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The Right to the City:  

Progress, prospects and challenges 

in Malawi

Siku Nkhoma and Sarah Jameson

Malawi is one of the least urbanised countries but one of the fastest urban-
ising nations in the world. While only 15 percent of Malawi’s population 
lives in the city, the country claims an urbanisation rate of 6.3 percent. 
Estimates already glaringly point to the doubling of the urban population 
by 2030. This signals an era characterised by influx into urban spaces, 
and a resultant increased pressure on social services. 

At present, 75 percent of the urban dwellers in Malawi live in slums 
or informal settlements, where living conditions remain appalling. Being 
a country where the government neither recognises nor appreciates that 
poor people also live in cities/towns, it becomes increasingly difficult to 
combat the upsurge of slums.

However, efforts are now being diverted to capacitating slum dwellers 
themselves by creating a critical mass that can engage state actors and 
negotiate for change to ensure participation and appropriation of urban 
spaces. At the fore is the powerful community movement challenging the 
hegemony, lobbying for fundamental systemic reforms through organised 
localised social struggles. The idea is to surrogate the present exclusionary 
approach with an inclusionary one, embracing a rights-based agenda 
where the Right to the City is embedded.

This chapter is one perspective of the Right to the City debate, 
contextualising Malawi in exploring how the rights-based approach can 
break the urban poverty cycle epitomised in slums. The chapter discus-
ses the social exclusion of the urban poor in urban planning and policy 
reforms, before examining progress towards and prospects of an inclusive 
planning methodology.

Published in Claiming the City: Civil Society Mobilisation by the Urban Poor (2014) 
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Struggle against exclusion

The Right to the City, in Lefebvre’s conceptualisation, enfranchises all 
citizens to participate in the use and production of all urban spaces. This 
entails two rights: participation and appropriation. Ideally, the citizens 
are supposed to rigorously get involved in decisions that create urban 
spaces. In reality, however, development planning is an exclusive activity 
for technocrats, and it remains an elusive dream for the majority of the 
urban poor. 

Most urban dwellers, particularly the poor, have no voice in the 
ownership and commodification of urban spaces. In fact, the majority of 
them do not own land; they stay in ‘encroached areas,’ and dwell in rented 
shacks. And city councils have been repetitively unwilling to upgrade these 
slums, because to them, poor people live in the village.

For years, the Center for Community Organization and Development 
(CCODE) and the Malawi Homeless People’s Federation have focused on 
capacitating the urban poor to claim their rights and challenge the erosion 
(or non-existence) of their participation in the development process. The 
organisations mobilise the informal communities to undertake slum 
upgrading projects in their settlements, and also to find space for engaging 
the state to institutionalise structures for involvement of the urban poor.

Policy vacuum

Despite the rapid urbanisation, Malawi has neither a policy nor an action 
plan that is geared towards creating space for the 6.3 percent that annually 
leave villages for urban centres. Fresh urbanites are finding a system and 
an urban setting that is not ready for them. Most worrying is the fact 
that the occurrence is repeatedly recycling itself; yet, no efforts are being 
made to institute a deliberate policy for regulating the urbanisation, nor 
to create room for the would-be urbanites.

Due to lack of an urban policy, there is no urban financing. Thus, 
while rural districts are allocated millions of Kwachas for development 
projects, the cities and towns get meagre values, not commensurate with 
the increasing urban growth. This entails that whatever the urban poor 
communities plan and design will remain in the same skeletal sketches, 
lacking financial allocation to enhance implementation.
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Approaching inclusiveness: CCODE/Federation work 

In contrast with other countries, where urbanisation responds and 
corresponds to the level of industrialisation, in Malawi, it is virtually 
different. The country lacks robust industries and has no job space to 
accommodate all new urban dwellers. So, individuals embark on a journey 
to town, either blank or without a proper plan of what to do in order 
to sustain themselves. This, in essence, is tantamount to urbanisation of 
poverty. As more people trickle to town, they not only contribute to an 
increase in the urban population, but also to urban poverty.

Unsurprisingly, most of the urbanites now live in slums, and the rapid 
urbanisation will only translate into mushrooming of slums. Though 
houses are relatively cheap in informal settlements, the swelling popula-
tion exerts more pressure on land, housing and other social services. This 
calls for collective actions amongst state actors, NGOs and communities 
themselves, before the problem of slum development gets helter-skelter.

