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The Liwonde Project

An Initiative of the MicroLoan Foundation USA and the International Fund for Animal Welfare

Background and Need

Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world, with few economic opportunities. For more than 85 percent of the population, subsistence farming is their main or only form of livelihood. In the last fifty years, Malawi’s population ballooned from under four million to over 13 million. This has had a devastating impact on the country’s wildlife – especially for its largest species, the elephant - which requires vast resources to meet its immense needs. Increasingly fragmented habitat and severe competition for land resources have caused human-elephant conflicts that have ended in violent loss of life for both elephants and people. While the country takes great pride in its natural heritage, the daily realities of extreme poverty have put the average Malawian at war with this majestic animal. 

In rural areas, due to the shortage of arable land and the desperate need to grow crops to survive, villagers utilize every square inch of land suitable for subsistence farming. In recent years, due to the increase in population, villages have been established further and further away from basic amenities and protected areas have come under increasing pressure, as settlements have closed in all around the boundaries of these areas. Many protected areas have been placed under threat of land encroachment, as the need for natural resources and space increases. 

This reality means that its protected areas – reservoirs of value in this impoverished nation – will always be under intense pressure. Liwonde National Park (LNP), Malawi’s most visited, is an astonishingly rich, varied and beautiful park. However it is situated in three particularly densely populated districts (Mangochi, Michinga and Balaka), and as a result, is under particular pressure from its human neighbors. According to the Department of National Parks and Wildlife (DNPW) figures, seventeen elephants were killed in 2010 for their ivory. Adding the numbers for human-elephant conflict, you quickly reach 45 elephants killed last year. In a small population, estimated to be around 500 elephants, this is an alarming figure.

The elephants and rhinos in Liwonde National Park are facing a crisis: will they have a safe and secure habitat? With a projected rate of growth of 2.75 percent, Malawi’s human population is going to continue to be in conflict with animals of Liwonde National Park unless serious measures are put in place. 


Goals and Objectives

Through a unique partnership, the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) and the MicroLoan Foundation USA  (MLF USA) will endeavor to achieve the following goals:

1) alleviate human/wildlife conflicts and provide alternative income streams for villagers with projects such as fish farming, bee keeping, chili pepper cultivation, making bricks, maintaining equipment, and building and repairing fences; and

2) ensure the protection of elephants and other species in the long-term by encouraging tourism, which provides essential income for the park and the surrounding communities, generates increased community support for conservation, and improves the long-term sustainability of the park.

Liwonde offers Malawi’s elephants a rare sanctuary, but that security is under threat.  As one of the few protected areas that can reasonably support the needs of these large animals, Liwonde must be properly managed, maintained, and patrolled. In addition, particular attention must be given to ensure that the surrounding communities have access to sustainable incomes and are not relying on the resources within the park.

The implementation of a cyber-tracking system will allow for the park boundary to be clearly established again. Developing a comprehensive park management plan for the entire Liwonde-Mangochi ecosystem to prevent park encroachment and the assessment of land-use practices surrounding the park will help mitigate human/wildlife conflict and provide greater protection for villagers’ crops.  These initiatives will provide the local community an opportunity for employment in a country with a high unemployment rate. (See below for other employment solutions.) Liwonde National Park would act as the pilot, which could then be expanded to other parks in Malawi.

Ideally, the investments through this project should increase wildlife populations, and park security and accessibility, which will lead to increased income streams from tourism. This increased tourism will allow for the availability of funds for park operations, and economic opportunities for local people. This, in turn, generates increased community support for conservation and improves long-tem outlook for the park. Time and resources will be needed to get to the park to the point of sustainability.

Partnership

By partnering, IFAW and the MicroLoan Foundation USA bring unique but compatible strengths to carry out the project more effectively. Given the close proximity of animals and people in this densely populated area, there is a clear need to address the issues of both to achieve success. The two organizations bring their individual expertise together in a way that will provide great benefit for the entire community.

