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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
In a rapidly urbanizing world, Malawi remains one of the least urbanized countries in Africa. 
Nevertheless, it has not escaped the challenges posed by the phenomenon. Malawi’s capital Lilongwe is 
estimated to be growing at a rate of 4.3% per year, and has even been projected to break the one 
million population mark as early as 2015.  
 
The benefits of urban citizenship are however not enjoyed equally by Lilongwe’s residents. As many as 
76% of residents are estimated to live in sub-standard housing and/or informal settlements. These areas 
are characterized by lack of access to public services, tenure insecurity, and inadequate housing. A 
quarter of the city’s residents are also officially estimated to live below the poverty line, with 9% 
considered ultra-poor.  
 
In mid-2014 the Lilongwe Urban Poor People’s Network (LUPPEN) and ActionAid Malawi conducted a 
survey of 33 settlements in Lilongwe in which LUPPEN is active. The objective of the study was to assess 
the current level of access to public services and participation in urban governance in the settlements, 
and complement existing studies by providing up-to-date data on key indicators as well as statistical 
analysis across settlements. The survey covered seven key topics: Governance, leadership, and 
institutions; History and demographics; Land tenure and eviction threats; Access to public services; 
Settlement assets, security, and social capital; Hazards and risks; and The future.  
 
Overall, the study found that Lilongwe City is failing the residents of its poor settlements. However, the 
study also revealed heterogeneity among the settlements surveyed, with a handful of settlements 
displaying more ‘urban’ characteristics and thereby higher living standards, while a third are best 
described as rural. Roughly half of the settlements are at some level of transition from urban to rural, 
displaying differing levels of formality and access to public services. To allow for comparisons across 
groups, each settlement was graded on a ten-point scale and consequently categorized as Rural (33%), 
Transitional-2 (33%), Transitional-1 (15%) or Urban (18%).  
 
While the study was unable to collect reliable data on settlements’ population sizes, a concentration of 
poverty in the north of the city was identified. Not only were 64% of settlements surveyed found to be 
located in northern T/A Chitukula, but 71% of settlements in the Traditional Authority fell into the 
categories Rural and Transitional-2, implying high informality and limited access to services.   

 
The study also found that city’s poor settlements appear to be growing. Respondents in 82% of the 
settlements indicated that there has been a substantial increase in the population of their settlement 
over the past five years, while 18% indicated that there had been a small increase. Not a single 
settlement stated that the population had either decreased or remained the same.  
 
Residents in the settlements face several challenges. The most common challenge cited by respondents 
in the settlements surveyed was access to public services (57.5%), followed by economic challenges 
(28%). Overall, accessing health care was cited a problem in 80% of the settlements surveyed. Access to 
water remains a challenge in almost half of the settlements, despite there being access to water from 
the Lilongwe Water Board in 85% of the settlements. Access to finance (or capital) is a challenge in 70% 
of the settlements, while unemployment is a problem in half of the settlements surveyed. 
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The survey found that customary land management remains common in Lilongwe. Chiefs play a direct 
role in land management in roughly half of the settlements by either selling or allocating land. Data 
analysis found that the age of a settlement increases the likelihood that land in the settlement is 
managed in a customary fashion. Customary land management is also strongly correlated with residents 
lacking tenure security documentation.  
 
Similarly, a settlement being unplanned is strongly correlated with lack of tenure security 
documentation. Transect walks through each settlement surveyed determined that 27% of settlements 
are planned, while 9% are partly planned. The majority (64%) of the settlements surveyed are 
unplanned. Despite prevailing tenure insecurity, evictions are currently not a major concern; only five 
settlements (15%) reported more substantive eviction threats/fears. 
 
Residents are divided between home owners and tenants in 30 of the settlements surveyed. In the 
majority (64%) of settlements with tenants, over 50% of the population is estimated to rent their 
homes. Monthly rents for a basic room are around 2,000 Malawi kwacha lower in unplanned 
settlements compared to planned settlements.  
 
The aim of this report is to let the data speak for itself. On the whole, however, it is clear that residents 
of Lilongwe’s poor settlements face enduring challenges and indignities in their daily lives. This sounds a 
warning for the future. The strong population growth experienced by Lilongwe puts pressure on the 

View of Mgona settlement (July 2014) 
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city’s managers and available resources, and means that the challenges highlighted in this report will 
grow in magnitude unless prompt and concerted action is taken.  
 
There are two main dimensions for what action is needed. On the one hand, the government must work 
with residents in existing poor settlements to develop participatory, community-led upgrading 
processes. On the other, it must at the same time expedite allocation of affordable, serviced land for 
newcomers, to prevent the development of entrenched problem areas in the city. The bottom line for 
the city is that only by embracing urbanization and the government taking pro-poor measures to 
manage urban growth will Lilongwe develop into an equitable city for all.   
 
 

 
 
 

  

Home in Chifumbe settlement (September 2014) 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

By mid-2014, half of the world’s population was living in cities. While Malawi’s urban population 
remains low at around 20%, strong urban growth is taking place the country’s four key cities, Lilongwe, 
Blantyre, Mzuzu, and Zomba. As the capital, Lilongwe is the fastest growing city in the country; by 2020 
Lilongwe is projected to have over 1.3 million residents, representing a doubling of the population from 
the most recent population census conducted in 2008.1  
 
Much of the population growth in Lilongwe is projected to occur in the city’s poor settlements, often 
also referred to as informal areas. While the city as a whole is expected to grow at around 4-5% per 
year, population growth in informal settlements is projected at over 8%.2 The challenges presented by 
such growth have not gone unrecognized. In his foreword to the 2011 Lilongwe Urban Profile, then 
Lilongwe City Council Chief Executive H.K. Mangisa writes: 
 
“The city is … faced with the need to properly plan for the rapid urban population growth in order to 
lessen or mitigate the negative impacts that lack of forward planning for rapid urbanization would bring. 
At the same time, the city is faced with the challenge of providing shelter and basic urban services to its 
existing population.” 
 
