything. However, I do not expect much from him. Nothing will change here.” 
Then Matthew asked me if I knew other guests – there are few around for the past few days - as he had guessed that they were not Malawian, but foreigners. I said yes, they are Zimbabweans and they are here doing some business consultancies. Matthew told me that he guessed they were foreigner as they spoke English with different accent and do not understand Chichewa. I wanted to learn some basic Chichewa so I wrote down few words then getting ready to KCN for MaSP meeting that starts 9. 
While waiting for a vehicle to go to KCN this morning, I watched breakfast TV news in the guest house lounge. Internet has not been working this morning so I have not been able to check any messages. In between various headline news, there was an advert for development programme and how small aid can change people’s lives, in this case children’s lives. There were physically and intellectually challenged children and some white women teaching them horse riding skills, so they can learn to balance properly which can improve their daily life, etc. Amazing, I felt that there are so many ways to get foreign assistance.   

MaSP meeting: Health Strand KCN
This morning meeting started soon after 9, very much in time, in the same venue as yesterday and same manner, with very similar agenda. There were 15 people in the room, all sitting at a large joined-up square table. The representative from the Ministry of Health was the Strand Lead (for health), with the coordinator dealing with technical stuff, organising power point slides, taking meeting / discussion notes etc. 

Meeting started with a prayer, a member of the team volunteered to say grace to the god. The Health strand lead opened the meeting, with a brief introduction to MaST Health Strand; and structure of the day’s meeting. The strand lead requested project leaders/ representative to give a five minute presentation on their project, focusing specifically on what has been done in the past three months and what are the future plans and challenges programmes are facing. There were 7 presentations in total, all were very structured around progress.  

1. The first was one by the acting principal of Ekwendeni College of Health Science 

He started by handing out a brief introduction/ report of the college. The report is organised in the exact manner that was requested starting with the progress made in the past quarter, things to be done/ in the future and challenges they are facing. 
2. Sustainable rural midwifery module: this is a partnership project with University of Aberdeen and Dr. Anne phoya is the leader in Malawi side. The project supports Malawian government to train midwifes to work in rural areas. Monitoring and supervision is also included in the programme.  These Midwife cadres used to be called Community Midwife Technician but recently the title has been renamed as Community Midwife Assistant. The current project work included development of training Module/ curriculum, mentorship training, all jointly with the Scottish partners. They have purchased some bicycles for the community midwives so they can make home vcisits. 
Challenges: the programme is now facing with a number of challenges, they are: 

· Mentorship training related to expenses has been a major issue. Four-day mentorship training was planned recently. It was all ready and participants attended the training programme on first day, but because of financial disagreement between the trainer and trainee, the trainees abandoned the training on their second day so it was all cancelled. 

· Community people are complaining that these midwives are not friendly; issues such as local girls who are seen as younger daughter, with so little life experience are not accepted as midwives there, even though they were chosen by the community group themselves at the first place. This sounds familiar to me as young ANMs were not getting fully accepted by village women in rural Nepal in early 80s (Justice 1986). 

· Issues of witchcraft. Some parents were worried that these your daughters can get possessed by “those known witches” in the village. These young women in the village suddenly become modern and start earning and come with the modern midwifery skills. There is a bit of jealousy there and parents are fared that witches can cast spells on their daughters.
3. Malawi Obstretic Teaching and Training in Emergency (MOTTiE), this replaces PROMPT (designed by the University of Dundee team). This project is working in partnership with the Malawian Ministry of Health, have programme in Salima district with aim to scale up in some other regions. They are trying to collaborate with CHAM hospitals (Cham healthcare services are felt important partners as they provide services in rural areas) and the programme run by the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine.
The MOTTIE programme aims to prepare the whole team of personnel who are involved in providing Obstretic Emergency Care, which includes, Clinical Nurse Midwives, hospital guards and the drivers, lab staff, Obstritician anybody who plays a part in saving women’s lives. Project began in 2012 and has funding secured until 2015 and is a Scottish government funded programme. 

They had project monitoring and evaluation done recently. Mr Goddia who presented the project suggested that they had very encouraging result. Some of the positive impacts included improved quality of patient care and also maternal death due to Post Partum Haemorrhage has decreased in project areas - to more than half of pre-intervention period, with a significant improvement in maternal mortality and neonatal deaths.

