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Bringing Together Women Leaders and Communities

During rigorous email exchanges with Gil 
over the planning and the arrangement 
around the evaluation seminar, we came 
up with a really funky idea to involve 

the secondary, but more actual in my opinion, beneficiaries 
of the project – the constituents - more specifically women 
constituents. Little did I know what was in store for the city 
dweller, worst still a man – me, who had no experience of 
the rural setting in any sense of the word - its challenges, its 
complexities or, most of all, its life.  

I sat at table with four seemingly quiet women (a pair from a 
constituency) and – to add to the already eminent problem 
of communication, since English was neither their third 
nor fourth language - they were from different districts and 
cultures. How was I going to balance the obvious disparities 
that were staring me right in the face? 

‘First things first’ I 
thought.

We went through an introduction of each others names and 
where we were from. To break the ice, I set a rule of everyone 
calling each other by their first names (the norm of which is 
to call people by their surnames) which, surprisingly, caused a 
giggle amongst the women. 

‘Breakthrough!’ The 
learning begins.

We went over the questions about their community consultations 
– how they went, what the issues were and how they felt about 
them – all in vernacular (great enough they all understood 
Chichewa). 

As a great African once said ‘when you speak your own language 
– you speak from the heart’. The wealth of passion, experience 
and initiative that was present at that table overwhelmed me, all 
my assumptions of them being quiet evidently quashed. I was 
surprised that some of these women were not MPs. 

Their passion was expressed in their desire for more girls to be 
educated and encouraged to complete education for their own 
future independence. Their experience was shared relating 
to their ability to speak openly on women’s issues during 
consultations infront men. For some, even infront of their own 
husbands. Their initiatives were embodied in their ability to set 
up women’s groups and committees to push the community 
agenda around gender, human rights and poverty alleviation 
forward; thereby sustaining village life. 

Gender equality collides 
with traditional values
 

“How can women be empowered and at the same time submit to 
their husbands. The two do not go hand in hand,” a male school 
teacher asked during the workshop in Dowa. Some participants 
reflected that men feel like they are to be replaced by empowered 
women in their homes; this makes them resist the messages of 
gender. Many men were also angry with “all this talk of marital 
rape” insisting that this shouldn’t be part of legislation. Some also 
expressed the view that rape is on the increase because women 
provoke men by wearing trousers and mini skirts.  

All this suggests that  activists have some way to go in putting across 
the message of gender equality.

However, here in the constituency which witnessed the case of 
Marieta Samual, who had her hands chopped off by her former 
husband, there was general agreement that gender based violence 
has increased and that there are also cases of girls and boys being 
abused sexually, mentally and physically. When some comments 
were made in defense of Marieta’s husband, most participants 
showed disapproval.  

It was also agreed that the diverse interpretations of the ‘age of 
consent’ across the country make it very difficult to bring perpetrators 
to book and to combat the problem of early marriage which is 
detrimental to the health of girl children and often means that they 

drop out of school. Cases of girls as young as age 9 being married 
were reported. 

Despite the range of opinion it was concluded that families, churches, 
traditional authorities NGOs, community organizations, government 
and members of Parliament all have their part to play in working to 
combat gender based violence. 

Marriage by repute: should 
the law be changed? 

A new law that recognises cohabitation is being penned in the 
countries legal instruments. But the concept of ‘marriage by repute 
and cohabitation’ where a High Court judge can determine a couple 
to be legally married due to circumstances, has been causing deep 
divisions among the group of women  NGOs  and MPs.

In a presentation, legal expert Fiona Mwale, urged all women to insist 
on a formal union with the men in their lives in terms of marriage, 
as opposed to relying on the interpretation of a judge. She said this 
was crucial especially for those women who have had relationships 
with a man for 15 years.Mwale said that a judge may rule against a 
women who deemed herself ‘married by repute,’ and she said in such 
instances a woman could lose her right to claim a share of a deceased 
‘husband’s’ estate.

However, some women say they are in unions that are ‘by repute’ 
because of circumstances. “To insist on the formal ties would be like 
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The ‘Building Bridges Project’ has significantly highlighted the need for 
reform in our current laws on inheritance. The emerging problem of property 
grabbing from the estate of the deceased person is in urgent need of law 
reform.  In Malawi, we recognise that property is a benchmark of power 
relations and conversely the lack of it can be a source of vulnerability. 
Incidences of property grabbing in our society usually lead to the suffering 
of women and children.

The situation on the ground reveals that when confronted with the challenge 
of dispensing personal property in an estate most women and children 
become victims because of the set up of our laws. Our statutory laws 
accommodate customary law on property distribution. As our society has 
patrilineal and matrilineal systems, the court may be guided following such a 
set up. This also entails that property belongs to the ‘extended family’ (uncles, 
aunts, etcetera) and the immediate family, wife and children, may in most 
cases be deprived of the property as a result.

In Nkhotakota Constituency, where I paired up with Honourable MP, Martha 
Lunji, we noted that human rights violations like property grabbing are on 
the rise. The wills and inheritance workshop that took place in Nkhotakota 
sensitised people on how they can avoid incidences of property grabbing by 
writing a will so as to ensure that their immediate family members inherit 
property in the event of death.