Mr Mangisa then goes on to argue that “[t]o provide the necessary and appropriate intervention 
measures, there was need to first of all have an understanding of the issues facing the city.” While the 
Lilongwe Urban Profile provides a useful overview of key aspects of the city as a whole, this report 
zeroes in on living standards in Lilongwe’s poor areas. Through analysis of survey data collected in 33 
poor settlements in Lilongwe, this report aims to contribute to better understanding of the issues facing 
the city’s poor residents so that the necessary and appropriate intervention measures can be designed 
and implemented. 
 
It is the intention of the Research Team to let the data collected speak for itself. To this end, data in the 
report is presented roughly following the sections of the original survey form. Section 4 of the report 
shows the physical location of each settlement based on geo-data collected during the survey. Section 5 
groups the settlements into four categories to allow for better appreciation of the heterogeneity of the 
settlements surveyed. The following section briefly looks at issues of governance, while Section 7 
provides comprehensive data on issues surrounding population, land, and tenure security. Section 8 
outlines access to basic public services in the settlements surveyed. The following section presents data 
related to social and financial capital in the settlements. The last section outlines hazards, challenges, 
and priorities in the settlements. Following a brief conclusion in Section 11, a list of all settlements 
surveyed is provided. 
 
Finally, a note on terminology. This report deals exclusively with settlements located in Lilongwe City, 
not Lilongwe District. As such, any reference to Lilongwe is a reference to the city, not the surrounding 
district bearing the same name. Also, it should be noted that data for this report was collected at the 
settlement, not household level.   

                                                                 
1
 National Statistical Office of Malawi (2009) Population and Housing Census 2008, Main Report 

2 UN-Habitat (2011) Malawi: Lilongwe Urban Profile 
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2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY 

2.1 OBJECTIVES 

 

The objective of the study is to assess the current level of access to public services and participation in 
urban governance in the 33 urban poor settlements in which LUPPEN operates. The study complements 
existing studies3, by providing up-to-date data on key indicators as well as statistical analysis across 
settlements. Specific objectives are as follows: 
 

 To collect socio-economic data from 33 urban poor settlements in which LUPPEN operates in 
order to create a baseline on access to public services and participation in urban governance in 
these settlements, 

 To use the baseline to design future interventions which may improve access to public services 
and participation in urban governance in the target settlements, 

 To use the baseline to monitor and assess the changes and impacts following the interventions, 
and  

 To strengthen LUPPEN Executive Committee’s ability to collect and maintain documentation 
about their member settlements, as well as analyse data 

 

2.2 GROUP DEFINITION AND SAMPLE SIZE 

 

Thirty-three settlements located in the Lilongwe City are in included in this survey. The settlements were 
selected on the basis of two characteristics: 1) there is a LUPPEN local committee in the settlement and 
2) residents in the area identify it as a settlement. The first characteristic is taken as indication that the 
settlement is poor, while the second indicates an element of social cohesion among residents in a 
particular location.  
 
When the survey was conducted, it was found that one settlement (Chatata) no longer had an active 
LUPPEN local committee. Data from this settlement was nevertheless included in the survey.   
 

2.3 SURVEY DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 

The survey was developed in English by the Lead Researcher with inputs from ActionAid Malawi and 
LUPPEN staff. The survey was divided into seven sections: 
 

1. Governance, leadership, and institutions 
2. History and demographics 
3. Land tenure and eviction threats 
4. Access to public services 
5. Settlement assets, security, and social capital 
6. Hazards and risks 
7. The future  

 

                                                                 
3
 Most prominently UN-Habitat’s Lilongwe Urban Profile (2012), as well as the Lilongwe City Strategic Development 

Plan (2009), JICA’s Study on Urban Development Master Plan for Lilongwe (2010), and settlement profiles 
developed by Centre for Community Organisation and Development (CCODE) and the Malawi Homeless People’s 
Federation.  



Survey of Urban Poor Settlements in Lilongwe 2014 

9 
 

The survey was tested prior to implementation and the flow and content of a number of questions were 
modified. 
 
The survey was conducted between July-September 2014. In each settlement, key stakeholders (chiefs, 
settlement leaders, and LUPPEN members) were invited to a meeting with the Research Team to 
complete the survey form. Trained Research Assistants – the eight Executive Committee members of 
LUPPEN – facilitated the discussion and provided translation between English and Chichewa.  On 
average, seven people participated in completing the survey form in each settlement and 70% of the 
participants were women. One or more Chiefs participated in the exercise in 30 out of 33 settlements.    
 
Following completion of the survey form, the Research Team together with settlement representatives  
conducted a transect walk through each settlement to identify key characteristics related to public 
service provision, housing, and tenure security.  
 
A phone-based GPS application, GPS Calculator, was used to geo-locate all settlements.   
 