Project Challenges:  Issues of per diem has been a major issue. High and unregulated per diem culture has made hard finding training participants, Participants expect more money and start attending programme where there is more money, getting people engaged in the training programme is a challenge, also, sometimes people go out for lunch during the lunch break and wondered off for too long. 
Mr Goddia mentioned that SSDI pays a handsome per diem, so participants will prefer to attend SSDI run programmes. He suggested to the representative from the MoH, that it is the time to standardise per diem at the national level, so all institutions and organisation follow the Ministry of Health guidelines.  

Key lesion for me is that: this is very interesting programme, as they prepare the whole team to deal with Obstretic emergency, not just a few people. This has been the case in Nepal and some other low-income countries. As one or two people from institutions (particularly in rural areas) get training opportunities, and when they go back to their work with a newly learned skill, they are not able to use any and make change, such training have very little impact.

Contact details for Mr. Goddia for further contact is: Cyril Goddia, Coordinator, Malawi Scotland Anaesthesia Project, “Malawi Obstretic Teaching and Training in Emergency (MOTTIE)” email: Cyril.goddia@gmail.com Mob phone contact: 0991430800

4. Cervical cancer Screening Programme, Kamuzu Central Hospital
This programme aims to screen at least 10% women who are eligible for cervical cancer screening in Central region. They did some statistical analysis, and found that there are large numbers of women who are eligible for cervical screening, but the facility is not able to deal with the demand. So they aimed to provide this facility for at least 10% women who are eligible for screening. Project activities include, preparing human resources to provide service, providing equipments and supplies and sensitisation programme to improve awareness around cervical cancer. 

Achievement: started only two years ago, they have so far trained 14 professionals to do cervical screening. They are still to train 10 more professionals as their target is to train at least 24 professionals over a three year period. Cervical screening programmes are based on the Government and CHAM facilities. Provision for basic equipment and supplies towards this service has been made. All information, screening techniques and the procedures, health education messages has been standardised. So all staff members involved in the programme speak the same language – meaning gives the same health education message, there is no conflicting of any information. Their training sessions are two hour long.
In the past eight months, 3200 women have been screened, and over 170 women have been treated for pre-cancerous cells. 
Challenges: anonymity has been an issue; women who come for screening do not want to be screened by someone they already know. 

Demand for screening has surged that the system is unable to respond to the need. There have been some issues around supply and maintenance of equipment. 

5. Welcome trust funded programme, run by the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine. Meningitis vaccine triage programme. 

This programme is very unclear to me; I could not really work out what to make of it. My vague guess is that some child health programme staffs are trained to spot/ diagnose suspected meningitis cases and refer them to hospital for treatment. And improve meningitis vaccine coverage.   

Challenges: 67% dropout rate. Those who were referred to the centre did not actually go there. The centre is looking into the patient pathways to improve referrals from child health clinic to the referral centre. The presentation was not very clear to me at all. 
6. Scotland Chichewa Health Initiative. This sounds like a health promotion programme, as this programme involves looking at social, economic and environmental determinants of health. They are looking at communities’ access to healthcare. This programme uses multi-method, to do a base line survey, some of the emerging issues presented were, health services are not youth friendly, community mobilisation has been challenging. The programme has just purchased motor bike and bicycle as supervision was not happening otherwise. 

They have conducted 144 Focus Group, data analysis still to be done. 

Project challenges: they also reported to have issues with per diem working in the field/ attending meetings. This is potentially a long-term project, but the funding has not been secured for longer. Project future remains unclear and presenter seemed very concerned.
Further contact: Sarah Rippon, University of Strathclyde, Scotland. Mob phone: 0991451843, email: sarahrippon@live.co.uk sarahrippon@strathclyde.ac.uk 

7. Chance for Change: This programme targets youths (14-19) with troubled story. They run education session on managing drug and alcohol abuse, HIV AIDS, and sexual health, etc. Currently they have @ 350 youth who have received the training session.

Project challenges: is the sustainability, and problem with follow-up. Currently there is no follow-up mechanism planned. 

Future direction: Anne Phoya mentioned that they should explore other possibilities such as linking up and coordination with other similar programmes for its sustainability. 

And finally, today’s MaSP meeting concluded with some updates on next round of funding call. There was an email from the Scottish International Development Officer from the Scottish Parliament, this was circulated to the group and they are looking for some feedback on strategic areas for the next round of health strand, so funding call matches the Malawi health priority areas. The Malawi MoH representative who leads the health strand, requested participants to provide any information they may have by next Tuesday, so he can communicate with his colleague in the Scottish Government. 
Project update included information about the newly established resource centre in Mzuzu.  There was a final prayer, before lunch. I had an opportunity to talk to Mr Goddia about his programme, we exchanged our contact details. I also had an opportunity to talk to Sarah Rippon who presented on Scotland Chichewa health Initiatives, exchanged our contact details. 
Kumtsinje Lodge: evening.

