
 

 

WASH FIELD NOTE 

Sanitation Revolving Funds for Rural and 
Peri-Urban Communities in Malawi 

 

Introduction 
Although Malawi has made significant progress in 

extending water services in the country, access to 

basic sanitation services is low, currently at 26 per 

cent (JMP, 2019 dataset from 2017; see Figure 1).1 

Malawi's commitment to meet SDG 6.2 targets 

focuses on supporting the population to abandon 

open defecation and gain access to basic 

sanitation services.  

While proven strategies for creating demand for 

sanitation services are critical, new approaches for 

overcoming the barrier of capital financing are 

required. Given that markets for sanitation goods 

and services are poorly developed,2 there is a need 

for Government of Malawi and development 

partners to ensure that products and services are 

available and affordable to meet the demand. It is 

in this context that UNICEF has developed, with its 

partners, the concept of a sanitation revolving fund 

 
1 Joint Monitoring Programme, UNICEF-WHO, 2019. 
2 Market Shaping Strategy, UNICEF. 

to ensure sanitation business development aimed 

at improving community access to basic products 

and services of the sanitation value chain.3 This 

field note details the achievements and lessons 

after one year of piloting this innovative approach. 

Figure 1: Malawi sanitation service levels  

 

3 This is also in line with the National Sanitation and Hygiene 
Strategy, 2018-2024.  

SUMMARY 
Malawi is off-track to achieve basic and safely managed sanitation services by 2030, as per Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) 6.2: to ‘achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all 

and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of women and girls and those in vulnerable 

situations’. As a majority of the population relies on on-site sanitation systems, there is an urgent need for 

financing strategies to move communities up the sanitation ladder. UNICEF Malawi Country Office, in 

collaboration with its partners, has developed a scalable model based on revolving sanitation funds for peri-

urban and rural areas to enhance access to market-based sanitation products and services. This approach 

has also proven effective in unlocking sanitation-related business opportunities for private sector operators 

and entrepreneurs. This field note follows a year of piloting the sanitation revolving funds in Malawi and 

captures key lessons and challenges.   
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Rationale 

Malawi has been utilizing the Community-Led Total 

Sanitation (CLTS) approach to attain sanitation 

goals over the past decade.4 CLTS successfully 

managed to reduce open defecation in the country 

to 6 per cent.5  However, sustainability of latrines 

installed, movement towards higher levels of 

sanitation services and ability to reach the most 

vulnerable households are key challenges that the 

sanitation sector still faces. The high rate of toilet-

sharing, currently at 13 per cent,6 often results in 

inadequate management and cleaning of facilities, 

subsequent abandoning and households reverting 

to open defecation.  

The Open Defecation Free (ODF) Sustainability 

Study7 commissioned by UNICEF in 2017 in 

Malawi, noted that a large proportion of latrines 

collapsing was related to poor superstructures (not 

adequate to resist adverse weather conditions) and 

therefore representing one of the main reasons for 

ODF slippage. The Study recommended 

practitioners to invest more in sanitation marketing, 

i.e., design of durable, easy-to-use, low-cost 

products that can be accessed by more low-

income households.  

Another study, the final independent evaluation of 

the UNICEF CLTS programme8 commissioned in 

2018, identified latrine collapse as a widespread 

phenomenon (nearly a third of all households in the 

communities surveyed had experienced latrine 

collapse). The study findings revealed that 20 per 

cent of the latrines had signs of vulnerability to 

collapse; 9 per cent had badly cracked slabs, 4 per 

cent had badly tilted slabs (implying pit 

subsidence); 11 per cent of squat holes had 

collapsed through; and 7 per cent of 

superstructures were seen as likely to collapse.  

 
4 National Sanitation and Hygiene Strategy 2018-2024. 
5 JMP, UNICEF-WHO, 2019. 
6 JMP, UNICEF-WHO, 2019. 
7 ODF Sustainability Study, 2017 (UNICEF). 
8 Evaluation of the CLTS Programme, 2018 (UNICEF). 
9 TA Machinjiri, TA Katunga and TA Malanda. 

These statistics demonstrate the urgent need for 

innovative and sustainable approaches to 

strengthen abilities of households to acquire and 

maintain basic sanitation facilities, which can 

significantly contribute towards improving the 

health and livelihoods of children and women. 