2.4 RESEARCH ETHICS 

 

Given that the survey was conducted in settlements with local LUPPEN committees, the Research Team 
enjoyed a considerable amount of trust and respect among those interviewed. It was, however, vital to 
ensure that research was conducted in an unbiased manner and that proper research ethics protocols 
were followed. The following concepts were explained to all participants: 
 

 Voluntary participation, 

 Confidentiality, 

 Anonymity, and 

 Informed consent – the Research Team sought verbal consent from participants before 
commencing the survey 
 

2.5 ENSURING DATA QUALITY 

 

All surveys were conducted by the Lead Researcher together with two Research Assistants. The 
Research Assistants’ existing knowledge of and relationship to particular settlements was a key 
determinant in who accompanied the lead researcher to which settlement, in order to maximise trust 
and the quality of the data collected. Following data collection, narrative settlement profiles were 
developed to identify any gaps and mistakes, after which data was entered into MS Excel.  
 
Data analysis was conducted using R (version 3.1.0). 4 Significant differences and confidence intervals 
were computed using logistic regression models, Generalized Linear Models (GLM) with quasi-binominal 
or binomial error structure, and logit link function to respective percentage or binary variables. 
Significant differences of water cost or monthly rent values were calculated with the Wilcoxon rank sum 
test.    
 

                                                                 
4
 R Core Team (2014). R: A language and environment for statistical computing. R  Foundation for Statistical 

Computing, Vienna, Austria. URL: http://www.R-project.org/.  
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During implementation of the survey, it was found that accurate and reliable data on settlement 
constituencies and population sizes was not available in the majority of the settlements surveyed. As a 
result, this data was excluded from the final analysis.  
 

2.6 LIMITATIONS 

2.6.1 SAMPLE SIZE 
 

This survey only encompasses settlements in which LUPPEN has local committees. As such, there are 
urban poor settlements in Lilongwe, such as Senti, Baghdad, and Chimoka, which have not been 
included in the survey. One settlement, Chatata, was at the time of surveying found not to have an 
active LUPPEN committee although a number of individual LUPPEN members remained in the 
settlement. Data collected in Chatata was nevertheless included in the survey. 

2.6.2 SURVEY LEVEL 
 

This survey was conducted at the settlement, not household level. As such, some of the data collected 
may indicate a higher living standard in a particular settlement than actually enjoyed by most of the 
settlement’s residents. For example, a settlement as a whole may have access to water from the 
Lilongwe Water Board and some individuals may even have private taps, but the majority of residents 
continue to access water with difficulty due to, for instance, the low number of water kiosks and 
distance to these. 

2.6.3 REPRESENTATION 
 

This survey relied on LUPPEN’s networks in the target settlements when inviting key stakeholders to 
meet with the Research Team and complete the survey form. While efforts were made to make the 
interview group representative, through e.g. inviting Group Village Heads, Chiefs, as well as Community 
Development Committee Chairs, the participants may not have been representative of the entire 
settlement, particularly in larger settlements such as Chinsapo and Kauma.  

2.6.4 RESPONSE AND RECALL BIAS 
 

Response bias may occur when participants intentionally respond to a question in a manner that is in 
line with their perceptions regarding the social desirability of a given response. In this instance, the 
respondents may, for example, have given a particular response based on knowing the type of work 
conducted by LUPPEN and ActionAid.    
 
Recall bias may occur when respondents’ memories systematically affect their ability to answer a 
question accurately. This is likely to affect answers pertaining to the past, such as when the settlement 
was established.  
 
Various methods were employed to mitigate the risk of response and recall bias, including cross-
checking and the use of key historical events to prompt more accurate recollection. 
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2.6.5 LACK OF DOUBLE DATA ENTRY 
 

Due to time constraints, data was entered only once and subsequently checked against raw data. Lack of 
double data entry reduces the likelihood that data entry errors were highlighted.   

2.6.6 LEARNING-BY-DOING 
 

The study was designed as a learning-by-doing research project for the eight Executive Committee 
members of LUPPEN, who acted as Research Assistants. As the study progressed, the Research 
Assistants became more confident, skilled, and experienced in the role. Data collected from some of the 
first settlements surveyed may therefore be of lower quality than data collected from settlements 
surveyed later in the study.  
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3. LOCATION OF SETTLEMENTS 

 

 

 
 
 
The settlements surveyed are located across Lilongwe City. However, as the below map shows, while 
most of the areas of Lilongwe are home to only one or two poor settlements, some areas stand out as 
containing more. Areas 25 and 49 are both home to five of the settlements surveyed, while Areas 50 
and 55 contain three each. This is of note given that all four Areas, containing a total of 16 settlements 
(48% of total), are located in the northern part of Lilongwe and border each other.  
 
The congregation of poor settlements in the northern part of the city is reflected in the distribution of 
settlements across Traditional Authorities (T/A) in Lilongwe. The clear majority (64%) of settlements 
surveyed is located in T/A Chitukula, which spans Areas 10, 25, 39, 41, 44, 49, 50, 51, and 55. 24% of 
settlements are located in T/A Tsabango, while only 2% of settlements are located in T/A Malili and T/A 
Njewa respectively.  
 

Lundu is one of the most rural settlements surveyed (July 2014) 
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Location of settlements surveyed 
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4. SETTLEMENT TYPOLOGY  

 

There are notable differences in living standards across the settlements surveyed. While all can be 
described as ‘poor’, there are variations in access to basic public services as well as land management 
practices between the settlements. To give an overall sense of the type of settlements being dealt with 
in this report, each settlement was scored on ten characteristics following the below chart: 
 
 

Characteristic 1 point 0.5 point 0 points 

Predominant land 
management practice 

Lilongwe City Council 
management 

N/A Customary 
management 

Payment of City Rates Yes N/A No 
Residents have tenure 
security documents 

Most Some None 

Chiefs allocate land No N/A Yes 
Settlement is planned  Yes Mixed No 
Predominant house type Permanent Mixed Semi-permanent 
Access to LWB water Yes N/A No 
Access to ESCOM 
electricity 

Yes  N/A No 

External access road 
material 

Tarmac N/A Dirt/Unpaved 

Access to LCC waste 
collection services 

Yes N/A No 

 
 

The highest possible score was therefore 10, while the lowest possible score was zero. The following 
groupings were generated based on the scores: 
 
 

Type Score Characteristics 

Urban 8-10  Settlements are planned and residents pay City Rates. Land is 
managed by the LCC and Chiefs do not allocate land. House types 
are mixed or permanent, and the majority has access the LWB 
water, ESCOM electricity, access by tarmac road, and LCC waste 
collection.  