Abigale Kazembe tel: 08888396530; 0991798494. The lodge owner, who is one of the academic staff members in KCN visited this place in the evening. She just came in to see how things were with me as I got to this place through her. We had a chat and as she was leaving she mentioned that she was out in a meeting all day. I enquired about her meeting; she said it was to do with a programme evaluation. She is involved in a programme call ‘Help Babies Breathe’, in partnership with various other members from John’s Hopkins USA. This was funded by the USAID.  I would have liked to discuss about this more, but it was getting a bit late so he was to get going. She gave me an executive summary of the report they are currently preparing and later in the evening sent me some relevant reading materials.
19/6/2014 
KCN MaSP Meeting: on Education Strand

I was late for the meeting as the driver forgot to pick me up this morning – supposed to have started at 9. I had an opportunity to update my field note. Eventually I managed to get to the meeting by 10.30, and was informed that the meeting started late anyway. But Khumbo our potential RA was already there. There were 11 people (including myself) present in the meeting

Today’s meeting followed the same format as yesterday’ and the day before, starting with prayer, then going through and discussing on the minutes from the last meeting (which took place three months ago) . I arrived there as the five minute presentation by all participating project team representatives. Someone from Mary’s meal project had already done the presentation about its activities; I arrived during the discussion time. As they were talking about pupil can perform better after a proper meal in their stomach. 
1. Mumford Special Need College representative presented their work after I arrived there. Their aims are to provide equitable education to all age pupils with special need. The project started in January this year but he did not mention anything about the funding.  They are also hoping to increase access, facilitate the learning process and link up with parents, teachers, and all other stakeholders to create a good working relationship. They also would like to have some provision for pre-school facilities for children with special needs.
Main achievement in the past three months: they have trained school management committee, prepared special need teachers as well as main stream teachers in three districts – with aim to prepare main stream teacher to identify special need children

Challenges: there is great deal of negative attitude towards the project and misuse of funds. There is some fund to provide support and facility for the children with special need, which has not been released by the district education authority. 

Some school management teams are not cooperating with the programme. 

Comments: There is no major reward for the stakeholders for achieving any objectives. After a participant made this comment, there was long discussion around the misuse of education budget and % allocated for special need children.
2. Link team: project on school performance review. This project evaluates school performances by using a tool which has 17 different indicators. This programme has covered 236 primary schools in the past 18 months. Now the report is available for all participating primary schools. These data can inform district education plan. 

They also have a second project making provision of Healthy Meal, which is funded by the Scottish government. In practice, they share same staff. Some of their activities have been filmed; they use the documentary for educational purpose. They use the same tool used as the Scottish Education review tool. Also recently some who is involved in Scottish Education Review visited Malawi. 

3. Chance for Change: This programme is targeted towards youth with troubled background with aim to help them make informed decisions -  programme sounds very similar to the one they presented on Tuesday, which was all about lending youth (with trouble history) funds so they can generate business ideas and support them to become financially independent. Programme involves taking youths out somewhere in a residential area and keep them there for a week and offer them a sort of meditation (sounds like rehabilitation to me) training. Last group were taken to Salima for a week training. Sometimes they get referrals from the police. They also help youth form relationships with the local communities.
Main achievement include: they have given training to 90 youths last yesar, but this number has increased to over 300 recently. Educational provision based on job creation and self help. Now some of the youth who were involved in this programme have bank accounts and some have formed business plan. They also do advocacy work around the drugs and substance misuse. 

Challenges: demand for such programme is rising, but they do not have capacity to meet them. 

Next agenda item was ‘discussion contributing towards policy debate’. The discussion was difficult to follow, and there was not much of a discussion/ points to contribute towards policy.  One main recurring theme has been money/ allowances. There was a man representing an organisation called Link Communities for Development. He spoke quite a lot about economic issues such as fiscal gap in education sector and equity. 
Towards the end it was also mentioned that someone from Mzuzu was going to take a lead on creating web-based discussion forum, which can be used as resource and can contribute towards wider education policy debate. This was discussed in the last MaSP meeting, but he was not there today to update the situation – or if any progress has been made.  