While communities have been provided with 

information on sanitation options and with the 

recent openness of Government to provide 

subsidies for household sanitation, they are often 

constrained by their economic circumstances. This 

has prompted UNICEF Malawi, in line with regional 

and global practices, to consider a framework for 

financing low-income households’ sanitation 

needs. 

Description of Intervention 

UNICEF undertook a strategic programmatic shift 

in addressing the rural and peri-urban sanitation 

challenges by supporting the establishment of 

localized community sanitation revolving funds in 

Blantyre, Chikwawa and Nkhatabay districts, 

enabling underserved households to access basic 

sanitation products and services from the local 

market. The programme targets 80 per cent of the 

population residing in three select Traditional 

Authorities (TA)9 in the said districts (approximately 

177,375 people/40,313 households, 86,914 males 

and 90,461 females).  

These “stand alone” revolving funds have been 

established at community level, looking at models 

and trials developed globally10 and precedent in-

country experiences,11 as an enabler to improving 

access and service levels. In the medium- to long-

term, this intervention also aims to support 

business development in the sanitation sector. The 

target groups of the sanitation revolving funds are 

low-income households that are willing and able to 

borrow funds for construction or upgrade of latrines 

10 https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_6_-
_Enabling_Environment.pdf, 
https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_7_-
_Demand_Creation.pdf 
11 https://www.unicef.org/esaro/WASH-Field-Malawi-low-
res.pdf 

https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_6_-_Enabling_Environment.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_6_-_Enabling_Environment.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_7_-_Demand_Creation.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_7_-_Demand_Creation.pdf
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and benefit from desludging services. The three 

steps of the proposed intervention are described 

below and captured in Table One, below.  

Step 1 – Setting Up the Revolving Fund 

UNICEF partnered with a consortium of three non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), namely 

Water for People (WFP), Hygiene Village Project 

(HVP) and Participatory Development Initiative 

(PDI), to facilitate the development of sanitation 

revolving funds at the district level.12  

Figure 2: Visualization of the revolving 
fund approach 

 
 

UNICEF provided funds for the NGOs to set up the 

revolving scheme and to use as seed money for 

the loans. This was followed by briefing meetings 

with district and community authorities13 and 

mapping of sanitation options in targeted areas in 

order to define the products and services to be 

included in the fund. Thereafter, the programme 

defined loan protocols (loan amount, repayment 

 
12 Districts were assigned as follows: WFP (Blantyre), HVP 
(Chikwawa) and PDI (Nkhatabay). 
13 Briefing meetings were held with DEC, DCT, ADC and VDC 
government decentralized structures at the district and 
community level. 

period, process of acquiring loan) and developed 

tools (signing forms, loan vouchers, record books, 

etc) to be used in managing the fund. Fund 

managers14 were later identified and trained on 

operationalizing the fund through the voucher 

system (see Figure 2 and Table 1 below). 

Step 2 – Engaging Private Sector  

The NGO partners mobilized hardware shop 

owners and sanitation entrepreneurs (masons) to 

sell various sanitation-related products and 

services in line with the sanitation value chain. The 

masons were trained on installation and upgrade of 

sanitation products such as concrete slabs, SATO 

pans and ventilated improved pit latrines (VIP).  

The shop owners and entrepreneurs agreed, in 

order to stimulate the demand and with a vision to 

medium- to long-term profitability, to maintain low 

unit profits and therefore not increase costs. With 

the money repaid from loans, the managers of the 

revolving funds have been able to restock their 

products and services. With the support of its 

implementing partners, UNICEF also triggered 

sanitation-related business development of private 

sector operators along the sanitation value chain. 

Currently the intervention focuses more on 

marketing of products, but gradually desludging 

services are being introduced. 

Step 3 – Demand Activation and Quality 

Assurance  

The intervention has also looked at supporting 

demand activation and quality assurance of the 

products and services installed in the communities. 

Communities have been engaged through different 

methods, and links with private sector have been 

established, including marketing campaigns, to 

ensure increased demand for the sanitation 

products and services. The demand activations are 

conducted by NGOs, in close collaboration with 

local authorities and extension workers such as 

Health Surveillance Assistants (HSAs). The 

programme routinely undertakes review meetings 

14 Mudi SACCO for the peri-urban model and Sanitation Fund 
Management Committee (SFMC) for the rural model. 
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Figure 2: visualization of the revolving fund approach 

at all levels to discuss progress and challenges in 

operating the revolving funds. 