Transitional – 1 5.5-7.5 Land is managed by the LCC and residents pay City Rates.  All 
settlements are either fully or partly planned. All have access to 
LWB water and ESCOM electricity (one does not have electricity 
access). 

Transitional – 2 3-5 Settlements are unplanned and residents do not pay City Rates. 
House types are mixed, and some residents have access to tenure 
security documents. All have access to LWB water and ESCOM 
electricity.  

Rural  0-2.5 Unplanned settlements where Chiefs play a role in land allocation 
and residents do not have secure tenure nor do they pay City Rates. 
Very limited access to public services.  
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The below pie chart shows the frequency of the resulting groups: 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The above chart indicates that two-thirds of the settlements fall into the Rural or the Transitional-2 
category. As the map below shows, Transitional-2 settlements are located throughout the city. 
Settlements categorized as Rural on the other hand are located in the northern parts of the city; seven 
are located in adjacent Areas 25, 49, 50, and 55, while three are located in nearby each other in Areas 
39, 41, and 44. Only one, Sese, is located in the southern part of the city.   
 
Interestingly, ten of the eleven settlements categorized as Rural are located in T/A Chitukula, implying 
that there is not only a significant amount of poor settlements in the area, but also that those poor 
settlements are some of the worst off among those surveyed. Indeed, 71% of settlements in T/A 
Chitukula fall into categories Rural and Transitional-2, indicating a concentration of poverty in the area.  
 
Only five settlements fall into the Transitional-1 category. Three of these are located close to each other 
in rapidly gentrifying Area 49. Similarly, only six settlements are classified as Urban. Apart from Mchesi, 
these were all established after Lilongwe became the capital of Malawi, i.e. post-1970. They are all also 
located in the vicinity of trading centres, which may account for their better than average access to 
public services as well as the prevalent formal land management structures.  
 

18% 

15% 

33% 

33% 
Urban

Transitional-1

Transitional-2

Rural

Figure 1 Settlements surveyed by type 



Survey of Urban Poor Settlements in Lilongwe 2014 

16 
 

  
Category of settlements surveyed 
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5. GOVERNANCE 

 

Almost three-quarters of the settlements surveyed indicated that they have a Group Village Head in the 
settlement. All settlements had Village Heads; the average number of Village Heads in a settlement was 
14.5, however the standard deviation of 23 indicates a wide range. Indeed, while Makatani has only one 
Village Head, Sese has well over 100. Over 90% of settlements indicated that chiefs are supported by 
ndunas (advisors).   
 
Eleven settlements, equal to a third of the settlements surveyed, indicated that residents in the area are 
expected to pay City Rates. Payment of the City Rates implies an element of formality or ‘acceptance’ by 
the City Council. All 11 settlements where residents are expected to pay City Rates fall into the Urban or 
Transitional-1 category, meaning they are either partially or fully planned and either most or all 
residents have documentation securing tenure, with the exception of Federation, which forms a special 
case as the area was developed as part of an NGO project involving housing loans. 
            
The majority (58%) of settlements has a Community Development Committee (CDC), or in three cases 
(Lundu, Yepa, Matanda) a Village Development Committee. Fifteen percent of settlements used to have 
a CDC, and were in most cases waiting for a new committee to be established following the May 2014 
tri-partite elections. CDCs play a role in mobilizing development resources from various government and 
civil society actors, so it is positive that almost three-quarters of the settlements have or have had a 
CDC.  
 

 New housing development in Mchesi settlement where residents pay City Rates (July 2014)  
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6. POPULATION, LAND, AND TENURE SECURITY 

6.1 AGE OF SETTLEMENTS 

 

A number of reasons make it challenging to collect data on the age of the settlements surveyed. Some 
of the settlements have been in existence for a long period time, meaning current residents are 
uncertain of the exact date of settlement. Other settlements have experienced regular turnover of 
residents, diminishing communal memory. 
 
In the below chart, settlements have been grouped in three main categories, which give a rough 
reflection on the ages of the settlements. Of note is that the majority (52%) of settlements were 
established in the post-1950 era, many as a result of evictions in the 1970s as Lilongwe became the 
capital of Malawi. A third (11) of the settlements surveyed are over a century old.  
 
 

 
Figure 2 Date of settlement establishment 

 
 

Data analysis shows that the age of a settlement increases the likelihood that land in the settlement is 
managed in a customary fashion: having settled before 1900 compared to settling after 1951 increases 
the likelihood of a settlement having customary land management approximately 13.5 times (95% 
confidence interval (CI) of the odds ratio of 2.0 to 90.7 and a p value of 0.007). This suggests that the age 
of a settlement could be seen as a proxy for the strength of traditional authority, making older 
settlements more resistant to land ownership claims by the City Council.  
 
