Man, 45, blind, urban

Note: this interview also covers his work with a DPO

Sian: 
So can you tell me a little bit about Union of the Blind?

Banda: That day I just explained briefly about Malawi union of the blind. This is a trustee which was established in 1994 by members with visual impairment themselves. Our vision as I said was to advocate for the rights of people with impairment and our mission is to see a barrier free society in which people with disabilities and other disabilities enjoy and participate in any activities of our country. So we have been doing that since 1994 to date. We have made some strides because even education now we hare having access to education other than like it was in the past. The government realized the need to send people with disabilities to school. SO we that some improvements are there but we still continue doing that: advocating for the rights for the people with disabilities and in particular those with visual impairment.

Sian: 
So within the union, how many members do you have? 

Banda: Maybe I  don’t have the exact number but we have members all over the country because we have branches throughout  the country in all the 28 districts where we have the executive board which comprises of 10 people and other members. So if we go by that I think we have a good number of people with visual impairment, maybe close to half a million.

Sian: 
Wow, its huge. Hopefully that means it’s a big voice as well.

Banda: Yea it is a big voice.

Sian: 
My research is specifically interested in water and sanitation hygiene access. So I suppose I would like to begin by asking you how important are those issues for people with visual impairment? I mean where do they sit among other priorities?

Banda: As I said that day we take water as a human right issue and we also advocate for that to make sure that people with visual impairment have access to water and sanitation and that’s why I said  after seeing that there is a problem for them to access water maybe due to distance from water points. We have a program in XXXX, it is called XXXXX Water for Blind Women; it’s a water project for blind women with an aim of bringing water points closer to them so that they can access this product easily other than getting to the water points that are far away from their houses. But I think little by little as we have started that project as time goes things will change.

Sian: 
Then am I right thinking that’s quite a new project? Have you just started that one or it’s been going for a while?

Banda: This project is new, I think a year old.

Sian: 
At a very practical level what exactly does it do? Are you lobbying district governments to build water points closer or you are actually constructing them, what’s your approach?

Banda: We are lobbying.

Sian: 
Ok, ok so how does that process work?

Banda: We do discussions with community leaders so that they should realize the importance of bringing water close to people with visual impairment. We feel that by doing that the attitude would change as time goes as I said things will improve in the future.

Sian: 
And then once you’ve driven a level of understanding are you then hoping that the districts allocate funds specifically for this. What would you see as a very successful project?

Banda:
 I don’t think that the district may allocate funds for this project. The project just depends on donations but we feel that maybe getting understanding they may consider bringing water points close.

Sian: 
So that would be a long term goal?

Banda: Yea that would be a long term goal.

Sian: 
So at the moment in the first year of the program have there been any water points made closer to these women.

Banda:
 I may not say so at the moment because that time I was representing the executive director who may be in a position to say if there was any outcome. I have not been involved in the project myself frankly speaking. So maybe if we could ask the director he could tell us. 

Sian: 
Ok, So other than that particular project that’s the main one that would address these issues of water, is that right?

Banda: Yea that’s the main one we are doing project that addresses water issues otherwise frankly speaking it the only project.

Sian: 
That’s fine. So within that project, I mean is it mainly that when we talk about water and toilet access barriers for people with visual impairment is distance or there are other issues we need to address?

Banda: I think apart from distance there might be other issues. As I said there issues maybe funds again in the sense that when,,,, excuse me (answers a call).

Banda: Yes. As I said when a person with visual impairment constructs a house, maybe for him/her to manage buying water or having money to pay for water board to bring water to the house it becomes a problems because as I said most people with visual impairment come from poor back grounds. So this could also be another problem although its may be related to the distance.

Sian:
 Yea so affording safe water is difficult and that maybe would also encourage some people to use unsafe water. Then we’ve talked about distance and affordability what about maybe creating guide paths or maybe using guide ropes to access toilet and maybe water points, is that important. 

Banda: I think that can also be important but we haven’t though of that.

Interviewer: How best do you think governments could address these problems to do with distance and cost?

Banda: The government needs to have a deliberate policy to say that water points should be close to where people with disabilities are living because currently it’s the government that decides where to put these water points. After they make their survey, they say lets put this water point here. But if they had a policy to say we should bring these water points closer to where people with disabilities live would be very helpful for them to get safe water that would also improve sanitation surrounding their areas.

