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Malawi Human Rights for Women and Girls 
with Disabilities (MHRWD) was founded in 2008 
to promote the rights of women and girls with 
disabilities. MHRWD focuses on defending the 
sexual and reproductive rights of women and 
girls with disabilities and countering violence. It 
also provides literacy and other capacity 
building training for women and girls, including 
economic empowerment programmes. 
MHRWD works primarily in rural communities 
in six districts of Malawi. The group received its 
first grant from Mama Cash in 2010. 
 

The challenge 
 
MHRWD was founded by women 
activists with disabilities who knew 
from experience that women and 
girls with disabilities in Malawi were 
missing out on opportunities to 
participate in public life, as well as to enjoy 
sexual and reproductive choices. Many parents 
and communities believe it’s not worth sending 
girls with disabilities to school, and many 
women and girls with disabilities live with low 
or no literacy. As a result, they are often unable 
to find jobs and gain economic independence. 
Meanwhile, they struggle with the perception 
that women with disabilities are not sexual 
beings and should not engage in relationships. 
If girls and women with disabilities marry, 
husbands often use their disability—and the 

economic and other forms of dependence 
connected to it—as an excuse for abuse. Young 
women with disabilities are rarely allowed to 
choose their own partner or to have children, 
let alone receive appropriate reproductive 
health care and assistance. They face 
discrimination and prejudice by health care 
workers, among others, who believe they 
cannot be ‘fit mothers’. In this way, women and 
girls with disabilities often feel trapped in a 
vicious circle of inability, with few instruments 
to break the cycle. 
  

“People hear us now” 
 
According to MHRWD, the most important 
factor in their success is the fact that they 
organise and speak out as women and girls with 
disabilities. “Change comes from within. If you 
do not believe in yourself, no one will. Change 
starts with us…with the individual and her 
surroundings. From there, we collectively 
change society.” Before the organisation 
existed, issues affecting women and girls with 
disabilities were rarely addressed and, if they 
were, women and girls with disabilities were 
portrayed as victims that needed help. 

According to MHRWD, because of 
their invisibility, all issues facing 
them were either underaddressed, 
as with education and literacy,  or 
contested, as with  sexuality. This 
perspective has changed because of 
the public presence and visibility of 
MHRWD; a group that was not heard 
and was rarely addressed by other 

social justice movements—including the 
women’s rights movement and the disability 
rights movement—is now visibly organised and 
speaking with a collective voice. “People see us, 
people hear us now. We are able to articulate 
what our issues are. Guys have their problems, 
ours are different. We know what they are, and  
how to address them.”  
 
MHRWD organises support groups and training 
for women and girls with disabilities, engages 
with families and local chiefs, and provides 
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training for health care providers, especially 
those responsible for providing reproductive 
health care, in local clinics. Alongside of these 
activities, the organisation produces a weekly 
radio show with a national audience, sharing 
concrete examples of how sexual and 
reproductive rights and disability intersect. The 
message is that women with disabilities have a 
right to engage in (sexual) relationships and 
have children.  
 
MHRWD considers the strengthened capacities 
of staff, volunteers, and board as another 
critical factor in its achievements. Strengthened 
capacities have not only led to a stronger 
organisation, but also to recognition of the 
women involved as knowledgeable and 
capable, which in turn has given them greater 
roles in decision-making as members of boards 
of other organisations and government 
committees. MHRWD has partnered with other 
organisations and has worked with external 
experts in human rights, national law, gender 
and sexual and reproductive health and rights 
to provide trainings for staff, board, and 
volunteers, as well as various trainings for 
organisational and management capacity 
strengthening.  