 

6.2 POPULATION CHANGE 

 

Over the past few years, Lilongwe has experienced strong population growth. This is reflected in 
perceptions of population change in the settlements surveyed; 82% of settlements indicated that there 
has been a substantial increase in the population of their settlement over the past five years, while 18% 
indicated that there had been a small increase. No settlement indicated that their population had either 

53% 

13% 

34% 

Post-1950

1901-1950

Pre-1900
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remained the same or declined. A combination of population growth and in-migration was generally 
cited as reasons for the increase in the settlements’ populations.  
 
Almost half (49%) of the respondents indicated that there are many homeless people in their 
settlements. A quarter of the settlements indicated that there are some homeless people, while 27% 
stated that there were none. Two-thirds of settlements with no homeless people fall into the Rural 
category.  
 
 

6.3 LAND OWNERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT 

 

Respondents were asked who the land the settlement is located on belongs to. Responses were largely 
divided between land belonging to the City Council (55%) and land being held customarily (42%). Only 
one settlement (Mgona) indicated differently, stating that the land the settlement is located on is 
railway land.  
 
It should be highlighted that the responses are based on perception of land ownership; land in some of 
the settlements who indicated that land is held in a customary fashion may formally belong to the City 
Council. As such, it is useful to consider how land in the settlements is actually managed, specifically, 
whether or not Chiefs play a role in allocating land. 
 
Just over half (52%) of the settlements indicated that local Chiefs either allocate or sell land in the 
settlement. Of the settlements in which Chiefs play a role in land management, ten (59%) fall into the 
Rural category, six (35%) into the Transitional-2 category and only one falls into the Transitional-1 
category. The one Rural settlement that did not indicate that Chiefs sell or allocate land was Kasengere, 
where respondents stated that no land remained for sale or allocation by Chiefs.  
 
Chiefs, by contrast, do not play a direct land management role in any of the Urban settlements and 80% 
of Transitional-1 settlements. Chiefs do also not play a land management role in 45% of Transitional-2 
settlements.  
 
Nevertheless, Chiefs retain authority in all settlement categories: 90% of settlements indicated that 
Chiefs ‘always’ witness land transactions. The reason Chiefs do not witness land transactions in three 
settlements (Chifumbe, M’bwetu, Federation) is because land is not sold in these.  
 
 

6.4 TENURE SECURITY  

 

Respondents were asked whether ‘none’, ‘some’, or ‘most’ residents in the settlement have tenure 
security documentation in the form of either land title deeds or land registration. The majority (53%) of 
settlements indicated that none of the residents have tenure security documentation, while a quarter 
indicated that most residents have either land titles or land registration.  
 
Who is perceived to own the land is strongly correlated with whether or not residents have tenure 
security documentation. Data analysis shows that residents in settlements where land is owned by the 
City Council are 19.6 times more likely to have tenure security documentation than residents in 
settlements where land is held customarily (CI of 4.1 to 183.8 and p of 0.003). Similarly, residents in 
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settlements where Chiefs do not allocate or sell land are 7.5 times more likely to have tenure security 
documentation than residents in settlements where Chiefs allocate or sell land (CI of 2.0 to 33.41 and p 
of 0.007).    
 
Based on a transect walk around each settlement combined with verification using satellite imagery, it 
was determined whether a settlement was planned5 or not. Twenty-seven percent of settlements were 
determined to be planned, while 9% are partly planned. The majority (64%) of the settlements surveyed 
are unplanned.    
 
 

 
Figure 3 Settlement lay-out type (percentage) 

 

 
Residents of unplanned settlements are less likely to have tenure security documentation. Data analysis 
shows that residents in partially planned settlements compared to unplanned ones are on average 14.8 
times more likely to have tenure security documentation (CI of 1.9 to 177.3, p of 0.021); the likelihood 
rises to 25.9 when comparing fully planned settlements to unplanned ones (CI of 5.7 to 156.5, p of < 
0.001).  
 
The majority (52%) of settlements report no fear of eviction or actual eviction threats, regardless of the 
availability of documentation. Of those under threat of eviction or perceived to be under threat, only 
two settlements, Chatata and Federation, rated their eviction threat level as ‘high’. 38% of the 
settlements rated their threat level as ‘moderate’, while 50% rated it as ‘low’. 
 

                                                                 
5
 ‘Planned’ here refers to the settlement having a clear lay-out  
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9% 64% 

Planned

Partly planned
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Figure 4 Percentage of settlements with some level of eviction threat 

 
 

 
Figure 5 Perceived level of eviction threat 

 
 

The majority (69%) of settlements with some level of eviction threat stated that the source of the threat 
was a rumour. Residents in many settlements recall evictions in the 1970s (some even refused to 
relocate at the time) and are concerned they may be moved given the current rate of growth of the city. 
Five settlements have more substantive reasons to fear eviction: Mgona and Area 50 Proper cited 
railway development as the cause for eviction threats; Chatata cited industrial expansion and previous 
eviction notices from local authorities; Kaondo cited verbal threats by the authorities; while Federation 
shared foreclosure notices issued by a local NGO.  
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6.5 OWNERS VS RENTERS 

 

Residents are divided between home owners and tenants in 30 of the settlements surveyed. In the 
majority (64%) of settlements with tenants, over 50% of the population is estimated to rent their 
homes. The percentage of renters is estimated to be over 80% in four settlements, Chinsapo, Mchesi, 
Mwenyekondo, and Mgona.   
 
 

 
Figure 6 Number of settlements with the indicated percentage of renters  

 

 
There are no renters in three of the settlements surveyed, Lundu, Mbangulu, and M’bwetu. All three are 
categorized as Rural and are located at the fringes of the city. Indeed, data analysis indicates that Rural 
settlements are on the whole five to eight times less likely to have renters than other types of 
settlements; for example, settlements categorized as Urban are 8.8 times more likely to have renters 
than Rural settlements (CI of 3.5 to 24.2, p of < 0.001). 
   