Sian: 
So that’s an important point you raised there that if you don’t provide access to all people with disability, the whole community is at greater risk of disease. 

Banda: Like the school here does it deliberately, we have a tap here. This is the place where people with disabilities learn so the school made sure that they had a tap inside so that they can have access to water at the same time improving their sanitation.

Sian: 
Sure but if I was a wheel chair user I would have difficulty to reach right; It’s quite far back.

Banda:
 Yes but I am just giving one example. But if this happened to everybody it would help people with disabilities in Malawi.

Sian:
 So you also have other water points as well at the school?

Banda: Yes we have other water points.

Interviewer: What challenges do visually impaired people have when accessing toilets?

Banda: Well one thing is that communal toilets are often left in a mess and so it’s hard for us to navigate. But whenever somebody fails to use the facility properly, and leave it tidy, the people with disabilities are accused and people say ‘it’s because of this one’. This is a living example because I was staying somewhere as you go to XXXXX and my landlord came over and told my wife that her husband has messed up the toilet again, so she should come and clean it. It was very shocking. Its traumatizing, it was probably a little boy who has messed up, but with the challenge of impairment they will assume it’s me.

Sian: 
And in the pit latrines you use at home or school perhaps as well Mr. Banda are there covers so that you couldn’t accidentally put your foot?
Banda: For this school we use flush toilets even in our homes because I am also a teacher here. In my house I have water and a toilet inside so I have no problem but the problem as we are saying here which is common to people with disabilities in our country. So mine is just an isolated issue but my Friend Timothy Mkandawire can also have a good toilet at home but these are just few isolated examples but most people with disabilities are meeting several challenges to access water and toilets and they are living in poor sanitation areas.

Sian: 
So is having a cover for a pit latrine important for you?

Banda: Yes it is important to avoid stepping into the toilet itself.

Sian: Often he government or NGOs run hand washing campaigns to promote good hand washing with soap. Also they run things to promote and encourage people to build toilets but many of these programs use visual materials. How does this affect people with visual impairments? 

Banda: Those programs are there by the government but they exclude people with disability; that’s the problem. As such it is very difficult for people with disabilities to have good information about hand washing programs because we are always excluded, I think they treat us as half persons who don’t really need to know these things. The government indeed put programs of such kind but they don’t consider people with disabilities; they just consider our friends with physical disability but not visual impairment. They are taken as not people with disabilities I don’t know why.

Sian:
 Yea, I wonder if maybe people just don’t know how to better accommodate people with visual impairment. Maybe if I could give you an example of a program that’s running at the moment in some parts of the country to promote toilets and you can give me ideas of how it can be improved so that its more accessible for people with visual impairment. And so that program basically they have trained people to go into communities and it’s a very participatory exercise so the whole community come out into a space and then one person is asked to draw in a big picture on the ground a map of the community. And then each person in the community is asked to come and put a little bit of sand next to where they go to toilet and often in many of these areas people open defecate so maybe they don’t have an actual toilet. And so afterward you have this map normally there is a discussion and people realize that when it rains the poop goes into the water and they eventually they come to the conclusion that they are eating each others poop and they want to stop that and they decide that build toilets. But obviously the point is that if you don’t see the map and you don’t see the poop markings so it would not be so effective as a program. Do you have any ideas for how a program like that could be improved. 
Banda: You cant see that picture how its been drawn and that means he/she misses information so that again is a challenge and then another challenge is that maybe if they come to the community inviting all the people in the community to participate but again the problems is also with our relatives; they cant take us to the meetings and say stay we will tell you what going on. Again that’s a very big challenge because if that’s the thing to be said by your relatives what about how the other people will treat you.

Sian: 
Can you think of any other ideas for improving the program? 
Banda: Yea, in Malawi we have disability organisations; we talk of XXXXX, XXXXX. I think if the program managers if they could approach these organisations to say we are doing this program and we want you to participate I think that would help very much because people with disabilities would be called by their seniors in their organisations. Leaders in organisations could take an initiative to say ok we will gather our members and we want you to come and brief them so that they also know the information and the programs which are there and I think  that can assist for us to have information because it’s also these leaders of organisations that could teach the program manager to say if you want to reach people with disabilities  or with visual impairment do not use pictures; just tell them and use these ways and they would understand. I think that would be very important