Figure 3: Water for People showcasing 
sanitation options during a marketing 
campaign  

 
   

Stage Explanation 

Step 1: Setting Up the Revolving Fund 

NGO 
Partnerships 

▪ Sign agreements with selected NGOs 
to support the process on the ground 

▪ Transfer funds to the NGOs to set up 
the revolving funds and for seed 
money for the loans 

Map sanitation 
status in targeted 
areas 

▪ Initiate a customer satisfaction survey 
to understand their preferences on 
sanitation products and services and 
assess their ability to pay  

▪ Identify products and services to be 
linked to the revolving fund 

▪ Define target group 

Price sanitation 
products and 
decide on 
expected 
payback period 

• Hold discussions with communities to 
determine estimate prices for the 
products and services 

▪ The communities should agree on the 
period required to recover the loans 

Develop 
vouchers and 
other tracking 
tools 

• Develop vouchers to be issued to 
clients as well as loan tracking books 
for the private sector 

Identify and train 
fund managers 
on the 
operationalization 
of the sanitation 
fund  

▪ Conduct training on operationalization 
of the sanitation fund  

▪ The training should orient members 
on how households could access the 
materials needed at affordable prices 
from local hardware shops  

Procure seed 
sanitation 
products  

• NGOs undertake the procurement of 
relevant seed materials required for 
latrine installation and upgrades 

Stage Explanation 

▪ The role of procuring these products 
and raw materials to eventually be 
transferred to the shop owners 
themselves 

Step 2: Engaging Private Sector                                 

Identify and train 
local masons
 
 
  

▪ The NGOs working in close 
collaboration with ADCs and VDCs 
identify masons who will be providing 
sanitation installation services 

▪ The masons are then trained on the 
technical skills required for installation 

Identify hardware 
shops to stock 
sanitation 
products 
 
 
  

▪ Identify reputable and willing 
hardware shops to stock sanitation 
materials for latrine upgrades and 
new construction   

▪ The shops must be within reach of 
the targeted communities (At least 
one per VDC) 

▪ Agree on supply chain systems and 
how the voucher/form systems will 
operate  

Provide 
sanitation loans 
to households 
and sanitation 
investment loans 
for selected 
entrepreneurs 

• Households are issued with loan 
vouchers to procure sanitation 
products 

• In peri-urban areas some loans are 
also provided to selected 
entrepreneurs to stock relevant 
products and undertake pit-emptying 
services 

• These investment loans are 
specifically introduced to stimulate the 
sanitation market. The loans are 
approximately USD $3000 and are to 
be repaid over 12 months  

Step 3: Demand Activation and Quality 
Assurance 
Conduct 
community 
engagement for 
demand creation
 
 
  

▪ Initiate demand activation using 
drama, dialogue sessions, CLTS and 
other strategies to create demand for 
sanitation services and products  

▪ Advertise through newspaper, radio, 
television and other medium 

• Create sanitation business 
opportunities for entrepreneurs 
through a call centre 

Collaborate with 
district 
authorities 

▪ Establish links with the district health 
office (DHO) and city authorities, 
particularly on coordinating pit 
emptying work 

▪ HSAs from DHOs support demand 
activation and quality assurance of the 
installed products 

Monitor 
Programme and 
Meet for Periodic 
Reviews 

▪ The programme developed a 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) plan 
that tracks key indicators on a 
quarterly basis 

▪ The programme undertakes periodic 
review meetings with the fund 
managers and relevant stakeholders 
to appreciate progress and resolve 
issues  

 

Table 1: Description of the three-step 
approach for the sanitation revolving fund 
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Financing Models  
UNICEF is utilizing different financing models 

based on local context. CLTS has been 

incorporated in the rural context as one way of 

generating demand. In the urban context, other 

demand activation actions, such as electronic and 

print media, are used.  Furthermore, UNICEF and 

its partners are working closely with the city 

councils15 and health offices in the three districts to 

ensure that social structures at community level 

are fully involved for continuity and sustainability.  

The financial models described below take into 

account the different geographical and economic 

constructs of the targeted communities.  