The Law Commission in Malawi and gender proponents have all but 
recognised the need for reform in our current laws because of the inequalities 
and hardships that follow when one spouse dies, especially if it is the 
husband.  

The Parliamentary Women Caucus with Gender stakeholders have already 
held consultative workshops with the Law Commission to review the Wills 
and Inheritance Act, with the intention of making the law more gender 
sensitive.  It is interesting to note that some of the critical areas under review 
are for example; definition of ‘dependent’ and ‘concept of immediate family’ 
and some other provisions. This shall have the effect of ascertaining who is 
legally entitled to inherit property in the event of death.  Another important 
area will be the application of new law to customary law and the effect of 
divorce on wills and small estate.

All in all, the Building Bridges Project has also served as a platform for civic 
education, lobbying and advocacy as well as garnering support from the 
constituents to have a say in agitating for law reform in inheritance and 
succession matters.

BY Habiba Rezwana Osman
     Legal Activist.

The women had obviously been empowered by the consultations 
through the opportunity of access they had, not just to their MP, but 
to the cornucopia of knowledge from the MP’s civil society partner 
who, probably at that time, the women had only read about in 
newspapers or heard from the radio. Also, and more importantly, 
they were clearly empowered to take their MP to account; one lady 
said they were able to ask their MP to provide the Book on the 
Laws of Malawi as a reference during matters / conflicts of Wills 
and Inheritance within the community. This shared experience was 
extremely beneficial to the other pair of women whose immediate 
community challenge was property grabbing especially when the 
husband of the house had passed away. 

The community consultation exercises had ignited a hunger for 
change – a thirst for development, and further equipped the 
women with skills and knowledge to achieve these. 

Winding down, and out of pure curiosity, I asked them why 
it was important for them to be empowered in various areas of 
development and one lady, clad in a red dress with hints of black 
and green, said:

‘Chifukwa chatsogolo la 
ana athu!’

I translate:  

‘its for our children’s 
future’

The women continued their sharing long after the flipcharts of 
their shared experiences was taken down from the walls. The 
women could be seen laughing in the hotel corridors; learning 
and sharing – sharing and learning. 

I left the table with a sense of satisfaction – nothing to do with 
the facilitation having gone well or bad, but rather that, between 
the women, another ‘bridge’ had been built. 

trapping the men,” one participant said.  Another openly declared 
she did not want to get into another form of formal marriage after 
the first one. Mwale explained that being in a relationship does not 
guarantee the judge’s positive regard every time: “it’s just a ‘fallback’ 
provision and does not give you an automatic right to inherit,” 

Some NGOs and MPs are against the provision and say that it gives 
people the option to defer from marrying. This, they say will bring 
moral decadence into the country that is already ravaged by the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

Women prefer TBAs and 
home births

Despite Malawi having one of the highest maternal and child 
mortality rates in the world, most rural women, say they prefer 
having traditional birth attendants (TBAs) assist them with the births 
of their babies. According to statistics, most of the maternal and child 
deaths occur in rural areas.

A mini survey carried out in Sese Ward, Lilongwe Southeast, the 
constituency of Nancy Tembo, MP, revealed that women avoid 
hospitals due to the type of treatment they receive from hospital 
staff, especially nurses. Tembo, said that the women accepted that 
hospital deliveries were safer especially, where the mother develops 
complications, “but the women said that nurses are rude, unfriendly 

and sometimes dropped their babies. The TBAs were seen as more 
caring and gave them more attention than the hospital midwives.” 
Lack of transport and ambulances to take women to hospital when 
their labour starts is also part of the problem. The survey concluded 
that this reluctance for rural women to go to hospitals heightens 
maternal and child mortality rates in Malawi.

The TBAs who participated in the survey said that while they are not 
able to cope with the complications arising in some births they were 
also not able to provide HIV and AIDS counselling to the pregnant 
women saying they did not have such knowledge.“Consequently 
there is no mechanism to prevent mother-to-child transmission in 
cases where the mother is HIV positive,” commented Edyth Betha 
who conducted the survey with Nancy Tembo.

Reacting to the results of the survey, Dr. Anne Phoya, Director of 
the Sector Wide Approach (SWAP) said that the Ministry of Health 
and Population was aware of these issues. She however encourages 
the women to go to the clinics and hospitals as a way of reducing 
maternal and child deaths. Phoya said that recently the Ministry 
launched a charter on patient rights and responsibilities which will 
be available in all hospitals and clinics. It outlines the patient’s rights 
and highlights the duties of hospital staff. “At the bottom of each 
page will be the telephone number of the principal secretary of the 
Ministry of Health,” Phoya said but every hospital is being encouraged 
to appoint an ombudsperson to hear patient complaints.

‘REVISITING THE WILLS 
& INHERITANCE LAWS’

WORKSHOPS & 
CONSULTATIONS

... Cont



BUILDING BRIDGES
The Evaluation 
 
 
 

Evaluation is all about assessing how far aims and objectives have 
been achieved.

