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Introduction
This project was funded by a District match grant of the Rotary Foundation (GBP 3000) and the Rotary
Club of West Fife (RCWF) at a total amount of GBP 16,000. The funds were disbursed to RENAMA in 2
equal tranches of GBP 8,000 first in 2015 and second one in 2016. The Rotary Club of Limbe (RCL) was a
local partner invited to support the observation of the implementation on the ground. The co-initiator of
the project and Board Member of RENAMA is also a member of the RCL. Two presentations have been
given in the course of the project to the RCL members at RCL meetings, apart from that a representative
visited the project thrice during the set-up phase and trainings, getting to know the entrepreneurs and
equipment used.

The main aim of the intervention was to the raise awareness of and increase access to affordable energy
technology in two rural communities to overcome the wide-spread lack of sustainable energy sources by
providing healthier, less time and money consuming and more environmentally friendly options, while
empowering women as local energy entrepreneurs and encourage them to take an active role in energy
poverty issues that impact them over-proportionally. One point of interest was also to establish if this
kind of energy service provision points based on high-investment equipment (in comparison to local
income levels) could be repaid over time so that this could become a commercially viable business
model that would not depend on grants but could be loan-based.

The two Smart Energy Hubs were set up in two villages, Gunde (Solar Powered Energy Hub) and Dzungu
(Briquette & Cooking Energy Hub), Traditional Authority (T/A) Bvumbwe, Thyolo District.

Initially the plan was to establish and monitor two SEHs in Gunde, T/A Bvumbwe, Thyolo District and in
Bangwe Township, Blantyre. These were to serve as pilot project that would inform best practices for
future projects, taking into consideration the differences of rural and semi-urban communities. The

location of the planned Bangwe Hub was later changed to Dzungu Village due to the reasons given
below.

The support activities for this project undertaken by the RENAMA team included identifying suitable
locations for the Hubs, interviewing and selecting entrepreneurs, technical training, installation of
equipment, business management trainings, regular monitoring, refresher trainings and facilitation in
cases of conflict and problems. RENAMA field project officers were on the ground initially several days a
week, later on weekly basis and then as needed/called, to offer support and advice to the entrepreneurs
and helping in resolving any challenges. This was also part of the simultaneous ongoing monitoring and
evaluation to assess the potential sustainability of the business model.

Smart Energy Hub Gunde
The first SEH started in Gunde village in November 2015, after an extensive process of conducting
discussions and identifying entrepreneurs and participating communities. Gunde SEH was situated in a
community that is surrounded by five villages namely: Kamtsonyo, Likwenga, Tayali, Gunde and Gobede
and it was initially situated 5 km away from grid electricity.
After a big launch with hundreds of people and the heads of the involved villages, the Hub was initially
welcomed very much and the people were excited about the new services offered to them: Phone
charging service, selling of pico-solar lamps, selling of fuel-saving stoves, and a barber shop.
At peak, the Hub had more than 25 customers for phone charging and 100 for video shows, on average
per day and the income generated per month maximized at MK70,000. The main benefits people
observed were a reduction in the time and effort spent travelling to find a power source to recharge
their mobile phone and having a new and affordable means to buy a durable solar lamp on a pay-asyou-go model. A survey undertaken in the beginning and after installation of the Hub with the 5
different Village heads and their community members showed that the services people needed most
were phone charging, barber shop, video shop and solar lamp on a pay-as-you go model.
However, a number of challenges occurred along the way, some of which could be sorted out with the
help of the facilitation team (like stealing by an entrepreneur who was then dismissed by the others,
introduction of restrictive measures to ensure that cash transactions were properly documented and
accounted for etc.), while others were out of control of the enterprise or the project management:

Firstly, in March 2017, a grid electricity connection was installed in about 1 km distance from the Hub
which led to some of the services being less in demand (phone charging), while for others the Hub
remained the only viable supply point (e.g. lamps rental, video show) and it also proved that the Hub
had a clear advantage because of the frequent power cuts on the grid connection which did not affect
the solar system.
The Gunde SEH has been in operation for a period of nearly two years but was closed down on the 22 nd
of August 2017, necessitated by some unforeseeable conflicts within the village leadership which had
led to deep mutual mistrust within the community and unsurmountable challenges for the
entrepreneurs. This step was undertaken based on a decision by the project management in
consultation with the village leaders and the sponsors of Rotary Club West Five.
The decision was by no means an easy one and followed multiple trials to facilitate transparent
problem-solving meetings over several months with all stakeholders involved as well as replacement of
some entrepreneurs, but at the same time it was a very important one to make. In the end, everyone
was in agreement that the current unforeseen situation in the village; where they are conflicts between
the village head and his subjects over control of the village, resulted in many challenges for the
entrepreneurs, just to mention a few: the entrepreneurs were now failing to effectively conduct their
business as some customers were no longer honoring their commitments to pay for products and
services rendered and some openly boycotted the hub and encouraged others to do so too, while
unconducive rumors were spread which would in the end affect the reputation of all involved
An agreement documenting the closure of the Hub was signed by the Village Head and other local
stakeholders involved and the RENAMA team has since decommissioned and collected all the
equipment that had been installed at the hub, which is currently stored at their warehouse.