The below diagram indicates average monthly rents in Malawi kwacha in the settlements where tenants 
are present. Data analysis shows that average monthly rents are around 2,000 Malawi kwacha higher in 
settlements defined as planned compared to unplanned settlements (CI of + 500 to + 3000 MKW and p 
of 0.002).   

 
Figure 7 Average rent in the settlements surveyed 

 All Planned Unplanned 

Mean 2,725 (sd=1447.87) 3,778 1,774 
Median 2,500 3,500 1,500 
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6.6 HOUSING TYPE 

 

The 2008 Population and Housing Census of Malawi divides house types in the country into the 
following categories: 
 
 

Type Description 

Permanent Roof made of iron sheets, tiles, concrete or asbestos, and walls made of burnt 
bricks, concrete or stones. These include caravans and tinned structures. 

Semi-permanent Lacking construction materials of a permanent structure for wall or roof. These are 
structures, which are built of non-permanent walls such as sun-dried bricks or 
non-permanent roofing materials such as thatch. 

Traditional Both thatched roof and mud walls. 
 

 
An assessment was made on the most prevalent type of housing through observation during a transect 
walk in each settlement. The majority (52%) of settlements featured a combination of permanent and 
semi-permanent housing, while housing in 45% of settlements was predominantly semi-permanent. In 
only one settlement, Sector 7, was housing found to be predominantly permanent; the majority of 

Rental housing in Area 22 (July 2014)  
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houses in the settlement were built as part of a home construction project operated by Habitat for 
Humanity. No settlement featured predominantly traditional type housing.  
 
While homes built using sun-burnt bricks usually made on site represent an easy and affordable means 
of accessing housing for the urban poor, the practice raises both environmental and safety concerns. 
Respondents in many settlements stated that semi-permanent houses regularly collapse during the 
rainy season, which in some cases has resulted in deaths. Use of the open ground for house construction 
also contributes to soil erosion in the settlements.    
 
 

  
Production of sun-burnt bricks in Area 23 (July 2014)  
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7. ACCESS TO PUBLIC SERVICES 

7.1 ACCESS TO WATER 

 

Eighty-five percent of settlements surveyed have access to water from the Lilongwe Water Board (LWB). 
The five settlements without access are all typified as Rural, and are located nearby each other in Areas 
25 and 55 in the city’s north.  
 
The below chart indicates the most common means of accessing water in all communities surveyed. 
While the most common ways of accessing water are through taps, water kiosks, and wells, rivers are 
also used for accessing water in 36% of settlements. That residents access water from sources other 
than LWB taps or water kiosks reflects both a lack of willingness and ability to pay for potable water, as 
well as challenges accessing LWB water due to a limited number of water kiosks, the cost of a private 
tap, and low water pressure meaning potable water is not readily available.   
 
 

 
Figure 8 Percentage of settlements accessing water through the identified sources 

 

 
Twenty-two of the settlements access water through water kiosks. Excluding Chigwirizano as an outlier6, 
the average cost of 20L of water from a water kiosk in the remaining 21 settlements is 10 Malawi 
kwacha. Eleven of these settlements have Water Users’ Associations (WUA), cooperative societies 
where communities establish a legal business entity and register it with the Government to operate all 
water facilities in a designated area.7 There is however no statistically significant difference in the cost of 
water between settlements with and settlements without a WUA.   
 
 
 

                                                                 
6
 Located at the edge of Lilongwe City, Chigwirizano was only connected to LWB water in 2014 and the high cost of 

water from water kiosks there (MK50/20L) may be a result of this.  
7
 WaterAid (N/A) Managing communal water kiosks in Malawi: Experiences in water supply management in poor 

urban settlements in Lilongwe 
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Residents in Kasengere regularly resort to using river water, even in the dry season (July 2014)  
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7.2 LIGHT AND ACCESS TO ELECTRICITY  

 

There is an Electricity Supply Corporation of Malawi (ESCOM) electricity connection in 70% of the 
settlements surveyed. As indicated in the below diagram however, electricity is not the most common 
source of light used by residents in the settlements. Instead, candles are universally used, while torches 
and paraffin are also common light sources. In some of the poorest settlements, grass is used for light. 
The cost of connecting to electricity was in many settlements cited as prohibitive. None of the 
respondents indicated that solar power is a common source of light.  
 
 

 
Figure 9 Percentage of settlements using the identified source of light 

 
 

7.3 WASTE MANAGEMENT AND SANITATION 

 

Only seven (21%) of the settlements surveyed are provided with waste management services by 
Lilongwe City Council. As the below diagram indicates, the most common means of waste disposal are 
burning, burying, or dumping waste. This is the case also in settlements serviced by the LCC, as waste 
collection in most cases is irregular. Composting is an under-used but effective method of waste 
management given that some 70% of waste in Lilongwe is estimated to be organic. Some settlements, 
e.g. Mtandire and Area 25A, have active composting schemes following NGO interventions.  
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Figure 10 Percentage of settlements with access to waste disposal by Lilongwe City Council 

 
 

 
Figure 11 Most common means of waste disposal in the settlements surveyed 

 
 

The most common type of toilet in all settlements is pit latrines. These are shared among households in 
88% of the settlements. The average number of households sharing one pit latrine is six. However, in 
some of the densest settlements such as Mwenyekondo, latrines can be shared by well over 10 
households. Following NGO interventions, composting/ecosan toilets can be found in some settlements, 
e.g. Federation, but overall these remain rare.  
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7.4 ACCESS ROUTE  

 

Internal roads in all settlements are unpaved dirt roads. The majority (70%) of settlements can also be 
reached only along dirt roads, while 30% of settlements can be reached along tarmac roads. Of the 
latter, half of the settlements are categorized as Urban.   
 