 

a) Peri-Urban Financing Model – The 

Case of Machinjiri (Blantyre) 

Machinjiri is one of twenty-one low-income, peri-

urban areas of Blantyre. It is densely populated 

with an unplanned housing setup. Most 

households depend on income from small local 

businesses or from part-time work in factories and 

shops. Clustered rental houses without basic 

sanitation facilities are widespread. These are 

mostly owned by landlords who either live within or 

outside Machinjiri.  

 

UNICEF MCO works with the Mudi Savings and 

Credit Cooperation (SACCO) and with sanitation 

entrepreneurs to target landlords in improving 

household sanitation through affordable latrine 

loans. The specific model is illustrated in Figure 

4.16 

• It shows how UNICEF, through its 

implementing partners, provides seed money 

for the revolving fund to Mudi SACCO, which 

is in charge of loan management. Community 

members are encouraged to form Village 

Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs), 

however, those not yet in VSLAs still have the 

opportunity to get loans. 

• The loan is provided through vouchers that 

comprise the value of the sanitation materials 

 
15 For Blantyre, both the city and district councils are involved. 
16 Apart from household loans, Mudi SACCO also provides 

selected entrepreneurs with a seed loan for sanitation business 

development. 

needed plus the installation/labour costs to be 

incurred by the mason. 

 

Figure 4: Peri-Urban Financing Model  
 

 
 

• The household owner uses the voucher to 

“purchase” sanitation materials such as 

flappers, cement, slabs and other items, from 

the hardware shop.  

• The SACCO also recommends a trained 

mason from the area who oversees 

construction or upgrade of the sanitation 

facility.  

• After installation the mason requests the 

customer to sign a completion form which is 

submitted to SACCO for the mason to receive 

his/her payment. 

• Similarly, the hardware shop owner submits 

the vouchers to SACCO in exchange for 

money for the products sold through the loan 

scheme. 

• The charges of the hardware shop owners and 

masons include a small profit which acts as an 

incentive for sustainability (see Table 2). 

• The SACCO uses loan repayments to restock 

the shops for additional households to access 

the products. 

▪ Mudi SACCO also holds sanitation promotion 

campaigns for its members and the general 

population in Machinjiri through newspaper, 

phone/SMS, radio and television 

advertisements.  
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▪ HSAs also conduct door-to-door campaigns 

that include public roadshows organized by the 

partner NGOs to showcase available 

sanitation products and services (see Figure 

8).  

▪ Brochures, leaflets and posters are printed and 

distributed to motivate prospective customers 

to acquire improved latrines through affordable 

loans. 

▪ The programme is currently developing 

mechanisms to integrate pit-emptying services 

into the revolving funds. Currently households 

are paying cash for pit-emptying services 

rendered. 

 

Figure 5: One of the entrepreneurs 
showcasing different latrine options in 
Blantyre  

 
©UNICEF/Malawi/2020/Kanyama 

 

b) Rural Financing Model – The Case of 

Nkhatabay and Chikwawa 

In the rural areas of Nkhatabay and Chikwawa 

districts, SFMCs17 are the revolving fund managers 

with oversight from Area Development Committees 

(ADCs) and Village Development committees 

(VDCs) (see Figure 6). These structures are 

enabled to provide soft loans to community 

members willing to acquire improved sanitation 

products and services. Community members are 

 
17 This is a committee comprising VDC, Local leaders and 
other influential people. 

encouraged to form into groups of four members 

where, for example, they can share one bag of 

cement for floor plastering or screeding.  

 

Through the partner NGOs, hardware shops are 

identified to stock specific sanitation products 

needed by the communities. With the seed money, 

the NGOs procure products such as SATO pans, 

cement and slabs. These are channeled to 

selected hardware shops in the targeted areas. 

Community members place their orders through 

the community structures which in turn collect the 

needed products from the shops.18 Similarly, 

money is collected from community members by 

the fund managers and deposited at the shop for 

further procurement of sanitation products. The 

system continues to revolve until more people have 

benefited from the fund. Both the shop owners and 

community structures charge a small commission 

for taking part in the sales of the products, as an 

incentive for sustainability. Table 2 below shows 

the breakdown of costs for different items sold. In 

the rural model, decentralized structures such as 

ADCs and VDCs have the overall authority to 

oversee the sanitation fund. Masons are also 

identified and trained within the communities (six 

per VDC). The training includes cement-sand 

preparation, slab casting, flapper and vent pipe 

fitting, and pit lining. In this model, CLTS is being 

used as one method of generating demand for 

various products. 