Smart Energy Hub Dzungu
The second SEH started its operations in May 2017. It had shown to be a challenge to identify a suitable
place to establish the SEH in the semi-urban community of Bangwe Township, which was thought to be
a very useful marketing place for recycled biomass briquettes as it is a major informal settlement with
huge charcoal trading volumes. Unfortunately, landlords of all identified office/sales buildings seemed
unwilling to recognize the social character of the project and its start-up phase and make long-term
commitments on stable rentals. They were rather eager to make money from the ladies even before
they would become profitable, so the project management perceived it as too high a risk to install the
business in these places and then later be forced to move around every time the landlords would
change their minds (e.g. in the first place, rental had been pre-paid but then the landlord allowed a

second tenant at the same time in the building without agreement). The ladies were thus not able to
plan expenditure long-term.
It was hence discussed with the sponsors if the purchasing of an affordable plot with a suitable business
building could be a better option and it was attempted to do that after approval, however another
problem occurred as the owner could after weeks not produce a title deed for it. To avoid further delays
and looking at the very restricted time and budgets, it was then decided to at least start the production
of briquettes with another women group at a preliminary site that RENAMA could secure from a related
social enterprise without a cost to the ladies and with given security, which they are free to use until
they are at the point of marketing their products at a profit and can then establish their own place of
business. Dzungu Village is next to the big regional market in Bvumbwe and hence offers good
marketing networks for briquettes and cookstoves or other services later added.

SEH Dzungu is managed by two industrious ladies from the surrounding communities, Milcah Mmame
(27) and Grace Dickson (32), who are currently not fully depending mainly on the income from the Hub
as their husbands are contributing main household income, but would still count as relatively poor
households. Their business model is mainly focused on bio-energy in the form of producing and selling
recycle biomass briquettes and fuel-saving stoves, as a way of trying to create an alternative fuel to
charcoal and firewood (the use of which is the main cause of the rapid deforestation and a major living
cost to households).
Apart from learning how to make briquettes using different materials and equipment, the women have
been and are being supported with start-up inputs, initial and ongoing business management skills
development including costing, pricing, market research and marketing materials and planning.
Throughout this period there have been many activities related to improving the quality of the initial
briquettes to get to a product that would have a chance for high uptake in comparison to the baseline
fuels - e.g. cooking experiments, cookstoves testing, charcoal/firewood/briquettes efficiency
comparison. All the activities are done by the very motivated ladies themselves with support from the
Field Project Coordinator, a facilitator trainee, the RENAMA Programmes Manager who is supporting
project management, and some foreign volunteers for specific fields like business skills and efficiency
development contributed by the RENAMA office
The ladies have so far produced over 4,000 briquettes for stockpiling, mainly from paper and sawdust
(some mixed with coal or other enhancers of heat value for trial) and are optimizing their product in
preparation for a product launch and marketing campaign in the next few weeks ideally before the
onset of the rainy season. As an additional income generating activity as they prepare for the briquette
launch, the women entrepreneurs are also engaged in making some local baked cake varieties and
traditional drinks using the produced briquettes as a source of energy and they are selling these in the

community surrounding the hub. The entrepreneurs are also exploring additional income generation
activities for selling energy related devices like pico-solar lamps and cookstoves so that they can
generate long-term sustainable and diversified income that will leave them less vulnerable to seasonal
fluctuations.
Challenges that this Hub is currently working on and next steps include: sourcing a more efficient and
sturdy briquette press for higher volume production (not easily found locally at the available budget);
optimizing the cost and benefit ratio for the briquettes that can really financially compete with the
baseline fuels when introduced; producing sufficient stocks of the best type of briquettes before the
rainy season which is expected to start in November/December (as they can’t be produced/dried
sufficiently during that season); optimizing the packaging solutions, identifying a moisture-proof storage
system for selling briquettes during that season; setting up partnerships with potential agents and
additional outlets for marketing the products at a low extra costs.