 

Mobilising on the local level 
 
MHRWD now reaches some 1,000 
women and girls, a ten fold increase 
since 2010. The growth  
is due to the expansion of activities—trainings 
on literacy, human rights, and sexual and 
reproductive rights, skills building, and 
economic empowerment programmes—as well 
as expansion of its geographic reach. It has 
doubled the number of districts in which it 
works from three to six, and its public 
education work, including the weekly radio 
show, reaches the whole country. Evidence of 
MHRWD’s broadened and increased impact is 
demonstrated by requests it receives from 
women and girls, and, occasionally, local 
leaders in other districts. For example, Nsjanje 
district has relatively high rates of visual 
impairment due to 'river blindness' 
(onchoceriasis). A chief in the district heard 
MHRWD’s radio shows and subsequently 
organised a meeting of women and girls in the 
district who have visual impairment, inviting 
MHRWD to give a session on sexual and 
reproductive rights. In a follow-up session, 

MHRWD brought a young woman to serve as a 
role model for the women and girls. Since then, 
the women and girls in Nsanje district have 
formed a group which meets regularly to 
discuss the challenges they face and strategise 
about educating their communities, with 
support of the chief. 
 
More MHRWD members are also actively 
engaged in organising. They carry out advocacy 
campaigns, organise rallies and community-
level support groups for women and girls with 
disabilities. They are mobilising on the local 
level, finding girls who are ‘hidden’ in their 
parents’ house and do not go to school, and 
initiating a dialogue with their parents, schools, 
and community leaders. MHRWD members are 
also translating educational materials in local 
languages.  
 

Building – and drawing – connections 
 
In the past few years MHRWD has built 
important new connections with youth and 
young women’s organisations. Among these are 
the Girls Empowerment Network (GENET) 
Malawi, also a Mama Cash grantee, and the 

Forum for the Development of 
Youth with Disabilities, also led by a 
young women with disabilities. With 
funding from Mama Cash, MHRWD 
and the Forum organised a training 
on sexual and reproductive health 

and rights for their members. MHRWD recently 
became a member of the Youth Consultative 
Forum, a federation of youth groups, 
organisations and networks in Malawi, thus 
ensuring that girls with disabilities have a voice 
in the national youth movement.  
 
MHRWD has also built new connections as a 
result of their learning in the area of sexuality 
and sexual rights, and interaction with various 
movements over the last years.  For example, 
MHRWD Director Stella Nkhonya participated in 
the AWID Forum in April 2012, which included a 
session on sexuality, disability, and rights 
(organised by Mama Cash with grantees 
working on disability rights). She also joined 
Mama Cash’s 'Reframing and countering 
violence' grantee meeting in August 2012, 
where sexual rights and especially sexual 
diversity were discussed. Thanks to MHRWD’s 
increased awareness and understanding about 
sexual diversity, MHRWD invited its volunteers 
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to participate in a workshop organised by the 
Malawian human rights organisation Center for 
the Development of People (CEDEP), the main 
advocate for LGB rights in the country. Two 
MHRWD volunteers subsequently came out, 
marking the first time that any member had 
done so.  
 
MHRWD is fostering its connection with CEDEP 
and providing information about sexual 
diversity and the activities and services of 
CEDEP in its workshops with women and girls 
with disabilities. MHRWD’s 
increased participation in 
networks has also inspired the 
founding of the African 
Sexuality, Disability and Rights 
Coalition. The Coalition was 
formed by feminist disability 
rights activists from across 
Africa, including Stella 
Nkhonya. The Coalition advocates for disability, 
gender, and sexual rights, in particular sexual 
rights for disabled people, across the continent. 
 

A seat at the table 
 
MHRWD has gained visibility as an expert 
organisation, leading to increasing participation 
of its staff and members in various committees 
and boards. This, in turn, has alerted MHRWD 
to opportunities to influence policymaking. 
Jointly with other organisations, MHRWD 
actively advocated for the signing of the 
Disability Act, which passed in 2012.  
 
In August 2013 Stella Nkhonya was selected to 
be part of the Civil Society Advisory Group of 
UN Women - Malawi. The group is a 
consultative forum for regular dialogue 
between civil society and UN Women on 
national development issues and 
trends related to gender equality, 
women’s rights, and empowerment. 
Stella’s membership in the advisory 
group has been a vehicle for 
building alliances with more 
influential organisations and 
advocates, as well as with relevant ministries. 
For example, MHRWD now partners with the 
Ministry of Nutrition, HIV, and AIDS in providing 
policy advice on addressing HIV and AIDS 
vulnerability of women and girls with 
disabilities. Stella is also on the Board of the 
Malawi Health Equity Network, an alliance of 

organisations working to improve distribution, 
quality, and access to health services by 
influencing government policy and practice. It is 
the first time that a woman with disabilities is 
part of the board, and that issues affecting the 
health of women with disabilities are on the 
agenda.  
 