 

7.5 OVERALL SERVICE AVAILABILITY 

 

As is evident from the above, access to public services is a challenge in many of the settlements 
surveyed. The below diagram indicates the percentage of settlements with access to the identified 
public service available either in the settlement itself, or in its immediate vicinity.  
 
 

 
Figure 12 Percentage of settlements with ready access to the identified service 

 
 

Respondents in only 6% of settlements stated that there was a public health centre or clinic in the 
settlement or its immediate vicinity. While not all settlements should necessarily have a clinic – many 
are small and/or located close to each other – the low percentage suggests the urban poor face 
significant challenges in accessing health care in Lilongwe. Similarly, respondents in only 18% of 
settlements indicated nearby access to public secondary schools. Although just over half of the 
settlements have a public primary school nearby, respondents noted that even when public schools are 
accessible, they are often over-crowded.  
 
Forty-two percent of settlements stated they have a Community-Based Childcare Centre (CBCC) on site.  
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8. SOCIAL AND FINANCIAL CAPITAL 

8.1 ACCESS TO FINANCE 

 

Accessing finance is difficult in the settlements surveyed. There is a bank in only two of the settlements, 
Area 25A and Area 23, both active trading centres. Similarly, only four settlements report that residents 
have access to microfinance through institutions active in the community. Residents in the majority 
(88%) of settlements have however mobilized and come together in so-called banking mkhonde groups, 
essentially community savings schemes usually run and participated in by women.    
 

 
 
 

8.2 LEVELS OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 

 

Respondents were asked to rate how safe they feel in the settlement as well as the extent to which 
residents trust each other to assess the level of social capital in the settlements. As the below chart 
indicates, levels of trust are high in the majority (76%) of the settlements - only five settlements 
indicated low levels of trust. Four out of the five settlements with low trust levels between residents, 
Mwenyekondo, Mtsiriza, Mtandire, and Tumbwe, are characterized as relatively dense with high a 
percentage of renters, which may partly account for the lack of trust.  
 

Meeting of a women’s banking 
mkhonde group in Matanda 

settlement (July 2014)  
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Figure 13 Levels of trust in settlements surveyed 

 
The sense of safety in the settlements surveyed is starkly divided between day- and night-time. While 
respondents in most settlements stated they felt safe during the day, they also indicated that they felt 
unsafe during the night. As a result, the sense of safety in 58% of the settlements is moderate. It is of 
note however that the sense of safety is low in almost a quarter of the settlements surveyed; 58% of 
settlements also cite crime as a problem.  
 
 

 
Figure 14 Sense of security in settlements surveyed 

 
 
Eighty-five percent of settlements indicated that they have good relationships with neighbouring 
settlements. Many respondents highlighted funerals as common occasions when residents in 
neighbouring settlements come together to support each other.  
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9. HAZARDS, CHALLENGES AND PRIORITIES 

9.1 ENVIRONMENTAL HAZARDS  

 

Twenty-nine (88%) of the settlements surveyed indicated that residents in the settlements are regularly 
exposed to at least one of four environmental hazards. The diagram below outlines the most common 
types of hazards affecting the residents:  
 
 

 
Figure 15 Percentage of settlements affected by the specified environmental hazard 

 
 

Given the lack of waste management in most of the settlements surveyed, it is of little wonder that 67% 
are affected by waste, while 45% and 48% of settlements are affected by air and water pollution 
respectively. Noise pollution occurs only in Chigwirizano, which is home to a number of bars and 
guesthouses.  
 
 

9.2 SOCIAL PROBLEMS 

 

The below figure outlines the most common types of social problems encountered in the settlements. 
While the data can be seen as indicative of the occurrence of domestic violence, alcohol abuse, and 
crime in Lilongwe’s poor settlements, the methodology of this survey means the data should be treated 
with caution.8   
 
 

                                                                 
8
 Respondents were asked if ‘any of the following’ social problems were common. In addition, given sensitivities 

surrounding issues such as domestic violence, sexual assault, and prostitution, these may go underreported, 
particularly in mixed-gender interview groups.  
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Figure 16 Prevalence of social problems in settlements surveyed 

 
 

9.3 CHALLENGES 

 

The most common challenges faced by residents in the settlements surveyed have been grouped into six 
categories, as outlined in the below chart: 
 
 

 
Figure 17 Most common types of challenges faced in the settlements surveyed 

 
 

Accessing public services is the most prevalent (57.5%) challenge, while economic challenges such as 
accessing finance are second most common. The below charts provide further details on types of 
economic and public services access challenges residents in the settlements face.  
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Figure 18 Prevalence of economic challenges faced by settlements surveyed 

 

 
In terms of economic challenges, unemployment is a problem in almost half of all settlements, while 
lack of access to finance affects 70% of all settlements. This is not surprising given the limited access to 
banks and microfinance in the settlements surveyed.   
 