The man representing Link Communities Development went on further saying that the World Bank has imposed cap on public sector spending in Malawi and many other countries. But there is no cap on how much NGO and INGO can pay to their employee. Again in INGOs/ NGOs in Malawi there is no regulation, and market is free. For example two people doing similar piece of work, with similar value can have huge different in their earning, depending on who they work for. One way of addressing this issue could be that the Government to create some regulations and INGOs/ NGOs to follow them. To me it sounds like a global issue, not just a Malawian one.  
Another few minute was spent discussing in general on sustainability of MaSP as a whole and individual projects within broader umbrella. Particularly raising of how do we see these programmes’ future sustainability and self reliance? These are huge issues related to development in Malawi. We need to reflect these issues and share lessons we have learned with others. 

Finally meeting concluded in the usual manner, decision was made for next meeting date, the strand lead thanked all the participants and there was the final prayer. Then the lunch was there ready for people to continue the discussion over their lunch. I had an opportunity to talk to Stephen Blunden, the person who was representing Link Community Development project, CEO. He informed me that their main office was in London, but now just moved to Hunter Square in Edinburgh. 
20/6/2014: KCN today
I spent most of the time today in KCN, following up my email correspondences with various people involved in MCH activities in Malawi. I have managed to book a meeting with USAID person. Had a meeting with Address about RA hire, and she wants to talk to Alfred about it soon.

This evening I wanted to understand Malawian News, so I turned the television on. Malawian national news presented that there was some Chinese support building maternity waiting home in Malawi. There was the Chinese Ambassador in Television saying we support various Maternal Health Activities in Lilongwe Hospital, in Blantyre and also in Mzuzu districts. This looks like an interesting development and I would be very keen to explore this aspect more. 
22/6/2014 Kumtsinje Premier Lodge

Yesterday I spent my day shopping and taking photograph in town. I just wanted to take lots of photos, of everything and anything interesting. I bought a little two-piece Malawian chair and a two-piece table. Shopping and bargaining was all very fun.

I am being lazy this morning; I did not want to rush, as it is Sunday. I realised that the vast majority of Malawian people say that they go to the church on Sunday. Mathildah called me yesterday afternoon and we have agreed to meet up around one today and go for a walk in the Lilongwe Nature Sanctuary, near the city centre, this is what I was hoping to do today anyway. Also I have to do some washing before I go. So I started late, getting up and going for the breakfast.

I met a young man, maybe he is in his late-thirty or early forty’s. We introduced to each other; works here in Malawi and where we come from, etc. He asked me several question around me being in here. After answering all his questions, I asked him what has brought him here. He said “well, I have three faces”. Then he started telling me his various roles, and what he is doing here.

Firstly, he is a Christian Pastor, involved in translating Bible and preaching in Chichewa. As he describes about himself, his second face is that he is a Fellow in a university in South Africa. His family live there and he commutes to Malawi. His third face - role is that he is a lecturer himself in the University of Malawi. He teaches ethno-musicology and health and healing in Mzuzu College. He was just about to go to the church when I met him this morning, and he says that he is here until tomorrow. 

Our conversation progressed, after giving him quick background information; such as religion, population and geography about Nepal, I asked him a question of foreign assistance and aid in Malawi. My point was that there has been so much work, Christianity and western missionaries’ presence here for centuries and other forms of aid is coming for decades but the country has not been able to make much change in health and in education sector (probably in many other sectors too), why is this and what is his opinion on this? He went for the answer. He blamed the Government leadership in Malawi. 
As I have been trying to understand the Malawian politics better for so long, I have started this conversation at several occasions but usually it dies down quickly. The other day, this man who was working in education sector said “we Malawians are very accepting” which I feel summarises the situation quite nicely. He meant that Malawian will accept things without giving it a critical look; we will accept the current president without any question. But this man with three faces explained things quite differently; he is quite articulate and spoke about the Malawian politic openly.

He started by saying kinship is important in Malawi. Foreign donors do not get it. Also, donors come with their own agendas: supposing they are giving Malawi 10 million Pounds, but donors will come up with their own contractors and ways to use this money by themselves, such as flights and seminars in expensive hotels and holiday resorts. Then by the time, money gets to the public, it will be only @ £3m million. But in paper it will be seen as a £10 million given to Malawi. This is one of the main problems. And I further enquired about the national politics and current president here, he said that there were many irregularities here, but the donors and external observers have no clue, they can only see things in the surface. All covered up and so all looks rosy and fine to them. 

