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Cash transfers giving hope to vulnerable women 
By Michael Kaiyatsa 
 
When Teresa Chatsirizika heard in September 2006 that she had been 
selected as a beneficiary in a cash transfer scheme being piloted in 
Mchinji district, she had no idea how this would change her life. 
 
Today, Chatsirizika, 45, living in N’lelo Village in T/A Nyalo in the 
district, is a proud owner of a brick house that she has built using her 
cash transfer of K1, 800 a month. 
 
The money, she says, has also enabled her to educate and buy school 
uniform for her two children, both of whom are disabled.  
 
Chatsirizika is one of over 70, 000 beneficiaries in this scheme, which is 
being piloted in Mchinji, Likoma, Machinga, Salima and Mangochi 
districts. 
 
The project, according to Ernest Chikuni, Mchinji District Social 
Welfare Officer, is targeting ‘ultra poor households. 
 
“These are households that live on one or no meal a day and have no 
valuable assets,” says Chikuni.  
 
The project, he says, is a product of fruitful collaboration between 
UNICEF, National Aids Commission (NAC) and the Government of 
Malawi (GoM). 
 



Its main objectives are to reduce poverty and hunger in the ultra poor, 
labour-constrained households, increase school enrolment and improve 
the health and well-being of children in these households. 
 
“Labour-constrained households” are defined as those in which adult 
members of the household are either absent or unable to work 
because they are disabled, chronically ill, or above the age of 65. 
 
Other beneficiaries, according to Chikuni, are the most vulnerable 
groups such as child-headed households, households headed by the 
elderly with orphans and vulnerable children, households headed by a 
chronically ill caregiver and female-headed with many children.  
 
Chatsirizika, who lost her husband in 2000 due to HIV and Aids, 
qualified for the scheme mainly because she had no means to support 
herself and her two disabled children. 
 
Life became even harder for her when her children, Aida, 19, and 
Eneless, 14, picked up disabilities after they were struck by a strange 
illness. 
 
Amazingly, despite years of deprivation and starvation, Chatsirizika 
never lost hope. When the cash transfer opportunity came up, she 
grabbed it with both hands and put the money to good use. 
  
With the first cash transfer, which was then only K1, 400, she bought 
groundnut seeds and paid someone to do the farming for her.  
 
After harvesting, she sold the groundnuts and saved up some money to 
mould bricks and buy iron sheets.  



 
She did this repeatedly over a period of three years until, eventually, 
she achieved her dream of living in a house of her own.   
 
When a team of journalists undergoing training on poverty, social 
protection and food security paid her a visit on Tuesday, January 26, 
2010, Chatsirizika was not at home.  
 
She was at the nearby Kochirira hospital with one of her two children, 
Eneless, who was admitted for severe malaria. 
 
We caught up with her at the hospital but before that, her brother, 
Hastings, showed us the remains of what used to be her house.  
 
“This is where her first house was,” said Hastings, pointing at a little 
heap of compressed red soil that used to be the foundation of her 
sister’s first house.  
 
The little mud house was actually given to her by the village chief who 
sympathized with her after she was driven out of her late husband’s 
village. 
 
At that time, said Hastings, Chatsirizika was extremely poor as her in-
laws had grabbed all the property she had. 
 
The fact that her daughters were both disabled compounded her 
problem.  
 
She had little food to feed her family, her daughters were sick and not 
in school, and there was absolutely no one to help her. 



 
It was, therefore, a huge relief to her when the social cash transfer 
scheme entered her life. 
 
“We started noticing change when she started getting the cash 
transfers,” said Hastings. 
 
“At first, I remember, she bought groundnut seeds and planted them. 
She had a good harvest that year and she sold most of it.  
 
The following year she planted more.  Then later she told me she 
wanted to build a house. I am actually the one she was sending to buy 
the iron sheets. She didn’t buy everything at once.” 
 
Hastings reckoned the house cost her sister around K30, 000 –which is 
roughly over ten times what she gets in a month from the cash transfer 
programme.  
 
This is a massive achievement for a woman who, besides being poor, is 
also living with HIV and Aids. 
 
Her achievement is likely to silence critics of social cash transfer 
schemes who argue that, rather than ending poverty, such schemes 
only succeed in creating dependency among the poor. 
 
“Rather than creating dependency, this programme is actually creating 
an opportunity for them to invest in their needs,” says Mayke 
Huijbregts, UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) project officer for Orphans 
and Vulnerable Children (OVC) in Malawi. 

 



Huijbregts says so far the scheme has shown that social cash transfers 
are a key instrument in poverty alleviation. 
 
This is hard to dispute, particularly when one looks at what has 
happened in the Chatsirizika household.  
 
The opportunities that the cash transfer programme has brought to her 
household are many-fold.  
 
Chatsirizika now has assets she never had, she is sending children to 
school, and her children are getting better nutrition.  
 
Additionally, the scheme has earned her a house, which she will call her 
own for many years to come. If this is not development, then I wonder 
what development is.  
 
Malawi recently signed the SADC Gender and Development Protocol, 
which among other things, obliges member states to take action to 
achieve the economic empowerment of women, particularly vulnerable 
women, by 2015. 
 
The country is also a signatory to the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), which aim to reduce poverty by half by 2015. 
 
Looking at how the cash transfer project has changed the life of Teresa 
Chatsirizika and others, this initiative is definitely a step in the right 
direction in achieving these goals.  
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