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BLANTYRE, MALAWI—A silent line of
cars and buses rolls down a hill
leading out of Blantyre, Malawi. It’s
an eerie thing. So quiet, save for the
faint sound of rubber rolling over
asphalt. Every vehicle’s engine is
turned off — their drivers, desper-
ate to save every drop of fuel.

There are much louder signs that
this southern African country is
missing out on the continent’s slow
climb from poverty. On July 20,
demonstrations caught the world’s
attention, when protests turned to
riots that left 19 dead.

Since then, a shaky UN-brokered
dialogue between civil society lead-
ers and President Bingu wa Mutha-
rika has begun. But a second round
of nationwide demonstrations is
scheduled for Sept. 21, and the anxi-
ety surrounding that date is palpa-
ble.

“Enough is enough,” the president
shouted in an emotional speech on
Aug. 25. “If my opponents want war,
so be it. I will take them head on. Let
the country go on fire.”

Forgotten amidst the violence and
the rhetoric are the reasons the pro-
tests are happening.

Malawi’s economy is in steep de-
cline. Worse, the country has never
prospered as did neighbouring
Zimbabwe. For Malawi, the “warm
heart of Africa,” this is a fall from
poverty into desperation.

Tobacco earnings that once ac-
counted for 70 per cent of the coun-
try’s exports and 15 per cent of its
GDP are down 57 per cent from last
year. A lack of foreign reserves has
led to chronic fuel shortages and
commodity prices have soared. 

On the streets, the minibus driv-
ers, street vendors and seasonal la-
bourers working Malawi’s fields say
that each month they have less
money than the last.

Compounding matters is the be-
haviour of the president, whose in-
creasingly authoritarian behaviour
has sent donors running. Since the
beginning of 2011, the International
Monetary Fund, European Union,
Britain, Germany, Norway and
most recently, the United States,
have frozen a combined $750 mil-
lion in assistance — devastating to a
country that relies on foreign aid
for as much as 40 per cent of its
national budget.

But Mutharika was democratical-
ly elected and is not scheduled to
leave office until 2014. As the presi-
dent grooms his brother Peter for
succession, people are already ask-
ing, is Malawi Africa’s next broken
state?

AT A MINIBUS station, the after-
noon’s mood is cheerful, but pessi-
mistic.

“It’s not fine right now,” Saddam
Seji, a young assistant, nearly
shouted. “We’re all short of money.”

David Majongas, who sells drinks
at the station, jumped in to speak.
“Business is not going well,” he ex-
claimed. “People don’t have enough
money to buy anything from me. In
the past, it was going well. Not now.”

Their customers feel the same
way.

“The first thing people complain
about is the fares,” said Alfredo
Mkandawire, secretary general for
the Passenger Welfare Association
of Malawi. “Of course, there are the
fuel prices. Every time they go up,
the prices of fares go up.”

Lawrence Mikwanda, a taxi driver,
recalls when a litre of gasoline cost
150 kwacha (roughly 90 cents).
That was only one year ago. Today,
since the government begrudgingly
met an IMF request to devalue its
currency by 10 per cent, Mikwanda
is paying nearly twice as much, 290
kwacha for a litre.

“And doing business now, I waste a
lot of time in fuel queues,” he added.
“For some time, fuel has been a big
problem.”

Higher up Malawi’s economic pyr-
amid, only a few see a rosier picture.
Clement Chilingu, chief executive
officer for Press Trust, which con-
trols a diverse collection of assets
across Malawi, simply said that it’s
“crunch time.”

IN AN AUG. 12 announcement that
made front-page headlines, Press
Trust disclosed that its subsidiary,
Press Agriculture, was ceasing pro-
duction of tobacco on all its 115 op-
erations. As the largest tobacco
player in Malawi, Press Agricul-
ture’s dissolution means that some
2,100 full-time employees and
more than 22,000 seasonal workers
will lose their jobs.