I was watching Malawian News in television last night. Apparently Malawian President Prof. Peter Mutharika got married yesterday in a church in Blantyre. I did not get it first as it was in Chichewa language, I was not quite sure if this was his own wedding or his daughter’s wedding as he seems like an old man to me. To understand this I decided to watch it in English so turned the news on again at ten. I was a bit confused to understand that it was his own wedding. There were his children present in the church, etc. So I wanted to further clarify the situation so I asked this man about the wedding too. He closed the dining room door, as he did not want to talk about the president so openly. Then he said, Malawian did not know much about this man until his brother, the past President Bingu Mutharica came in power. When his elder brother became the President of Malawi, Peter Mutharika was in the US and Bingu Mutharika invited him back home. At the time he was working as a Professor there. Suddenly Peter Mutharika came to Malawian politics and nobody knew who he was, and anything about him and he was given a ministerial job in the cabinet. 

Peter Mutharika was appointed as the education minister for a while, something went wrong he did not/ could not handle it well, so he was removed from the education ministry and transferred to the Ministry of Law and Justice. He was then a professor of Law. There was a problem there in the street in Malawi (he did not explain this further); he could not handle that so he was transferred to different ministry. He was the Minister of Foreign Affair when the British envoy was sent back to Britain from Malawi; anything he did then did not go well. He was not decisive enough, and he was very inexperienced in Malawian politics. Then at one point, he was the adviser for the president, he was not able to advise him anything at all. When the president died, there was a chaos; he did not know how to handle anything. So this is him... People voted for the party, not him. We just have to wait and see. There was much corruption during his brother’s time as well. Peter Mutharika was using presidential Helicopter, it was an abuse of power, he was just an ordinary Minister, he should have stayed like that, and he used presidential convoy, it was seen as corruption as well. So it went on like that. 

He went on saying “when he (Peter Mutharika) was in the cabinet people got chance to learn about him better. He was educated in the US and working there as a Prof. He was married to a Caribbean woman and had three kinds with her, but when he came to Malawi, he was a widower. In our experience in his time in the cabinet in the past, he was not decisive at all; unfortunately he did not manage to do anything properly So people are now hoping for the best...   
After the political discussion I had with the fellow guest in my guest house, and watching the news in National television, it feels like I am beginning to understand a little about the political system in Malawi at least a little about the current president Peter Mutharika. Also, in his wedding reception on Saturday, Peter Mutharika made a speech which was broadcast in Malawian TV. In his speech he said that he has been widower for over 25 years, his first wife died of Breast Cancer, and he thought that he would never get married again. But after so many years he is marrying his lady, etc. His speech also confirms that he was living in the US. 

My next question for this man, who described himself yesterday as a man with three faces, was about the Chinese present in Malawi? What does he think about it? It looks like he likes talking and he is very energetic, I guess one has to be energetic and charismatic to be a preacher. Before he went for the evening meeting in the church, he talked to me. He said “we African like to have major infrastructure developed, something big and tangible. Chinese are capable of doing that kind of things, building something visible, and tangible. We African want big stadium, Chinese were ready for that, look he says “not just one or two things but they are building a few massive world class stadium in Africa, in Zambia, Malawi and Tanzania, like that”. 
He went on saying; we had a very good diplomatic relationship with Taiwan since the independence in 1964. Taiwanese were doing fine they were supporting us with the health service up northern Malawi. Chinese came in and made a deal with the government and we had to get rid of the Taiwanese in order to welcome Chinese. The Taiwanese had started building the Parliament but Chinese said that they will finish it. So we sent Taiwanese out welcomed Chinese in now we have a big parliament building. The massive hotel next to the parliament is Chinese hotel. We have some major infrastructure project under construction now, other donors have missed this opportunity, and they did not see what African would want – perhaps they already had in their mind what African need.”
23/6/2014:  KCN

Today I am spending my time in KCN. At last we have finalised the RA hire, Khumbo is going to be hired with three months probationary period?. Jeevan will have some time to work with her. I managed to read some headline news from yesterday’s paper, Nation on Sunday. There is a big photo of Mutharika and his new bride outside the church with special military honour/ welcome. And from the second page there is message about the foreign aid with headlines such as: Cabs disbanding, new donor group in offing; High court speaks on Cashgate cases, Cabs donors embrace new aid approach (p3); cashgate preps worry judges (p3), New donor grouping on carbs in Malawi (p4) Kalemba defends prosecutors (p4), Govt on verge of K296 bn EU deal (p4), etc.
There is quite a lot for me to understand in this paper about the foreign aid in Malawi. To start with understanding Cabs: which according to the news paper is Common Approach to Budgetary support (Cabs). There is a group of donors they have adopted this approach, the countries/ organisation in this team/ group are: UK (DFID), EU, Norway and African Development Bank. In page3, the newspaper states: 

