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“Because these signs cannot be ignored since that 

is what our forefathers used to tell us and that is 

what is happening. When we see all these (signs) 

we start preparing ourselves…”

Globally, IK hasbeenshownto bea critical factor ineconomicgrowthand 

sustainabledevelopmentandisas important as scientific knowledge.

However,whenit comesto theAfricannarrative, IK researchstill seemsto 

fall short. IK hasalwaysbeenunderprivilegedandmarginalized, treated as 

an unsubstantiated type of knowledge that cannot provide any scientific 

solutions

FOX - ANTS - DRUM S - SNAK ES

DROUGH T M ANAGEM ENT TH ROUGH I NDI GENOUS  

K NOW LEDGE I N M ALAW I "



DROUGHT iscomingwhen

little or no flowers or fruit.

When lower yields

Sunbird or Wild Mango-Mtondo (Cordyla africana) tree with Blackants-Midzodzo movestogether in a long

queue of colony

PLANT AND ANI M AL BEHAVI OUR  

I NDI CATORS



NoHissingof a snake

at the upstream Catchment Area

DROUGHT iscomingwhen
Bigtortoisesnear the riveri

Line of startsand moonwith circlesin the skyi

ANI M AL BEHAVI OUR AND CELESTIAL  

I NDI CATORS



MALAWI CONTEXT
Effective adaptation to climate variability and climate change isdependent

on access to accurate climate information for the coming seasons and

years to enablecommunitiesto makedecisionsfor nowandthe future.

Frequencyandmagnitudeof disastershave increasedsincethe 1990s. 

Attributed to climate change,populationgrowth,andurbanization.

No institutional structure for DRM before the 1991 arrangement  

(PhalombeDisaster).

2023 Tropical Cyclone Freddy: 16 local authorities affected, with an

estimated 2,267,458 affected, including 659,278 people displaced

(336,252 female; 323,026 male), 679 killed, and over 530 people declared

missing.

IN MALAWI: Accurate, reliable, and timely early warning system (IK and  

Scientific)enhancesclimate changeadaptation efforts at all levelsby:

Enabling communities and institutions to make informed and timely  

decisions.

Helpingcommunitiesto time their activitieswith the expected impacts.



I NDI GENOUS K NOW LEDGE (I K ) AND EARLY W ARNI NG  

SYSTEM S, I N TH E LOW ER SH I RE VALLEY I N M ALAW I

Objectivesof the Study

To UNDERSTAND and document

the indigenous early warning signs

for floods and drought.

To explore the AVAILABILITY of  

the indigenous early warning signs.  

To understand how IK is used in  

preparing for and REDUCING the  

impacts of disasters.

Community EmergencyOperation Centre in Chikwawa.



There has been an increase in use and utilisation of the both IKs and 

Scientific Forecast through Participatory Scenario Planning (PSP).

IK inclusion improves trust in the messagesdeveloped by the 

Department of Climate Change and Meteorological Services  

(DCCMS).

The use of IKsby community memberspromotesownership and  

sustainability by passing on messages and values from one 

generation to the other.

Timely development of the advisories helped to increase the yield as 

the farmers used new approaches of farming such as agroforestry, 

Climate Smart Agriculture, irrigation (Winter cropping) and 

Permaculture.

Improved access to and sharing of information at community level.

FINDINGS

FloodMarksin Phalombe



FINDINGS

MALAWI’SSUPPORTING INSTRUMENTSTOWARDS

indigenousknowledge(IK) LOCAL/ PEOPLECENTRED 

EarlyWarningSystem (EWS)

-DRM Policy_ (Pillar 3) Development and strengthening of a

people-centred early warning system

-Department of Disaster ManagementAffairs (DoDMA) 

Strategic Plan-2019/2024

-National Disaster Preparedness and ReliefActMarch 2023

-National DRM Bill 2023

-The Local GovernmentAct (1998); Decentralisation Policy

-The Malawi Growth and Development Strategy Pillar 3

-DRM-A Source Book for Primary and Secondary Schools



CHALLENGES

RINGSAROUND THEMOON  

YESORNO

Theysometimesbased on localityand some  

indicatorsare extinct (FaunaandFlora) becauseof 

deforestation andvariation in climate change.

IN SOMECASES,THEDESCRIPTIONOF INDICATORSWAS 

CONFLICTING.

EXAMPLES: One FGD mentioned for example that if there was no

ring  surrounding the moon, droughts would come, whereas 

another FGD mentioned the opposite. Similarly, for the hole of the Spider

('buwe'): one FGD mentioned itshole is

covered with a web when a drought arrives, the other FGD mentioned it was 

openingandnot sealed.

These examples indicate the context and space-based nature of indigenous 

knowledge indicators.SPIDERHOLECOVERED YES  

ORNO



RECOMMENDATIONS- ACTION NOW

Volunteer disseminating  

forecast messagesusing  

megaphone

Combining local and scientific knowledge systems is CRITICAL

for making climate information relevant locally and for  

empowering communities.

There is a need to VALIDATE the EW Signs based on locality. 

ENHANCE Participatory Scenario Approach (PSP) where IKs and 

Scientific knowledge are discussed together.

There is need to SCALE UP both vertically and horizontally.

IKs should be MAINSTREAMED in all DRM instruments for all

relevant key stakeholders and communities to be familiar so that

the use and utilisation should be robust.

All clusters should INTEGRATE IKs in their programming 

CAPACITY BUILDING of all stakeholders on different aspects is 

critical for the value of IK climate information to be realized.



DONEWITH:

Department of Hydrology  

Department of Climate change and  

Meteorological services (DCCMS). 

District Disaster Risk Management  

Committees(DDRMCs)

NGO partners

Malawi Red CrossSociety staff and  

Volunteers,

DRM and NRM

Committees  Community

members
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THANK YOU

RED CROSS
bmlowoka@redcross.mw

Maria Pinzon  

Global Head Water - IFRC
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