Conclusions & Next Steps
It is not a new point of understanding that leadership and dynamics in rural communities have a big
impact on the success of a project. This has been confirmed in Gunde were initially, the leadership was
strong and could hence support the initiative strongly, but the internal village leadership instabilities
negatively impacted the project. This was an unfortunate turn and something that we think the
Facilitator, who has been working successfully on other field projects for RENAMA, could not have
foreseen, or which could be actively prevented for other future projects,
Another important learning point which can be influenced by the project management, however, is that
it might make more sense to work with people on an agreement that they invest some of their own
money into the business from the start, so that they would take more charge of controlling team
members who are not complying with the agreed procedures or sideline income. This, however, means
not working with the poorest people but those who can afford to invest something, or at least who are
not fully depending on the income from their new start-up so there is no perception that RENAMA
needs to pay them any support which later may lead (despite all clear and even written agreements) to
an expectation and dependency syndrome rather than true entrepreneurial spirit. Unfortunately, in
Malawi by now the general understanding of people is that NGOs provide things for free, which can be a
major hurdle to any entrepreneurial project. However, in this project the second Hub already learned
those lessons from the first and worked with ladies who are very entrepreneurial and invest all their
time and effort freely into their enterprise, which lead to very high motivation and self-initiative.

Generally, a conclusion can be made that when working in low-income communities like these with such
a high price sensitivity, profit margins are minimal and recouping investment on equipment can only be
done to a certain extent (e.g. when selling devices or when there is enough space to attract masses of
people to video shows over a long term) using cheap local movie copies -which are mainly brutal fighting
movies which is not what we want people to promote under our facilitation-) or over many years, while
the batteries need regular replacement. One option to reduce equipment cost could be to not have
storage batteries and focus on activities during the day like phone charging and video shows but that
would limit functionality during the rainy season and can also affect the electronic equipment negatively
due to less stable power outputs.
In agreement with the sponsors from RCWF, the time frame for facilitation and support at the Hubs has
been extended beyond the initially planned 18 months to this October, because of the above managed
challenges that were met. However, the remaining budget is preserved mainly for additional equipment,
marketing materials etc. in line with the original plans, while staff-wise the project is currently being
facilitated at a minimal cost and with mostly voluntary time contributions from the RENAMA team, since
the staff budget has been exhausted. While Dzungu SEH development is still being facilitated as long as
the ladies need support and start selling their products at scale, the equipment from former SEH Gunde
is safely in the custody of RENAMA at the warehouse. Already end of May, the interim Project Manager
had communicated with the colleagues of RCWF suggesting to close down the existing set-up in Gunde
because of the observed risks, and given suggestions about how the equipment could be used
otherwise. Final feedback on this was received by end September, however by now the capacity to
facilitate more on this project is very limited unless additional staff time funding can be generated, so
only easy solutions can be taken into consideration.
The suggested and agreed approach is hence for RENAMA to try and work with an individual already
more established entrepreneur (ideally a woman as well) who could use the solar kit and equipment to
expand his/her business and pay rentals over time into a kind of revolving support funds that would
then be either re-invested into maintaining the bigger parts of the equipment (change of batteries etc.),
added for expansion of the SEH Dzungu, or used for additional entrepreneurs support, depending on
observed need.
The RENAMA Programmes Management will send a final update on the achievements of the ladies at
Dzungu SEH in the extended time frame, the final solution on the equipment from Gunde SEH, and final
expenditure report for the remaining amount in the project account once all has been concluded.
(Please see attached Financial Report for details) Furthermore, they will keep the partners informed
through half-yearly updates on the further undertakings that are based on this project initiative.

We are greatly thankful for the trust and support rendered to us by the Rotary Foundation and the
Rotary Clubs of West Five and Limbe to this start-up initiative.

Impressions in Pictures

Left: SEH Gunde entrepreneurs with the solar LED lamps; Right: A community sensitization meeting

SEH Gunde entrepreneurs with representative of Limbe Rotary Club, PP Ian Bonongwe (middle)

Entrepreneurs during the business management training at RENAMA

School kids studying using Lamp from Gunde SEH

Efficient firewood stove sold at the SEHs

Above and below: Lamp and phone charging station at Gunde Hub

Entrepreneurs of Dzungu SEH learning how to mix materials and make eco-briquettes

Dzungu SEH entrepreneurs and partners at business management training

Briquette Cookstove in use at Dzungu SEH

Briquette drying process

Dried Briquettes in bags ready for storage
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