MHRWD has put women and girls with 
disabilities on the agenda of not only other 
organisations and movements, including the 
youth movement, the women’s rights 

movement, and the sexual rights 
movement. It has also nurtured 
women activists who are now 
publicly visible, and are being 
listened to by ministries. Women 
with disabilities are now members 
of government committees, helping 
to shape policy on issues related to 
violence against women, HIV and 

AIDS, and health care. They are also 
represented in other  organisations – serving on 
the boards of youth organisations, health rights 
organisations and women’s rights 
organisations. Their influence is demonstrated 
by changes in local health care clinics in the 
communities where they work: women with 
disabilities report that they are increasingly 
receiving appropriate (reproductive) health 
care. One village has even begun a new 
initiative to provide weekly antenatal classes for 
women with disabilities. Women and girls with 
disabilities have also been able to secure more 
space to make their own sexual and 
reproductive choices, like marrying the partner 
of their choice. MHRWD is changing the ways in 
which women and girls with disabilities view 
themselves, as well as social norms in their 
communities.  
 

The role of Mama Cash  
 
According to MHRWD, the fact that 
Mama Cash began its support 
when the organisation was still 
small and relatively young has 
been important: “Someone has to 

believe in us. Change starts with us, but we 
cannot do it alone. We need someone to 
believe in what we do, believe we can make 
change. Mama Cash believed us.” Prior to 
receiving its first grant from Mama Cash, 
MHRWD only received funding from Umvano, a 
local foundation, along with membership fees 

Women with disabilities 
are now members of 
government committees, 
helping to shape policy on 
issues related to violence 
against women, HIV and 
AIDS, and health care. 
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and a few donations from individuals. The 
biggest part of the organisation’s income still 
consists of its grant from Mama Cash, but it 
now receives smaller grants from three other 
donors. MHRWD uses a relatively small part of 
its grant to pay for salaries. It has four paid staff 
members (although none receive a full salary), 
six permanent volunteers, and six actively 
engaged board members. Volunteers are active 
in the girls and young women’s programming, 
campaigns, and activities in communities.  
Funding is crucial for the organisation to carry 
out these activities, as this is where most of its 
budget is spent.  
 
MHRWD believes that 
the core support from 
Mama Cash has enabled 
the organisation to grow, 
to strengthen its 
capacities and reach, and 
develop its voice and 
strategies. Without the 
grant from Mama Cash, 
many activities could not have been developed 
and implemented. But even more, MHRWD 
feels that the relationship with Mama Cash, and 
the connections with other groups and 
organisations that came from being a grantee 
have been really important. The opportunity to 
participate in international meetings led to new 
connections and alliances, as well as exposure 
to new areas of work that MHRWD has 
integrated in its own agenda setting. For 
example, MHRWD describes the founding of 
the African Sexuality, Disability and Rights 
Coalition, as a direct result of Mama Cash’s 
support. The Coalition held its first strategy 
meeting in June 2014, hosted by MHRWD and 
funded by Mama Cash. “Our organisation was 
able to host the international meeting – the 
first international meeting we ever organised. 
This drew attention of government officials who 
came to open the meeting. This shows us that 
our organisation is now recognised both in the 
rural areas as well as nationally. Malawi human 
rights for women and girls with disabilities is 
becoming an engine of change for women and 
girls with disabilities with regards to their 
sexuality and sexual and reproductive health 
rights. We would not have become this without 
Mama Cash’s support. ” 
 
From 2010 to 2015, MHRWD received a total of 
€107,500 from Mama Cash. 

[This story of change is based on documents 
MHRWD submitted as part of Mama Cash’s 
monitoring and evaluation during the grant 
periods; progress review conversations 
conducted over skype; and an interview with 
Stella Nkhonya. All quotes are Stella’s. The 
original case study was researched and 
compiled by Esther Vonk.] 
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