
“Change may be slow but with time we will reach our destination” was a comment by Watson
Chirwa, one of the coordinators of our Family Planning, Sexual Health and Life Skills project,
and it feels such an appropriate opening to the 2023 report. 

Unlike some of our other projects where impact and change take place much quicker, this
project is looking at the future and much of the impact and change will be only be visible in
years to come.

Watson works alongside Rebecca and together they work with young people in schools and
through youth groups, and with adults through men and women’s groups, and with couples. 

This year there has been a big emphasis on using sport to deliver health messages to
youngsters at the Children’s Corners that were established in 2022. Weekly meetings take
place with youth groups and after an open learning and discussion session, they then play
football or netball. This year saw more girls encouraged to play football too.

It is evident that Watson and Rebecca’s continued presence has gained the trust and respect
of local students. The interactive sessions have become a safe space for young people to open
up and ask questions, and pupils in Standard 5 in their first year of these sessions, have
become used to seeing Watson and Rebecca at school so are excited for the lessons. 

The team therefore ensure those receiving our Life Skills classes for the first time learn about
Malawi's population, challenges facing the country, family planning, contraceptives etc.,  
before they then engage them in fun activities. 

Watson said, "Children are not aware of what is happening in their country but as we explain
the changes, you can see the understanding in their eyes and the true impact of Malawi's
population growth sinks in. The students then understand why some species of fish are
disappearing, why the distance to collect firewood is increasing, why there is overcrowding in
hospitals, and a shortage of medication, fewer jobs and an increase in poverty levels."

Building relationships with all members
of the community
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During the school sessions we are able
to reach an average of 50 children at a
time so the youth groups outside of
school have been instrumental in
reaching more youngsters. We continue
to work alongside the Social Welfare
Department and through the sports
groups, youth groups and Children's
Corners, we have an average of 20, 40
and 100 children registered respectively. 

Watson said, "We have been working
with more than 3,000 students at 12
schools and have 5,722 young people
registered across nine sports teams,
eight Children's Corners and various
youth groups. We have found these
sessions to be really useful as the
children choose to attend them versus it
being a school lesson. However, as they
have been able to get to know us from
the sessions we do at schools it has built
that element of trust and moving
forward, we will be doing more out-of-
school activities and workshops with
some in-school sessions."

The team also demonstrates the budget of a family of four – parents and two children –
 versus a family of six – parents and four children. Showing the increased cost of raising
more children helps the students to understand the challenges that their parents face and
that they could face too if they don't make informed decisions and choices. 

Rebecca continued, "We have several aims but we want children to stay in school and not
to get married young or drop out because they get pregnant."
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One of the reasons for working more in the community is that there is an increasing
problem of boys and young men aged between 12 and 20 who have either finished school
or are dropping out of school and turning to drinking. This is causing obvious issues
within the villages so we are currently talking with parents and elders to understand the
full depth of the situation and how they think this can be tackled. We are also working
closely with other youngsters in the community who may not attend one of the groups
listed above but meet to play bao (a local game played with small stones and a carved
wooden board) to understand their thoughts on the problem and what we can do. Sadly,
as the population increases and jobs remain scarce, the problem is likely to continue.

Watson and Rebecca had the additional support of some medical volunteers who helped
at their sessions. The youth groups continue to have a strong focus on sport and during
September, girls were encouraged to come and play football – typically a male sport in
Malawi. The girls loved having the opportunity to play and they are now regularly
attending youth group so that they can play football afterwards. Topics are being
discussed in more detail, including medical topics such as contraceptives and their side
effects. Regular attendance also means that Watson and Rebecca can talk with each group
on local issues too.

However, we have also met some very inspiring
youngsters who have set up their own groups
and are working together for a better future
for themselves and their community. One of
these is Youth with a Vision. As a group, they
help in the village from cleaning the dispensary
to building and maintaining kitchens for the
elderly. They are setting up a chicken business
and have lots of dreams and ambitions to
provide youngsters with a focus and
opportunity. We are looking forward to
developing a close relationship with them. 
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Judith (not her real name), 18 and still at primary school said, “It is common that they are
both at school but it is only the girl that has to drop out as they can’t prove it was that boy
that got her pregnant. It is unfair. We have heard lots about contraceptives but many
don’t get them because of distances to travel to clinics and we think people will talk.”