The CCODE implements slum upgrading projects to rectify deplor-
able living conditions in the informal settlements, and to alleviate poverty. 
The upgrading work uses community-driven designs that conform to the 
needs of the urban poor. The CCODE envisages a system that allows the 
city council to create a monetary basket, where informal settlements that 
have developed plans and designs can apply for slum upgrading funds. 
Once communities start building themselves, the central government will 
deem it necessary to support the efforts and seek ways of entrenching 
and scaling up the practice.

Slum upgrading and prevention: The approach

The process of slum upgrading starts with community mobilisation, 
beginning with chiefs who are the customary land owners in the informal 
settlements. In the initial phases, however, the chiefs express scepticism, 
especially because they consider slum upgrading as an eviction threat that 
would lurk their ownership of land. But with continued advocacy and 
civic education, the chiefs grasp the concept and play a crucial role in 
mobilising their subjects. The mobilised communities start challenging 
the status quo and investigating how the problems they are facing arose. 
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Suffice it to know that the city councils have no plans for these ‘unre-
cognised’ settlements, because to them, slums or informal settlements are 
non-existent; poor people live in villages. This perception even blurs the 
councils’ knowledge of slums, so that little or no attention is paid to the 
understanding of living conditions in such communities. The councils 
have no informal settlement units where communities can channel their 
grievances.

Over the years, the CCODE has established Informal Settlement 
Networks (ISNs) around the cities who lead the activism aimed at finding 
space for negotiations with the city councils. The ISNs have enabled the 
councils to unlock their padlocks and open rooms for engaging with the 
communities.

To surmount the information gap, communities are involved in a 
profiling exercise that documents basic socio-economic conditions in 
respective slums. Profiling provides a starting point in ensuring that coun-
cils understand the challenges that confront slum dwellers. It investigates 
the settlements’ social-economic conditions: educational, infrastructural, 
sanitation, health and energy, and it further explains the lives of the 
people living therein. It closes knowledge gaps by bringing into the fore 
the challenges that confront the inhabitants, thereby enabling councils to 
initiate development interventions tailored at remedying the shortfalls. 

Further, inhabitants of the informal settlements have now taken it 
upon themselves to develop slum upgrading plans and designs that show 
and reflect their aspirations. Members of the informal settlements, where 
CCODE and the Federation work, meet in what they call planning studio 
sessions, in which the process of planning developmental initiatives for 
their communities takes place.

It is envisaged that improving living conditions in informal settlements 
will incentivise the city council authorities to incorporate the slums into 
the city fold, thus providing residents from these areas with social ser-
vices such as good markets, improved roads, hospitals, schools and other 
social amenities. When the informal settlements are provided with such 
services, other people will be able to find job opportunities to sustain 
their livelihoods. 
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City councils versus ISNs 

Lilongwe, the capital of Malawi, was included in the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation (BMGF) slum upgrading project. Owing to the city 
council’s stand on the issues of informal settlements, Lilongwe was not 
ready for such action. When the BMGF realised that the city would not 
successfully carry out the project, it pulled out its monetary support and 
gave the council three months to finalise the project. Fortunately for the 
city of Lilongwe, the communities of Chinsapo and Mtandire – which 
are some of the informal settlements that the CCODE and the Federa-
tion work with – expressed readiness to implement the project during the 
three-month closing stage to give it a face-saving exit strategy, which was 
accepted by the city council. Chinsapo and Mtandire ISNs took up the 
challenge, demonstrating that a lot can be achieved through the power 
of organised communities.

Even though the Lilongwe city council partly shoulders the blame 
for this episode, it actually all boils down to systemic problems. There 
is currently a lack of solidly instituted structures that allow for urban 
development, especially issues that address urban poverty. The case of 
the city council being saved by ISNs holds already in itself  a symbolism 
that cannot be overestimated.  And while it may sound ironic to others 
that the council was saved by ‘unrecognised’ informal settlements, it only 
vindicates and strengthens CCODE’s struggle for inclusiveness in urban 
developing planning.

Conclusion 

For years, an expert-oriented approach to urban development planning 
has both negated the participation of poor communities and stripped 
them of their share of the urban space. However, experience has shown 
that urban development planning that includes organised communities 
in the process wears a sustainability badge and guarantees scalability 
of development projects. Attaining inclusiveness, though, means the 
adoption of a rights-based approach that promotes participation and 
appropriation. While the approach faces its own challenges and might not 
necessarily be a panacea to all current problems, it at least offers optimism 
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as regards communities solving their own problems. The involvement that 
the Chinsapo and Mtandire communities displayed during the BMGF 
project is in itself a testimony to the widespread appetite amongst inhab-
itants to develop their settlements.
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