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EconomicFeature
Life has been really tough for Teresa Chatsiliz-

ika, a single mother of two. 
Teresa who hails from Bongera Village in 

Mchinji is a widow and her two children are both 
disabled.

She lost her husband, then the only bread winner, 
some years ago. As the loss of her husband was sink-
ing in, her husband’s relations took all the property 
she acquired together with her husband and they 
chased her from the house. She became destitute, 
angry at life and poverty. 

Even when one well-wisher came to her rescue 
and offered her a shelter, things did not change. She 
was still in searing poverty with no clue of how to 
come out of the deep hole.

As if this was not enough misery already, one day 
Chatsilizika was called by her daughter’s friends to 
come and see what had happened to the girl, Aida. 
She found her lying on the floor, her legs suddenly 
became too weak to stand and her hands too were 
affected.

A year later her younger daughter Eneless was 
struck by the same condition as Aida. Since then, 
the two girls cannot walk without assistance. She 
has tried all she can to find medication for the chil-
dren, but medical professionals have been unable to 
determine what disease the two girls are suffering 
from.

When her husband was still alive, he tried his best 
to bring food on the table and till the garden. But 
with him gone, she had no-one to do this for her.

A small vegetable and maize garden that Teresa 
was given by her mother was only enough to feed 
her family almost on a hand-to-mouth basis. The 
children had dropped out of school. There was no 
food in the house and no decent clothes for the chil-
dren. They lived in a grass-thatched, mud house.

She is not alone in this predicament. The United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) ranks Ma-
lawi as the 11th poorest country on earth. About 45 
percent of the 13 million Malawians live below the 
poverty line of less than a dollar a day.

But Malawi isn’t lying idle about the poverty situ-
ation. In collaboration with other development part-
ners and some civil society organizations, the Gov-
ernment has developed a Social Protection Policy 
that apart from eliminating poverty and empower-
ing the poor, also aims at protecting and promot-
ing the livelihoods and welfare of other vulnerable 
groups of people.

The government has also stressed the importance 
for Social Protection as second theme under the 
Malawi Growth and Development Strategy (MGDS), 
the successor of Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper 
(PRSP). 

Mchinji District, which according to a report by 
Malawi Government in conjunction with Unicef, Aus-
tralian Government Aid Program and National Aids 
Commission (Nac) , is the 14th district out of 28 on 
Malawi’s poverty list, to be selected as a pilot district 
for the implementation of the scheme. 

The test phase started in June 2006 but the pilot 
phase started in September 2006 with support from 
Unicef. NAC took over funding in 2007.

Teresa’s household is one of the many vulnerable 
households that are benefiting from the Social Cash 

Transfer Scheme pilot phase. She gets K1,400 (US$10) 
per month.

Social Cash Transfers are defined as regular pay-
ments of monies provided by a government to ex-
tremely poor individuals or households in developing 
countries. 

The transfers do not only help tackle income pov-
erty but also address other developmental objectives 
such as shelter, asset accumulation, education, social 
and economic development.

The scheme targets ultra poor households—house-
holds in the low expenditure levels (below $1 per day), 
houses that live on one or no meal a day and house-
holds that are unable to purchase essential non-food 
items. 

It also targets households that are labour con-

strained—households that do not have able bodied member of 
working group (19-64 years), child headed households, elderly 
headed households who also keep orphans and one able bodied 
member looking after four and more dependants.

The unconditional cash transfers entail that a member can 
use the money. But for Teresa,  she built a burnt brick house and 
bought iron sheets for roofing. She used some of the money to 
get extra help from casual labourers to assist her in the groundnut 
garden. She invested some in her vegetable and potato garden 
which she sells at a near-by trading centre, Mbingwa, in the same 
district.

“Before the scheme (Cash Transfer Scheme) it was difficult for 
me and the children. There was no food and the children were not 
going to school,” Chatsilizika said at Kochirira Health Centre where 
Eneless was admitted for suffering from malaria.

Chatsilizika had a choice to use the money the way she want-
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ed, but for her she chose to multiply it by invest-
ing in other things that make money for her like 
growing vegetables and groundnuts which she 
also sells.

According to a paper by Tayllor Spadafora, 
Social Protection, UNICEF which he presented at 
Regional Hunger and Vulnerability Programme 
(RHVP) on January 26, social cash transfers—even 
without conditions, are a key instrument that 
contributes in combating poverty and enhance 
access to social services as well as help improve 
people’s well-being.

“This longer term programme has led to a local 
economic growth with an economic multiplier ef-
fect up to four times,” Spadafora said.

The term “economic multiplier” refers to a sce-
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nario where the cash transfer money given, is not only 
used for one purpose but for other purposes that help 
bring in more money, like Teresa has done.

“Today we had nsima with dried fish which we 
bought at the market,” said Aida who said now life 
seems easier than before.

Now all Teresa’s daughters are back in school. Aida 
has just passed her Primary School Leaving Certificate 
of Education (PSLCE) though she has not been select-
ed to any public secondary school. She is quite hope-
ful that her mum, with the help of her uncle Hastings 
Chatsilizika, will secure a place in secondary school for 
her to continue with her education.

Teresa’s story removes fears and perceptions long 
held that if poor people are given money they become 
dependent. She has proved that poor people given the 
resources can do much more than the society expects. 

Social Cash Transfer’s main objectives are to reduce 
poverty, hunger and starvation in households that 
are ultra poor and labour constrained and to increase 
school enrolment and attendance for children living in 
beneficiary households.

The pilot targets 3,000 ultra poor and labour con-
strained households, representing 10 percent of the 
district’s population. Monthly transfers vary from K600 
(US$4.20) to K1,800 (US$12.60) depending on house-
hold size, with additional amounts for every child at-
tending school.

Total cost for the pilot phase, from October 2006 
to December 2007, is estimated at $480,000. Nation-
wide coverage is envisaged by 2016 at an annual cost 
of $42million.

The pilot has now rolled out to six other districts: 
Chitipa, Phalombe, Machinga, Likoma, Salima and 
Mangochi.

Apart from the Cash Transfer where people get 
money, Malawi is also implementing other social 
protection interventions like the inputs subsidy pro-
gramme whereby government gives out coupons that 
enable poor smallholder farmers to buy farm inputs 
like seeds and fertilizer at a subsidized price. 

For example, for a bag of fertilizer going at K5,000 
(US$ 35) the coupons enable them to buy it at K500 
(US$ 3.5). Government is also running a school feeding 
programme whereby pupils are given porridge in the 
morning and before knocking off. The programme has 
seen an increase in school enrolment.

All is well that ends well. The three-bedroomed 
house that Chatsilizika and her family live in now is 
more spacious and does not leak.

They now can afford more than just food, thanks to 

the Social Cash Transfer project.