 

Figure 6: Rural Financing Model 

 
 

18 In the rural financing model, the process of acquiring the 
sanitation loan is “cashless” in order to minimize risk in 
handling cash. Money is only exchanged at payback. 
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Table 2: Cost and selling prices of sanitation 
products and services based on the peri-
urban financing model  

Pricing of Sanitation Products 

There are many raw materials required to construct 

or upgrade a latrine. However, the revolving fund is 

supporting communities with the provision of SATO 

pans, goosenecks, cement, slabs and VIP latrines. 

Tables 2 and 3 indicate that the prices are slightly 

different based on context (peri-urban vs rural). For 

instance, SATO pans are sold at USD$ 9.50 in 

peri-urban areas and USD$ 6.50 in rural areas. 

Generally, there are no major differences on cost 

of slabs between the two models (big slabs selling 

for USD$ 20.30 for both models). The SATO pans 

are procured from LIXIL in Tanzania19 while the 

slabs are actually cast on-site to minimize 

transportation costs.  

Using market-based principles, the shop owners 

and community structures incorporate costs for 

transport, advertising and profit making. In the 

long-term, they will be empowered to procure the 

products themselves in order to sustain action 

beyond the project phase.  

 

 

 

Estimate Budget for a Revolving Fund 

Setting up a sanitation revolving fund requires both 

hardware and software inputs. These have been 

summarized in Table 4 below. For a catchment 

 
19 WFP and HVP already had established supply links with 
LIXIL Tanzania, as such they obtained their SATO pans from 
there. PDI bought their pans from a LIXIL agent in Malawi. 

area of 50,000 users,20 the estimate cost of setting 

up a revolving fund is USD$ 78,041 (excluding 

NGO management costs). The key costs include 

procurement of seed sanitation products, trainings, 

demand activation and review meetings. 

Table 3: Cost and selling prices of 
sanitation products and services based 
on the rural financing model  

 

Table 4: Estimated costs required in 
setting up a sanitation revolving fund in 
an area of 50,000 people  

No Activity USD 

1 Community mobilization 1,351 

2 Mapping exercise/survey 2,703 

3 Formation of management structures 676 

4 Training of management committees 6,757 

5 Identification of masons and shop 
owners 

4,054 

6 Training of masons in latrine 
installation/upgrades 

5,405 

7 Provision of personal protective 
equipment to masons 

541 

8 Procurement/delivery of seed sanitation 
materials 

24,324 

9 Formation or linkage of existing VSLAs 
groups 

2,703 

10 Development of loan protocols 811 

11 Demand activation 10,811 

12 Loan disbursement/ follow up 1,014 

13 Learning visits 2,027 

14 Review meetings 10,811 

15 Monitoring and evaluation 4,054 

  Total   78,041  

20 This is based on the assumption that 26 per cent of the 
population has access to basic sanitation services.  

Sato pan Each       6.8         0.7           -          0.3         1.4          0.3       9.5 

Gooseneck Each    13.5         0.3           -          0.3         0.7          0.7     15.5 

Cement 50kg       8.8         0.4           -          0.2         0.3          0.4     10.1 

Sanplat( Big) Each    16.2         0.7         1.4        0.7         0.5          0.8     20.3 

Cement-Sand 

Screed slab
Each       4.1         0.2         0.7        0.3         0.3          0.2       5.7 

Dome slab           

( Big)
Each    15.5           -           1.4        0.7         1.4          0.8     19.7 

Ventilated 

Improved 

Latrine 

Each    81.1      13.5      40.5        0.7       13.5          4.1   153.4 

Retail 

Price 

($)

Cost 

Price 

($)

Transp

ort ($)

Labour  

($)

Market

ing  ($)

Profit 

Margin 

($)

Loan 

interest 

($)

Operational costs

PRODUCT Unit

Sato pan Each         5.4              0.1           -                 0.3        0.7         0.3        6.8 

Cement 50kg         8.8              0.4           -                 0.2        0.3         0.4      10.1 

Sanplat( Big) Each      16.2              0.7        1.4               0.7        0.5         0.8      20.3 

Cement-Sand 

Screed slab
Each         2.7              0.1        1.4               0.3        0.3         0.1        4.9 

Dome slab           

( Big)
Each      15.5                -          1.4               0.7        1.4         0.8      19.7 

Ventilated 

Improved 

Latrine 

Each      40.5              6.8      27.0               0.7        6.8         2.0      83.8 

Retail 

Price 

($)

Transport 

($)

Labour 

($)

Marketing  

($)

Profit 

Margin 

($)

Loan 

interest 

(5%)

Operational costs

PRODUCT Unit

Cost 

Price 

($)
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Table 5 summarizes the key parameters of the 

revolving fund approach. 