IFAW

Established in 1969, the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) works to improve the welfare of wild and domestic animals throughout the world by reducing commercial exploitation of animals, protecting wildlife habitats and assisting wild and domestic animals in distress. IFAW pursues a variety of local, national, and global campaigns around the world. In each region where we work, IFAW’s activities are designed based on local customs and culture and are tailored to the particular economic and political conditions of that area. All of IFAW’s efforts are rooted in the belief that a world in which animal life can survive and thrive is fundamental to human well being.

IFAW has been working with Malawi’s Department of National Parks and Wildlife (DNPW) since 1998 and has established a Memorandum of Understanding for the scope of work.

MLF USA
MLF has three branch offices (Mangochi, Michinga and Balaka) in place to assist the communities surrounding the Liwonde National Park. By partnering with IFAW, MLF can accomplish its primary mission of relieving poverty while assisting with the survival and replenishment of both the animal population and their habitat.

Activities include:

· Establish a Brick Making “factory” to supply the Park with the product needed to re-establish and build lodges. These lodges will provide accommodation for the tourist industry, supplying more jobs for the villagers.

· Establish a Wood Working shop to build the fences and furniture, needed by the Park and lodges.

· Establish a mechanical workshop to maintain Park vehicles and equipment.

· Develop an agriculture and irrigation plan to make best use of the available cultivatable land. Local farmers will be trained in best practices as employed by other MLF agricultural endeavors.  

· Establish a fish farm to supply local communities and allow MLF clients to run fish selling businesses

· Establish Bee keeping activities within the boundaries of the fish farm

· Cultivation and sale of chili peppers by MLF clients.

Update – as of 7/12/12

IFAW and MLF representatives have met both in the USA and Malawi. A survey of the villagers surrounding the Park has been completed. The results show a very positive attitude towards the project, with local villagers delighted to be consulted and have the chance to start a sustainable business in such a heavily populated area. 

Initial funding for the project is in place, but IFAW and MLF USA are developing a comprehensive fundraising campaign to include the costs associated with staff, and staff and villager training, equipment, capital requirements, donor education and materials, etc.

Update – 9/25/12

Linda and Kevin Shield (MLF Board member) and Chief of Party, Liwonde Project, met with Mike Labuschagne (IFAW project manager) and Neil Greenwood (IFAW Southern Africa Manager) early September at Mvuu Camp in the Liwonde National Park. Also joining us was Rev. Macdonald Sembereka, Special Advisor for NGO’s to President Banda. Macdonald promised the full support of the President and government for this project.

After touring the Park, boat rides on the Shire River and discussions with local villagers, the need for the project was really hammered home. IFAW have already established the uniform tailoring workshop, so the initial phase of the project will be a fish farm. Mike and the local MLF branch manager will be selecting the site during the week of September 30, 2012. We anticipate having fish farm operations up and running by the end of the year.

Linda and Kevin are meeting with IFAW fundraising staff on Oct. 2 to finalize the campaign.  

Update – 10/15/12

American Ambassador to Malawi, Jeanine Jackson, as well as the German Ambassador visited Liwonde on October 6/7. They were given the tour and shown the proposed site of the fish farm. Both were impressed with the proposal and offered their help to moving it along in a timely manner. Jeanine was pleased with the due diligence completed and will be kept in the loop at all times. Kevin will meet with her when he’s in Malawi in January.

Malawi Embassy in Washington DC has been appraised of the project – again very supportive. The Malawi Ambassador is booked to be the guest speaker at a Taste of Africa. 

The site of the fish farm is now confirmed, and stakes will be in the ground soon. The permitting process is underway, and a consultant associated with World Vision will lend his expertise as well as the Ministry for Agriculture – Parks and Fisheries division.

The Scottish Government visited MLF Malawi earlier this year and has a special interest in fish farms. We are following up (via UK office) with them to see if they would also like to partner (financially) on our project.

For more information about the Liwonde Project, please contact Linda Thomson-Clem at 781 436 5360 or linda@microloanfoundationusa.org