In a state meeting room in Blan-
tyre, vice-president Joyce Banda
offered a long-term assessment of
Malawi. Mutharika is simply not
the man he once was, she argued.

Banda said she shares the widely
held opinion that the president’s
first term was a successful one. She
acknowledged that internationally
hailed economic policies such as a
program that heavily subsidizes
fertilizers improved the lives of the
80 per cent of Malawians living out-
side the cities. But what has had a
strong and negative impact on the
economy, Banda explained, is the
political atmosphere.

“As far as I am concerned, it is not
the same person that led the gov-
ernment for those first five years
that is leading the government
now,” she said. “What must be dif-
ferent is the attitude that has pre-
vailed this second term.”

Banda was Mutharika’s running
mate for re-election in 2009, but

she has since fallen out of favour.
Mutharika expelled her from the
ruling Democratic People’s Party
and banished her into political ex-
ile.

Banda suggested that when Mala-
wian voters gave Mutharika’s party
a majority in parliament in 2009,
the president gave in to long-ru-
moured tendencies of arrogance
and hubris.

“We have found that as time has
gone on, he has stopped listening to
what ordinary Malawians have
wanted,” she said. “He has been ob-
sessed with the succession process
(of his brother). Then, he started
passing laws, including tampering
with the freedom of press.”

Dalitso Kubalasa, executive direc-
tor of the Malawi Economic Justice
Network, said the fiscal challenges
Malawi faces are the result of “deci-
sions and action lags.”

Mutharika’s attention is divided,
Kubalasa says. Compounding prob-
lems is the DDP’s majority govern-
ment, which lacks the checks and
balances that characterized Mutha-
rika’s first term, when the the ruling
party only held a minority. 

IN HIS RECENT SPEECH, Muthari-
ka blamed foreign exchange defi-
ciencies on corrupt farmers and
businessmen who, he alleged, were
sneaking money out of the country.
And addressing chronic fuel short-
ages, Mutharika simply challenged
people to bring forth answers. 

“If you have solutions, bring them
to the negotiating table instead of
just barking for nothing,” he said.

On Aug. 19, Mutharika caught
many by surprise when he sacked
all 42 of the government’s cabinet
ministers. “The president is now in
charge of all portfolios until further
notice,” a statement read.

One outlet for free speech that re-
mains strong is music.

It may be the Malawian singer Lu-
cius Banda, long championed as a
man of the people, who has best
summarized the political climate
unfolding.

“Ruling a country with an iron fist,
expecting people to stay quiet for-
ever, is a complete fallacy,” Banda
sings on a new song called “Tikama-
lira (When We Cry)”. “People of
Africa, including Malawians, have
realized that it is their responsibili-
ty to speak, and hold their govern-
ment accountable.”

A protester throws back a tear-gas canister fired by police during an anti-government demonstration in July. The loss of foreign aid and agricultural income have sideswiped the economy.
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Is Malawi Africa’s next broken state?
Recent unrest reflects
nation’s descent from
poverty to desperation
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Though elected,
President Bingu wa
Mutharika, above, has
acted more like a
strong-man dictator
since gaining a majority
government. Left, an
uneasy encounter
between police and
protest leaders.
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DO YOU HAVE PAIN OR NUMBNESS
IN YOUR ARMS OR LEGS?

You may have a condition known as peripheral neuropathy.
There is a new treatment available for people who suffer
from stabbing pain, tingling, numbness, cold, burning
feet or hands. This treatment does not involve drugs or
surgery and is extremely effective. Dr. Allen Turner will
be presenting a seminar on this new treatment on Thurs.
Sept. 8th at 7:30 pm at the Stouffville Health Centre, 6219
Main Street, Stouffville. Dr.AllenTurner is an international
speaker and lecturer who has been featured on the
Dini Petty Show, National News and Canada AM.
To register & get directions call 1-888-240-7371.