Interestingly, the conversation moved on to how babies are made and the girls attending
this group were asked if they understood how this happened. They understood the
physical elements of sex but didn’t understand the correlation between periods and
pregnancy.

Judith continued, “When we hit puberty we do get advice from our grandmothers or aunts
but that information is dated. We don’t talk much with our mothers. We need to talk more
about these issues.”

Meeting with a group of mothers, there were conflicting opinions. Some of the mothers
said they were unaware that girls were having sex so young or that they even had
boyfriends whilst a couple of the mothers said that when they have tried talking to their
13 and 14 year old daughters, they become rude and defensive. This year we hope to get
more mothers and their daughters together so we can help open up communication.

At one girls’ group in particular, topics discussed on a weekly basis included STIs, periods,
boyfriends, peer pressure, teen pregnancy, family planning options and cultural advice.
During an early meeting, many of the girls said they knew other girls in Standard 6 and 7
at primary school who had got pregnant around age 15 and had dropped out of school.
They all agreed that this was bad as these girls lost out on their education. They discussed
boyfriends and whether the boys getting the girls pregnant are at school or older.
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From this session we also learnt that some of the older girls had boyfriends who they
‘allowed’ to touch their breasts in exchange for money. When asked what this money was
for, they said snacks and soap. Interestingly when this topic was brought up again three
weeks later, the girls opened up more.

Christina (not her real name), 15 explained during this session that it’s not just about food
and soap. She said, “Many girls want to use modern disposable sanitary pads instead of
traditional methods. These pads mean we can be in school so some girls let their
boyfriends touch them so they can use this money for pads.”

This type of information is extremely important for our team to hear. It gives us the
chance to work closely on such issues and help young women value their bodies more and
find alternative ways of buying pads. We can also help them understand how they are
putting themselves at risk of STIs, HIV and pregnancy.
 
Throughout every youth session, there is a mixture of games, Q&As and sport. The games
are all Sexual Health related and include True and False games, quizzes and ‘Would You
Rather’. All open up topics in a much less formal way and are important to help us
understand what issues face youngsters at the time. At the end of the games and Q&As,
sport begins and they have so much fun. Here are a few action shots.
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Through another of our projects we met Esther, a 19-year-old mother who got pregnant
whilst she was waiting for her end of secondary school examination results at a school
outside the Ripple Africa catchment area. The boyfriend was 25. Her son was born and he
has cerebral palsy. She attends one of our disability and rehabilitation groups and said, “I
wish I could go back. I love my son but I wish I hadn’t got pregnant so young. My parents
say they will care for my son when he can walk. I will then be able to go to college.”

The reality for this mother and child is that walking is going to take many more years for
her son than for a neuro-typical child. Not impossible but longer and who knows how life
will have changed for this aspiring teacher during that time. These moments remind us of
how important it is to continue the work we are doing. 

Although the youth groups are really important, the school sessions are too as they
provide a structured place for general learning on these topics, with the youth groups
giving young people a safe space to open up and ask questions.

In one Standard 8 class a 12-year-old pupil explained the impact of the growing
population on Malawi, particularly on its natural resources. He said, “Too many people
mean we are cutting down trees and fishing too much. Schools are overcrowded too.
When I grow up I want to be a software engineer and only have two children.”

The headteachers are really keen for the sessions to continue too and Boswell Banda,
Headmaster at Chiomba Primary School said, “The lessons are very helpful as important
topics are being taught and the students need to learn about the population and the
impact it is having on our country. They are learning practical skills which affect them now
and will affect them in the future too.”

Overall, it is clear that the lessons on population, finances and similar activities are still
really important but we are expanding our topic scope to address other relevant local
issues too. 

