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“It’s the women who are really carrying the burden of the HIV pandemic”

(Ellen McCurley, quoted in Boston Globe, 1/24/06)

Malawi’s women literally carry the burden of transporting water, firewood, farm inputs and harvested crops, and have done so from time immemorial, long before the current HIV/AIDS pandemic.  However this plague has enormously increased women’s burden, by killing off so many able-bodied men and women, and leaving the tasks of raising food and children to an ever-shrinking number of able-bodied widows and grandmothers.

If HIV/AIDS-impacted farm families are to remain intact, there must be someone able to collect their daily water supply, and to periodically collect their firewood.  Families must be able to raise their maize, cassava or millet, carrying heavy farm inputs such as fertilizer and compost to fields, and harvested crops to granaries, and still have time and energy to care for their sick and dying.  However the labor shortages due to HIV/AIDS have been well documented as being a major cause of the current food shortages in Malawi, along with the erratic rainfall.

Malawian women need all the help they can get to keep their fragile families intact, and their children from being placed in orphanages.  One way to assist them is to provide labor-saving technology that can free up their time and energy currently spent on headloading, so as to allow them to better conduct their nurturing and productive work.  As extreme poverty is the norm, with per capita income of some $160 per annum, there are very few viable technology options.  Handcarts are one such option.  For a cost of some $50, a handcart can enormously assist both rural as well as urban families to reduce the time and energy they expend on daily transport activities, as well as enhancing their agricultural productivity and market participation.

It is not enough to keep families together, or in the event all adult caretakers die, to foster children with relatives, neighbors or in orphanages.  The children need and deserve something to live for, and a future brighter than the past.  The only way to accomplish this is by the introduction of laborsaving technology.  Providing education will not by itself increase the agricultural productivity that underlies Malawi’s economy.  More primary schools and access to secondary and even tertiary education will not eliminate the need for dirt farmers to hoe their fields and carry their water on their heads.  Having spent 1967 and 1968 as a Peace Corps teacher in Malawi, I appreciate both the value of, as well as the limits that education confers.

The standard of living, agricultural productivity, life expectancy and quality of life in Malawi have all sadly diminished since Dr. Hastings Banda, Malawi’s founding father, declared “Malawi is at war with poverty, disease and ignorance.”,  That war continues, and ignorance is a root cause of it.  This ignorance is not confined to poor subsistence farm families, but to the development community, who have consistently failed in their attempts to modernize the means of production by failing to introduce laborsaving technology having sufficient uptake potential to be acquired by subsistence farmers.

The deceptively simple handcart is one of the very few laborsaving technologies combining affordability with the ability to save very large amounts of peasant farmer’s time and labor, in both domestic as well as agricultural transport roles.  If we examine the role that wheeled transport plays in our own economy, we might better appreciate the implications that its virtual absence has on Malawi’s economy, and on the quality of life of its citizens.

So, I urge the reader to look beyond keeping Malawi’s AIDS orphans alive, and to act to assist them to be more productive and to enjoy a life with less of the burdens that they are currently forced to carry.  Please give some thought to the introduction of handcarts and other practical and affordable laborsaving technologies.  [February 2006]