 

 
Figure 19 Prevalence of challenges in accessing public services in settlements surveyed 

 
 
Among challenges accessing public services, education features prominently with 70% of settlements 
reporting access a problem, while water is cited as a challenge by almost half of all settlements. The 
biggest challenge however appears to access to health care; 80% of all settlements cited this as an issue, 
which corresponds with the low amount of settlements with public health centres or clinics nearby.  
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9.4 PRIORITIES 

 

The question regarding the settlement’s development priorities was asked after the question regarding 
challenges faced. As a result, not all respondents recognized this as a separate question. For many, the 
idea that settlement can have its own development priorities also appeared foreign. Data on settlement 
priorities is therefore indicative at best.   
 
Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that 64% of settlements indicated capacity building as a priority, 
while improving access to education (39%), water (58%), and health care (55%) also featured 
prominently. The most common capacity building need cited was economic empowerment for women, 
including improving access to finance.   
 
 

 

  

Lack of waste management is a problem in many of the settlements, including Chijachi (August 2014)  
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10. CONCLUSION 

 
The objective of this research study was to assess the current level of access to public services and 
participation in urban governance in poor settlements in Lilongwe. Overall, the study found that 
Lilongwe City is failing the residents of the city’s poor settlements, particularly those in the northern 
part of the city.  
 
However, the study also revealed heterogeneity among the settlements surveyed, with a handful of 
settlements displaying more ‘urban’ characteristics and thereby higher living standards, while a third is 
best described as rural. Roughly half of the settlements are at some level of transition from urban to 
rural, displaying differing levels of formality and access to public services.  
 
A key underlying reason for the current situation in Lilongwe’s poor settlements is the city authorities’ 
failure to assume responsibility of the city’s growth and provide affordable, serviced land and housing 
for its residents. Without access to formal land and housing, city dwellers turn to the informal market, 
resulting in the growth of unserviced, unplanned settlements around the city.  
 
Therefore, while this report has highlighted many gaps and shortfalls that need to be addressed, two 
stand paramount. Firstly, the government must work with residents in existing poor settlements to 
develop participatory, community-led upgrading processes. While many of the settlements are 
unplanned, the clear majority display potential for rationalization through measures such as re-blocking 
or re-alignment. Moreover, resettlement is a poor option that very rarely results in positive 
development outcomes for the resettled.  
 
Secondly, in view of Lilongwe’s strong growth rate, it is vital that the City Council together with the 
national government take concerted action to provide affordable land and housing to the city’s 
residents, whether rich or poor. This should involve reconsideration of sites-and-services schemes, as 
well as efforts to ‘build up’ and densify the city to allow for less costly service delivery. The bottom line 
for Lilongwe is that failure to house the city’s growing population risks creating enduring problem areas 
affecting not only poor residents in the settlements, but the city as a whole.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Survey of Urban Poor Settlements in Lilongwe 2014 

37 
 

11. LIST OF SETTLEMENTS  

LIST OF 
 
 
  

Settlement name Latitude Longitude Area Category 

Mwyenekondo 14° 0'34.29"S 33°47'0.76"E 1 Transitional - 2 

Mchesi 13°59'26.15"S 33°47'13.80"E 8 Urban 

Makatani  13°56'49.58"S 33°48'54.70"E 10 Transitional - 2 

A22 Proper 14° 0'35.40"S 33°47'31.05"E 22 Urban 

A23 14° 0'16.31"S 33°49'20.13"E 23 Urban 

Ngwenya 14° 1'22.19"S 33°48'6.83"E 24 Transitional - 1 

A25A 13°53'39.01"S 33°45'26.52"E 25 Urban 

Dsenza 13°52'51.02"S 33°44'44.41"E 25 Transitional - 2 

Kasengere 13°52'47.11"S 33°44'16.03"E 25 Rural 

Matanda 13°53'15.29"S 33°43'55.96"E 25 Rural 

Sector 7 13°53'30.40"S 33°45'2.83"E 25 Urban 

Kaondo 14° 1'7.43"S 33°46'38.63"E 36 Transitional - 1 

Tumbwe 14° 1'35.93"S 33°46'37.71"E 36 Transitional - 2 

Sese  14° 2'39.21"S 33°48'41.67"E 38 Rural 

Chatata  13°53'48.54"S 33°48'53.75"E 39 Rural 

Kauma 13°55'54.67"S 33°49'36.52"E 41 Rural 

M'bwetu 13°55'6.84"S 33°49'53.92"E 44 Rural 

A49 Mtendza 13°54'24.92"S 33°44'27.70"E 49 Transitional - 1 

A49 Proper 13°54'43.12"S 33°44'47.04"E 49 Urban 

Chijachi 13°54'11.48"S 33°44'26.80"E 49 Rural 

Dubai 13°54'42.37"S 33°45'16.64"E 49 Transitional - 1 

Federation 13°55'9.09"S 33°44'21.39"E 49 Transitional - 1 

A50 Proper 13°54'16.28"S 33°45'45.23"E 50 Transitional - 2 

Chifumbe  13°54'18.85"S 33°45'21.63"E 50 Rural 

Ngomani  13°54'20.81"S 33°46'31.82"E 50 Transitional - 2 

Mgona 13°54'2.29"S 33°46'36.48"E 51 Transitional - 2 

Lundu  13°52'14.01"S 33°44'8.66"E 55 Rural 

Mbangulu 13°52'15.61"S 33°44'22.60"E 55 Rural 

Yepa 13°50'14.16"S 33°44'34.69"E 55 Rural 

Mtandire 13°56'40.36"S 33°44'32.80"E 56 Transitional - 2 

Mtsiriza 13°56'57.85"S 33°44'28.15"E 56 Transitional - 2 

Chinsapo 14° 0'43.61"S 33°43'38.71"E 57 Transitional - 2 

Chigwirizano 14° 2'18.80"S 33°42'1.27"E 58 Transitional - 2 
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