Success is my dream remains the motto and together we can help youngsters achieve a
brighter future.
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Alongside learning, we did play some games and the women enjoyed them. One of these
was giant Jenga. We have found, as with the youngsters we work with, incorporating
interactive activities is key to encouraging groups to open up.

Introducing this brick tower building game was an opportunity for the group to ask and
share in a more fun and informal way. Every time someone took out a brick they were
either wanting to ask a question or share some of the knowledge that they had learnt
during their time working with Watson and Rebecca. 

It created lots of engagement – and laughter when the tower fell – and each group that
has used it has asked more questions which is brilliant.

Community Groups

Throughout 2023 Watson and Rebecca met with around 4,500 adults within our local
communities. They met at village banks, women's groups known locally as kitchen top-up
groups, sports events and with couples and individuals. They also attend Under Five,
antenatal and postnatal clinics.

The population, finance and general life skills topics that we do with youngsters are also
shared with the adults. However, we tend to go into more depth and we cover a broader
range of topics relating to Family Planning and Sexual Health too. 

However, one of the challenges that Watson and Rebecca found this year was the lack of
regular attendance at some of the women’s groups. Some of the women explained that
the men play bao whilst they learn about the Family Planning and Life Skills topics yet the
women do not have an activity. They did not want to play games but asked to learn a skill
so that they can start earning money and become financially independent. 

Rebecca said, “Women in Malawi are busy with household chores and raising the children.
They benefit from learning at these groups but they were keen to be busy learning a new
skill so with thanks to several volunteers who had sewing and dressmaking skills, we were
able to teach the ladies how to make bags and simple dressmaking skills. Next year we are
hoping to learn how to make bread which they can then sell within their village.”
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The men’s bao groups have welcomed 576 men which
is great. Primarily turning up to play the game, they
listen to Watson deliver his session and as time has
gone on, many of the men have started asking
questions.

One member is Andrea. He is 24 and has taken
control of his future. He has opened a shop, has
learnt maths to understand the finances of his
business and he has a girlfriend aged 20 who he is
encouraging to finish school before they get married.

He is also encouraging other young men in the
community to welcome our Family Planning, Sexual
Health and Life Skills project because he
understands the value. He said, “People need to
understand that they can take responsibility for the
number of children they have and learn that by
having fewer children, we can provide them with the
clothes, food and education they need.”

Andrea has a bao game outside his shop and is a
great role model. He encourages other young men to
come and play whilst listening and learning.

Some members of the women’s and men’s groups
attend couples sessions with Watson and Rebecca to
discuss their family circumstances and gain advice
and support. This is really positive to see and is a
great start to creating more equal and happier
families.

One of the debates that has come up is why more
men do not go for a vasectomy when they feel they
have had enough children as women are encouraged
to go for tubal ligation, a more invasive procedure. 

However, the outreach clinics providing both of these services have stopped within our
rural area of Nkhata Bay District. This means that anyone wishing to have either procedure
would have to travel at least an hour and a half to the nearest District Hospital and the
cost of getting to and from is high. This is something that we are hoping to address with
the outreach clinics to encourage them to resume their services in rural areas. 

The team continue to provide information at seven Under Five clinics as there is a captive
audience as the women are there to get their children weighed and vaccinated.
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Future Plans

We have several areas of focus for the year ahead as well as continuing to work with
existing schools, groups and couples. 

Firstly, work closely with local chiefs, Traditional Authorities and other local community
members to find solutions to the amount of young people accessing alcohol. Secondly, we
plan to trial a menstrual cup initiative. We believe by providing girls with a sanitary
product that lasts up to 10 years will reduce the number of girls seeking funds for their
sanitary products in dangerous ways. We want to address the issue by talking about
consent too. And finally, we would like to introduce more skills training for the women’s
group.

Watson said, “We thank the Ripple Africa leadership team for their support, and we thank
the volunteers who have helped us introduce self-help projects.”

Ripple Africa would also like to thank the donors who are making this important project
possible.
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