...Cabs started operating in 2005with the aim of increasing aid Absorption through the use of national financial management system, strengthening national ownership in the execution of donor funded programmes through complete alignment of donor financed activities to development policies/ objectives of the government, strengthening the use of evidence based policy through policy dialogues with donors, and other government stakeholders, as well as a quick disbursing of budgetary support. 
Since I started noticing it, at least for the past two weeks, there has been news in the national newspaper almost every day on issues around foreign aid in Malawi. This seems to have closely linked with corruption. 

To start with in his first address to the new parliament, President Prof. Peter Mutharika stressed that “all cabinet member are here to serve the public not me, and corruption and irregularities will not be tolerated”.  Cash gate scandal, whatever it is, I still need to understand the details, has been in national news daily, and also in the television headline. 

Because of this cash-gate news, donors particularly those in Cabs group have frozen their funding to Malawian government. 
Evidently, the cashgate scandal occurred during Joyce Banda’s time. Joyce Banda had initiated and was actively involved in safer motherhood Initiative in Malawi. While talking to Malawian researcher in Scotland, I could sense that there was a great concern if Joyce Banda does not get elected and consequences for the safe motherhood initiative. She apparently had been able to negotiate with the donors and get funding for this initiative. 
24/6/2014 Lunch at Buchanan’s Grill in four season nursery in the City Centre 

I met up with Mathildah for lunch as per our planned yesterday. She came to pick up me from KCN, and then she suggested a few places. I wanted her to recommend/ decide as I have very little understanding of places around here anyway.

She drove to this amazing place called four seasons nursery, I was a little surprised, as I had no clue places like this existed in Lilongwe. This place I found is truly like a sanctuary here. Located a couple of Kilometre east of the Malawian Parliament - just off presidential way, this sits in a garden with many mature trees, with water features around. There were sitting areas outside and a calm and tranquil environment, most tables were packed with western customers most of them I thought were foreign aid workers, mainly white, there was some Chinese/ Oriental looking people and a few locals. 

We checked the menu, I wanted something local.   Over our lunch I had an opportunity to have some development related conversation with Mathildah. To me the topic of the conversation was what held Malawi behind in relation to the other countries which have similar colonial history? I was chatting with Bob Dai this morning; conversation with Mathildah was just a continuation from then. What the Brits did not do right? What went wrong here? Bob dai tells me that Malawi is scaling up any health care intervention yet they are not able to do it properly. There is a blaming culture here; foreign aid critique would say that pouring Foreign Aid is not an answer. Donors feel that there is a wide spread corruption in the system. But I guess there is some level of corruption everywhere. My specific question to Mathildah was that as a Malawian, what do you see the Brits did not do for Malawi? Her answer was that they did not see much advantage for them to invest in Malawi, as we have no gold or diamond (like in South Africa) or oil (in Nigeria) available in Malawi, so it was just an outpost for them. Starting from the scratch only after the mid 60s, and then we had a-three decades of dictatorship, what can we say? 

About the corruption culture, it is so deeply rooted; there is no simple remedy for this. What happened was that when the government spending was capped and staff salaries were low, the donor decided to top up with allowances to attract and retain staff members, then people started claiming money/ allowances for any possible activities they did. As these allowances were more attractive then monthly salaries, people started attending multiple meetings, and workshops and this and that. You can never find government staff in their office any more. They all started attending meetings and workshops. This system has gone so deep, need a radical clean up. There is no other way to correct it. 
Our finale point was why Malawi is so interesting for the donors? Mathildah also said, she is keen to find out why Malawi has become highly political in global development field? By this time, we had finished our lunch, Mathildah had a meeting at 1.30 and she was already late. She phoned her colleague to let them know that she was on her way back. And she dropped me off at the KCN, she suggested that we can meet up on Sunday evening. I wanted to introduce Jeevan to her. She has really been very helpful to me. She said that she may to go Zimbabwe for a few days next week, if this happens, it will be on Tuesday, and when she gets back I will have gone by then. So we decided to meet up on Sunday evening with Jeevan.
DfID and Welcome trust grant for strengthening health research capacity in Malawi: a case study