The Building Bridges project set out with the aim of:
• Enhancing the skills of women parliamentarians to  
 participate in the legislative and budgetary processes
• Building links between women parliamentarians and women  
 in the constituencies 
• Building links between women parliamentarians the NGOs  
 working on gender issues 

By the time all the work is finished we hope to have carried out in the 
region of 35 consultations in 15 constituencies in Malawi and talked 
to over 1100 people about issues that concern women: domestic 
violence, the importance of girls’ education, property grabbing and 
the proposed law on wills and inheritance, women and HIV and 
many other topics.  Women Parliamentarians worked together with 
people from NGOs to carry out these one day consultations and 
training sessions. 

What difference has the 
project made? 

The women Parliamentarians and their NGO colleagues all agreed that 
they felt they were much more confident at speaking in public and 
handling the issues that constituents raise. One MP said: “Speaking 
to people in the constituency would have been very difficult if I 
hadn’t gone through this training.” Others mentioned moving private 
members bills in the house and generally ‘speaking with confidence’.  

There have also been benefits from getting parliamentarians and 
civil society to work together. Whilst the NGO representatives offer 
information and expertise, building a relationship with MPs provides 
a direct route for policy dialogue. One MP described how she uses her 
lawyer colleague to advise her on legal matters. If this co-operation 
continues it should result in improved and better informed policy. 
NGOs who work on specific issues have a wealth of experience: 
MPs need to listen to this and consult if they want to make good 
legislation. 

Most impressive have been the results of the interaction between MPs 
and their constituents. There is evidence of MPs really being able to 
understand the issues and problems that women in the community 
face and being able to do something about it. After a discussion on 
women, poverty and hunger, one MP intervened to ensure that a 
group of women who had set up co-operative vegetable growing 
received their fair share of treadle pumps for irrigation. Another 
intervened to ensure that fertilizer coupons were distributed 
according to the policy. Based on her consultations, another MP 
spoke forcefully in the house about girls’ education and the need for 
bursaries to ensure their participation in secondary schooling. 

These are examples of how women MPs have tried to make 
themselves accountable to their constituents, to talk to them about 
current policy and legislation but also to listen to their problems and 
take action on their behalf. This is about true representation. w

It is worth remembering why it is so important to focus on 
gender and women’s empowerment: what has this to do with 
development? Women’s equality is a matter of rights: women 
and girls are entitled to equal treatment. But research shows 
that addressing gender inequalities also has a profound affect on 
development. Just to take a few examples: girls who are educated 
are less likely to be poor when they grow up, more likely to raise 
healthy families that survive infancy and more likely to educate 
their children; HIV infection rates are lower where women’s literacy 
rates are higher; more women in decision making leads to less 
corruption. If Malawi is to make advances towards meeting the 
Millennium Development Goals and reducing poverty, addressing 
issues of gender inequality is essential. 

The Women’s Caucus Strategic Plan sets out the targets for the period 
2005- 2009. The key issues are: gender based violence, gender 
and HIV/AIDS, women’s economic security and empowerment, 
governance and leadership and the education of women and girls. 
Did the consultations carried out by the project provide information 
or suggestions about the way forward? 

Although the Domestic Violence Act is now law, there is very 
little understanding in the communities of its provisions. In 
addition reporting mechanisms are weak. Suggestions from the 
communities consulted include: producing a simple version of the 
Act in local languages; running a public information campaign; 
producing policy guidance and offering training on how cases 
should be dealt with by police and the judiciary. 

Work on outlawing certain traditional practices is essential: 
polygamy, chokolo and kulowakufa are not only issues of women’s 
human rights but also contribute to the spread of HIV. The proposed 
Gender Equality and Wills and Inheritance Acts are a matter of 
priority. 

Women are frequently the farmers but their lack of access to 
credit and agricultural inputs limits their ability to expand and 
improve agriculture or other businesses; thereby holding back 
economic advance. Research shows that where women have an 
input in decision making about farms, crop yields are higher. At 
the moment it is impossible to tell whether women are receiving 
their fair share of resources because there are no disaggregated 
statistics. Government needs to ensure that women are given equal 
treatment in the allocation of resources and be able to prove it by 
producing the figures. 

We know that women elected representatives are in a small 
minority. Women in all walks of life find it difficult to take 
leadership roles. Many countries in Africa, recognising the 
importance of gender quality, have taken affirmative action to 
promote women’s representation. With local elections promised 
in 2007 and the national elections scheduled for 2009, this issue 
needs to be debated by political parties and Government. Over 50 
per cent of Malawi’s population are women: that’s an awful lot of 
women voters! 

For the reasons stated above, the Millennium Development Goals 
prioritise girls’ education. The project suggested several ways in 
which the Government could take this forward. A first step would 
be to make primary schooling compulsory. The Government needs 
to launch a policy geared to promoting girls’ education. This might 
include: promoting girls’ clubs, the use of role models to encourage 
attitude change and changing the rules to allow girls who have 
dropped out to re-enter school. 

The Women’s Caucus drew up the plan but if Malawi is interested in 
development it needs the support of all MPs: women and men.

THE WOMEN’S CAUCUS
Strategic Plan 2005-2009