Table 5: Key fund parameters based on 
the peri-urban and rural financing models 

Issue Strategy 

Objective To strengthen sanitation markets 
(demand/supply) and provide an 
opportunity for sanitation capital 
financing for low-income 
households 

Key latrine designs 
offered 

VIP latrines, slabs, SATO pan 
upgrade, cement screeding 

Hardware subsidy Nil 

Approximate costs of 
key latrine 
designs/upgrades 

Peri-urban model: VIP - USD$ 
152.70, SanPlat (big) - USD$ 
20.30, SATO pans- USD$ 9.50 
 
Rural model: VIP- USD$ 83.80, 
SanPlat (big) - USD$ 20.30, SATO 
pans - USD$ 6.80, cement screed 
- USD$ 3.00 

Lender Peri-urban model: SACCO using 
seed money from project 
Rural model: Community groups 
using seed money from project 

Loan period 3 -12 months (both models) 

Interest charged Peri-urban model: 5 per cent  
Rural model: 2 per cent 

Social arrangement Peri-urban model: Beneficiaries to 
become SACCO/VSLA members  
Rural model: Any person if they 
form groups of four 

Continuity 
arrangement 

Peri-urban model: SACCO to 
continue beyond the project phase 
Rural model: Community groups to 
continue beyond project phase 

Integration with pit 
emptying 

Peri-urban model: Pit emptiers 
linked and loan scheme integrated 
Rural model: Pit emptying 
intervention not yet developed 

Demand activation Peri-urban model: Uses mass and 
interpersonal methods 
Rural model: Integrates CLTS in 
some cases 

Fund managers Peri-urban model: Mudi SACOO 
Rural model: Sanitation Fund 
Management Committee 

Links with 
decentralized 
structures 

Peri-urban model: Weak 
Rural model: Strong 

 

Outcomes and Lessons 
Learned 
UNICEF is at the frontline in the development of 

market-based solutions for sanitation in Malawi. 

The overarching objective of the proposed 

sanitation business model is to support business 

growth while ensuring that households gain access 

to sanitation products and services along the value  

chain. Robust sanitation businesses in peri-urban 

areas of Blantyre are enhancing sustainable 

household accessibility to sanitation products and 

services, thus improving their health. Furthermore, 

households willing to upgrade latrines or to 

construct new ones have easy access to sanitation 

loans through the developed financing mechanism.  

 

First Year of Piloting - Observations 

The programme has just completed its pilot year 

and much effort has been made to set up the 

required structures and functions. Issuing of 

sanitation loans through the revolving fund in the 

target areas has begun and to date 7,392 people 

have accessed basic sanitation services and 1,170 

have benefited from pit-emptying services. 

Through demand activation, the project has 

contributed to the construction of 1,802 

handwashing facilities within the targeted 

communities.  It is projected that due to the 

multiplier effect of the revolving fund, more than 

100,000 people will benefit from basic sanitation 

and hygiene services by the end of 2021. 

In order to reduce the risk of community perception 

that sanitation products and/or services are ‘donor 

funded’, the programme has partnered with Mudi 

SACCO in the peri-urban financing model to 

support the process of managing loans for both 

sanitation entrepreneurs and households. The 

SACCO is also responsible for ensuring that loans 

are recovered within a specified period. With the 

presence of Mudi SACCO, the project has created 

a sustainable sanitation financing system for 

businesses and households which will continue 

beyond the project period. Mudi SACCO is a legally 

registered financing institution with the Reserve 

Bank of Malawi, therefore associated risks are 

greatly reduced. The project is reviewing options of 

establishing similar mechanisms for the rural 
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financing model so that the structures are more 

sustainable. Currently, VSLAs are being 

established in some rural areas to strengthen loan 

management and payback mechanisms. 