This is what Mathildah tells me about health research strengthening and capacity building grant for Malawi and translate research finding in to policy and make evidence-based policy. The DFiD and welcome trust gave £5M each to make a total of £10 m to Malawi and set up a system that facilitates health system research in Malawi. This was a five year programme started in 2008 – This initiative has four main aims. They were to, fund for further education to masters and PhD level, provide research grant to individual researchers, etc. Etc.
Mathildah joined this programme in its third year. She said that she worked hard, focusing on research capacity building and creating the most needed critical mass as she calls it. But it is not just money; things need to be done in time. Decades of under-investment in this, money cannot bring change instantly. There is an important lesson to be learned from this. I need to write more...
26/6/2014: Meeting at the USAID office, NICO House, City Centre, Lilongwe-3

I had arranged an appointment to see Evelyn Zimba, the Maternal, Newborn and Child Health Specialist for the USAID. The meeting was part of introducing each other and for making initial contacts with key stakeholders for our study. I was slightly late, as my transport did not turn up in time; I had been waiting outside my guest house since 10.30, for the meeting at 11.  The NICO House, in the City Centre is only about 10 minutes away from my guest house. I eventually got there @ 11.05.

After through the usual security checks, putting my bag and laptop through the X-ray machine, I was escorted to the next building where I was asked to present my identity details to a security officer. After completing the security ritual, I was asked to sit down and wait for Evelyn to come down and collect me to her office.

We met in a meeting cubicle. By then it was already 11.30. I gave Evelyn a brief introduction to our project, study aims, team members, nature of the study and methodology we are using and upcoming inception workshop in October. Evelyn had her note pad ready to write notes. She said she will be very happy to attend this workshop, and support the study. Evelyn is herself a nurse, has worked in KCN as a lecturer, known address Malata well and she is also coming to the professorial inaugural ceremony tomorrow. We agreed to stay in touch and may meet up again tomorrow.

27/6/2014, 8.30 -: Professorial inaugural Ceremony, Bingu International Conference Centre, Lilongwe
I have been suggested to write about Prof. Address Malata and Prof. Ellen Chirawa’s professorial inaugural ceremony but not sure where to start from. This is evidently 13th and 14th University of Malawi’s Professional Inauguration Ceremony and has been in preparation for months.  This has been particularly significant for the KCN community, as this is the first such celebration for the Kamuzu College of Nursing, two first professors giving Inaugural lecture so whole KCN community and staff members have been very excited for a long time. This is also very significant in KCN history that the event combines with the Launch of PhD programme on Inter-professional Healthcare and Leadership. For these reasons too, there have been an added excitement and preparation has been going on for weeks. There was a rehearsal the day before - people went to the venue to prepare things and plan for the profession, etc.

I did not want to take risk of being there late for the meeting so got a taxi from my guest house and went straight to the venue. I arrived at the BICC well in time for programme to start at 8.30. The taxi driver dropped me at the front entrance. There were lots of people rushing about, and lots of activities were going on, people seemed very smart, all was like a grand royal wedding. I saw a few familiar faces; someone suggested I should go and find KCN staff members and join them –pointed towards KCN crowd. 

The conference hall is huge, I am not sure how many people it would hold, certainly a few thousand I guess. I was told that there would be about 500 people today, and it was occupying only a small corner of the hall. People were in the front stage were preparing for microphone, Putting Banner up, etc. There was a massive banner in the front stage with Address and Ellen’s photos. The same photos were in Malawian national newspaper and the programme leaflet. The event was advertised nationally. Whole thing was truly amazing. There was Malawian defence force group at the top right hand corner of the hall – preparing and practicing for the background music.

Programme started almost an hour late following the protocol. The first part was about the official launch of the PHD programme at the KCN. It sounds like US has provided a significant fund towards it. The US and Malawian national flags were placed in the front stage. People who were sitting in the front raw were on their ceremonial gowns, including about 10- 12 professors from University of Malawi. The guests of honour included, the US ambassador to Malawi, vice chancellor of the University of Malawi, the Health Minister, dean of the KCN, among some other very important people plus two newly elevated professors (as addressed by the event director); Address Malata and Ellen Chirawa. 

The event was opened with a prayer. There was rev Chirawa. (Apparently he was Ellen’s husband), followed by a song (hymn) from the bible. Address’s father mother and family were in the front The US ambassador Jeannie Jackson was one of the chief guests of honour and gave a speech; the director of the event invited all speakers to the front to make speech, and there were prayers in between speeches. It was truly amazing; every now and again it felt like a church service. Second half of the event was for Address and Ellen to deliver their lecture. Address talked about nursing and midwifery in developing countries, a case for Malawi (as the title said) and Ellen’s lecture was on culturally tailored HIV services for married couple in Malawi.