The sanitation revolving funds are also triggering 

the development of sanitation-related business for 

a number of private sector operators along the 

sanitation value chain. Despite the general low 

economic growth trend in the country, 

entrepreneurs - especially those from the peri-

urban areas - are willing and motivated to venture 

into the sanitation business. Mudi SACCO 

identified several entrepreneurs who have been 

provided loans for business growth. The loans are 

up to USD$ 3,000, payable over a 1-year period. 

Most of the entrepreneurs are investing in pit-

emptying and hardware shops to sell sanitation 

products. Mudi SACCO trained and supported the 

entrepreneurs to develop business plans before 

the loans were disbursed.  

 

Demand activation has proven effective in driving 

awareness of new and innovative sanitation 

products and services in line with the sanitation 

value chain. This is helping to increase demand of 

the sanitation products leading to financial 

sustainability of the sanitation market. UNICEF 

partners are also utilizing innovative service 

delivery mechanisms, such as the call centre, 

which is increasing the marketing potential of the 

products and services.  The programme plans to 

expand the call center to receive customer 

feedback and tips as one way of ensuring quality 

assurance and adherence to standards. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
21 Corbelled latrine designs, Mzuzu University (2014). 

Figure 7: Demand activation session by 
WFP in Blantyre  

 
©UNICEF/Malawi/2020/Mulenga 

 

This pilot intervention includes brick pit lining 

integrated within the VIP latrine loan to facilitate pit 

emptying. The programme plans to expand pit 

lining options to all new latrine construction to 

prevent pit collapsing; some of the targeted areas 

have weak soil which is prone to cause collapsing. 

Investing in floor or superstructure options only can 

limit the durability of the sanitation infrastructure 

installed. Therefore, the programme is exploring 

both traditional and modern pit lining technologies, 

such as corbelling.21 The programme also 

advocates for construction of separate manholes 

behind the VIP latrines which would ease pit-

emptying. However, these options are only 

available for new latrine construction as upgrades 

use existing substructures. The programme is in 

the process of developing a manual of latrine 

options which will include the substructure, floor 

and superstructure components and pricing. 
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Figure 8: Corbelled latrine technology, 
one of the measures to minimize pit 
collapsing in weak clay soils 
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Addressing Market Failure and Inequalities 

To ensure that the services provided by the 

sanitation fund also benefit households that are not 

registered under SACCO or VSLAs, UNICEF and 

NGO partners have explored ways for more 

inclusivity and support for other low-income 

families. The rural financing model accommodates 

all willing individuals and the guarantors for the 

loan are provided by the local chiefs and VDCs in 

the area through community-based arrangements. 

The urban financing model, based on the SACCO 

approach, still requires some work to overcome 

existing problems for segments of the community 

to access loan facilities.  

 

This anticipated “market failure”, common for such 

micro-finance approaches,22 prevents the ultra-

poor from accessing the established credit system 

as they cannot qualify for the loan. UNICEF and 

partners are therefore exploring possible ways to 

overcome this challenge, summarized in Table 6. 

 

Partnerships for Implementation 

The programme has benefited from partnering with 

NGOs, considering their field presence and ability 

to directly negotiate partnerships with micro-

finance institutions, which is critical for scaling up 

and sustainability. The adoption of an NGO 

(informal) consortium, rather than different project 

agreements with the three organizations, has 

 
22 See UNICEF Sanitation Marketing Learning Series – 
Guidance Note 8. 

helped reduce the financial transactions as well as 

created uniformity in the approaches. 

 

Table 6: Options for inclusion of the ultra-
poor and their risks 

Option Risk/Limitation 

Support the 
establishment of 
community-based 
mechanisms 
emulating the 
structures in place in 
rural settings (i.e., 
community leaders 
act as guarantors for 
the ultra-poor and 
enable them to qualify 
for loans) 

The drawback of such 

an approach is that 

social cohesion in peri-

urban/urban areas is 

limited and therefore 

there is a need to set up 

ad-hoc arrangements. 

Define strategic 
overlaps with the 
Urban Cash Transfer 
Programme to 
subsidize ultra-poor’s 
access to the 
sanitation market 

Despite massive 

sensitization campaigns, 

the results may not be 

guaranteed considering 

other competing 

priorities for poor 

families, such as food, 

healthcare and 

education. 

The intervention directly 

subsidizes the ultra-

poor 

This approach may entail 

dangerous distortions of 

the market with negative 

impacts on the overall 

intervention. This 

approach may be feasible 

through other 

implementation modalities 

outside of the revolving 

fund. 

 

 

A core strength of the partnership between 

UNICEF and the selected NGOs has been on 

supporting and strengthening the participation of 

local communities in improving sanitation. 

Engaging influential local institutions and 

structures in the development of the sanitation 

revolving funds has been critical for the 

sustainability of the intervention and helped embed 

a new mindset in entrepreneurs and in the 

communities. The ‘buy-in’ from these structures 

has also been critical in accelerating the laying 

down of procedures for loan management.  

https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_8_-
_Reaching_the_Poor.pdf 

https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_8_-_Reaching_the_Poor.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/wash/files/Guidance_Note_8_-_Reaching_the_Poor.pdf
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Next Steps 
The programme has laid solid structures for 

financing new latrine options and upgrades. 

Through the sanitation revolving funds, more 

households will benefit from the basic sanitation 

infrastructures in the long term. Moving forward, 

UNICEF has started to integrate the sanitation 

revolving funds with pit-emptying services, 

especially in peri-urban areas, where demand for 

the service is already high. The pit emptying 

services follow the similar channels and protocols 

of the revolving funds. In addition, sanitation funds 

will be increased in more districts so that additional 

low-income households can also benefit. Hand 

washing options may be packaged with the loans 

for latrine designs or upgrades to promote hand 

hygiene. 

 

Finally, UNICEF will engage in strategic 

collaboration with some development banks to 

strengthen faecal sludge management (FSM) in 

urban areas, thus creating solid opportunities to 

scale up sanitation revolving fund models as a way 

of financing FSM.  

 

Figure 9: Pit-emptying in Blantyre District, 
linked with sanitation revolving fund 
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 Establishing Sustainable Sanitation Services in Machinjiri, Blantyre  

 
                                          Figure 10: John Mathias, a sanitation entrepreneur, standing in front of his  
                                          new hardware shop in Blantyre ©UNICEF/Malawi/2020/Mulenga 
 

A prominent feature in Machinjiri Township is the overcrowding of houses, leaving limited or no space for formal road 

networks and other public services. While Blantyre City Council recognizes Machinjiri as one of the 21 low-income 

peri-urban areas, the need for improved household sanitation services cannot be overemphasized. 

 

Similar to its counterparts, Blantyre City Council has not been spared from the challenges of inadequate resources to 

provide better sanitation services to its residents in densely populated and unplanned low-income areas. This has led 

to community members seeking alternative ways of managing faecal sludge (e.g., constructing unsafe latrines and 

using “flying toilets” to dispose sludge) which pose a public health risk. 

  

Noticing this desperate sanitation situation in Machinjiri, entrepreneur John Mathias saw this as an opportunity to 

reach out to the underserved customers in the area. However, Mathias did not have adequate capital to grow his 

sanitation business. 

 

Mathias approached Mudi SACCO for a sanitation loan. As a pre-requisite to accessing this loan facility Mathias was 

trained in financial literacy and supported to develop a business plan. He was provided a sanitation business loan of 

USD$ 2,948 from Mudi SACCO, which he used to open a shop that provides sanitation products such as latrine 

upgrade materials, and services including new latrine construction and pit-emptying services to more than 1500 

households within and beyond Machinjiri. Households in Machinjiri township can now easily access these services 

within the area. “Previously, when my latrine gets full, I used to call someone from Mbayani, and they would charge 

me highly. But now am excited and happy that there is a shop where I can get this service within Machinjiri”, says 

Mrs. Maigwa, a resident of Machinjiri. 

 

Equipped with the sanitation loan from Mudi SACCO and enhanced business management skills, Mathias has now 

bought five gulpers and increased his teams that provide pit-emptying services with a view of reaching out to more 

customers within their localities. He has further intensified door-to-door sales of SATO pans through agents and plans 

to open more branches in other low-income areas of Blantyre.  

 

36-year-old John Mathias is married and has four children. Prior to opening his sanitation business, he was a 

bricklayer who worked on constructing unplanned houses in Ndirande. He made not more than USD$ 2 per day. With 

the growth in his business, Mathias is now providing an important service that is improving people’s livelihoods 

through enhanced household sanitation as well as providing employment for more than five people. 

 

Water for People, with funding from UNICEF MCO, is implementing a market-based sanitation project, “Moving Up 

the Sanitation Ladder”, in Machinjiri. The project also targets Blantyre and Chikwawa districts. 
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