After each lecture, the newly elevated professors thank the event organisers and everybody formally. There were some prayers and flowers bouquets given to them by friends and family members. were to had their lecture to the register of the UoM, then she would be taken to meet the guests of honours sitting in the front led by the Dean of the KCN, then to the fellow professors of the UoM sitting in right half of the front row. Then she would be officially joining the professorial community. They would say ‘you are one of us now’. It was all very formal and official. 

It is very difficult to summarize this event. I would say this was a grand event, as Gladys says we Malawian do things properly and in a grand style.” It was a grand ceremony and there was lunch afterwards. People were taking photo graphs, and all were celebrating this big day. One thing that struck me most was perhaps the academic community in Malawi is quite small and content, so it is possible to celebrate this way. To me it looked like people know each other well, and like an extended family members. Ellen also mentioned in her lecture that Address’s father rev, walked her in the church isle holding her hand and gave her hand to her husband. So address is not just mny colleague at work but a family member for a long time.” Obviously their relationship goes back to decades. They know each other well. Also, I have met several people who know address since she was in the school. Such is personal, social, professional relationship here, difficult to separate and there is no need to separate it anyway.

28/6/2014 Saturday: Kumtsinje Lodge

I have been lazy today. I got up late and had a light breakfast. I tried to write about the inaugural event on Friday which took me an hour or so. At around 11, I got ready to go to the old town, I really wanted get a walking stick for Bobdai. I got in a mini bus from the main road to town. I went to African Habitat first to check the price of those walking sticks, which was MK 4,950. Then wanted to go to the old town centre and explore around there. Then, I walked down to the Open Air Market, bought a walking stick and a few wooden items. From there, I walked back to the lodge, which took me over an hour.

It has been fairly warm today, walking along the main road was not as pleasant, it has been all very hot and sweaty. I managed to have some rest and a shower before I went to the evening Charity dinner at the Cross Road Hotel. I was invited by someone who works in the David Livingston Memorial Clinic, as an administrator there. 
Coming back from KCN yesterday afternoon, I met a young man in KCN vehicle.  After a usual greeting I made a vague conversation about what Malawians would do in the evening, he said that people go out for drinks, etc. As our conversation progressed, he suggested that he will take me out one day for a drink. And said “why don’t you come out to the charity dinner tomorrow evening.” That was that. He gave me an invitation card; I was trying to figure out about transport etc. But we agreed to get in touch around five tomorrow afternoon to confirm.  

I phoned him around 5.30 in the afternoon. He suggested that the KCN vehicle will collect me from the Lodge and drop me back here. It was even better for me. Then he said the KCN registrar is also attending the dinner event. I was suggested to wait for the car. I had a shower and got ready. The KCN car arrived around 6, there was Mary, someone I know. It was a big reassurance for me. 

We were there well in time, but the event did not start until at least 7.30. There was another man who is the chair of the DLMC in KCN attending the event. We had a chat about Nepal and political situation there. All people attending the charity dinner seem very seriously dressed; the invitation card  also suggests invitees to come on formal dinner dress. I tried my best but was not so sure if I would fit in the crowd. There were around 100 people there, mixture of Malawians, and Europeans. There were a few Christian Nuns, a catholic father who works for the Maula prison – and business leaders, the mayor of the Lilongwe City Council, Lions club board members, Lionesses, and invited guests. The current Vice President of Malawi was the chief Guest, but he did not turn up but the immediate retired chief Justice of Malawi was there. 

The whole thing was so formal and proper. There was almost too much formal speech there, and the ritual of inviting new members to the Lions club was truly amazing.   
30/6/2014 Evening: Kemtsinje Lodge:

8pm National MBC (Malawi Broadcasting Corporation) news says that the Government of Malawi has signed an agreement with the government of China and Chinese doctors (medical team) helping to provide critical care in two hospitals in Malawi; in Kamuzu Central Hospital and Muzuzu Hospital. The Ministry of Health Dr. Jean Kalirani says that this agreement is important for Malawi’s health system.  
Parliamentary highlight at 9, the parliamentarian questions one of the ministers says that dear Mr. Speakers, fifty years after the independence, we are seeking a donation to build a toilet. Commonly used language in Malawi to describe foreign aid donors is “our development partners”. The discussion moves on to clean water and sanitation, and national corruption...
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