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1. ECC Counselling and Development Centre
In brief.
The Ecumenical Counselling Centre in Lilongwe in Malawi has developed a program to strengthen the counselling services in the churches, mainly focusing on those infected and affected by the HIV epidemic.

The client centred approach is focusing on empowerment of people through the different aspects of counselling and enable them to make their own decisions, rather that giving specific advice.

The centre gives training to religious leaders, comprised of Priests, Reverends, Pastors, Deacons, Nuns, Church-elders, Hospital chaplains and teachers, and supervises them, but also provide pre- and post-test counselling as well as testing to their clients. 
Context.

Malawi, including the churches in Malawi, has been deeply affected by the HIV epidemic for many years. Even if the situation has changed in a positive direction, it is still difficult for many Malawians to talk openly about the epidemic. There is a lot of stigma and discrimination attached to it, also within the churches. Many individuals as well as families are suffering and there is a strong need for accurate information, counselling and support. Harmful traditional practices, like early marriages, frequent cases of violence against women and children and lack of gender equity are likewise major challenges.  The goal for ECC is to support positive living through counselling so that people can enjoy their lives in all its fullness.
Implementing organisation. 

Ecumenical Counselling Centre (ECC) is a Faith Based Organisation, established in 2005 by the Episcopal Conference of Malawi (ECM), Evangelical Association of Malawi (EAM) and Malawi Council of Churches (MCC) together with the Association of Christian Educators in Malawi (ACEM) and Christian Health Association of Malawi (CHAM). The Centre was established with technical support from Norwegian Church Aid.
The mission of ECC is to provide and strengthen the services of the churches in Malawi by building the capacity of female and male church leaders to provide adequate counselling.

The Centre offers training in counselling, counselling services, voluntary counselling and testing and supervision of counsellors.

The staff is composed of an Executive Director, a Programme Manager, a Financial & Administrative Manager, and 12 members of the staff.  The organisation is ruled by an Executive Committee. 
Main interventions
Training
Trainings are performed on a national, regional as well as local level. The participants come from different denominations and communities. The congregations are encouraged to send at least two participants, one female and one male for the same training. Some training courses deliberately target female participants only as a strategy to empower women leaders. The trainers are professional, skilled counsellors, both female and male. Trainings are offered in the following areas:

A) HIV and AIDS Counselling (including (VCT)

B) Youth and HIV and AIDS Counselling

C) Children and HIV and AIDS Counselling

D) Marriage and HIV and AIDS Counselling

E) Alcohol and Substance Abuse and HIV and AIDS Counselling

F) Grief and Bereavement Counselling and HIV and AIDS Counselling

G) Crisis and HIV and AIDS Counselling

H) Gender Based Violence and HIV and AIDS Counselling

I) Women and HIV and AIDS Counselling.

The duration of the trainings ranges from three days up to two weeks. Those who are trained are expected to use the acquired skills either in their professional capacity or as volunteers. Many of them participate in two or more trainings on different topics.

All trainings have a rights based approach and are gender sensitive, focusing on the lack of gender equity and gender equality in the Malawian society.
The methodology in the trainings range from lectures and discussions to group work and role plays. After the training the participants are required to draft an action plan in which they state how they will use the knowledge gained during the training in their respective areas of work.
We made a visit to a training centre in Mangochi, where we attended some of the training sessions on “Women and HIV and AIDS Counselling”, to see how it was conducted, and to speak with some of the participants as well as the trainers and the facilitator. The trainees highly appreciated the training. Even if most of them has some experience in counselling, they felt that the newly acquired knowledge and the practical exercises gave them more confidence in their duty.
The Counselling
The counselling may take place in very different settings, like in the church premises, in counselling centres, in community houses or in private homes. Most of the counsellors are working on a voluntary basis. Some of them will have fixed hours for consultation, others will do the counselling upon request at agreed time. Counselling is a process, and it may be necessary to accompany the client(s) over a long period of time. Most of the counsellors have little formal education because well educated people are scarce and will be busy with their professional work. Counsellors may also use their skills in working with youth groups, women groups, groups of orphans and vulnerable children etc. Many of them will also train other people in their local congregation or local communities in counselling.
We visited a Community Based Ooregnisation (CBO) at Kawale, Lilongwe, called “Blessings”. The Director of Blessings, Mrs. Anne Kacherenga, is a retired teacher. She is a trained and experienced counsellor who has attended several trainings at ECC, and she even gives advice in a radio program twice a week on family issues.

During our visit members of “Blessings” CBO performed a very lively role play about a widow with two children who were in lack of food. Members of the group came to see her. They gave her some food and invited her to the group where she could participate in income generating activities. They also comforted her and gave her spiritual support. Some other “neighbours” also came by and started gossiping about her HIV status and that she was likely to die soon. This is a typical example of stigma and discrimination in many communities in Malawi. 

We were told that the group performed role plays like this during community gatherings, in market places and other suitable places where people usually meet. In this way they created awareness about HIV and AIDS and encouraged people to join the group and assist those who were infected or affected by HIV and AIDS.

The Supervision

The trained counsellors receive supervision from ECC staff who go to the districts twice a year to conduct supervision, in groups and individually. Since 2008, ECC has established counselling supervision groups in four districts to supervise the counsellors regularly in the same areas. The objective for the counselling supervision is to assist the trainees to refine the counselling skills learnt during the training workshop and to teach them new skills in order to become effective counsellor practitioners. The group supervision also gives an opportunity to share professional knowledge and best practice on how to best conduct counselling sessions. The supervision also gives feedback to ECC to better focus its trainings in order to meet capacity gaps in the future. The supervision is still in an early phase and will be further developed. We were able to participate in a meeting with some of the trained counsellors at the Ecumenical Counselling Centre, where they shared their experiences.
2. The Good Practice and Lessons Learned
It is of vital importance that the churches take up their responsibilities to accompany individuals, families and communities in difficult times and the counselling program enable them to do so. The program emphasizes the duty of the church to assist people in the communities in their daily struggle for life.
Traditionally people are told what to do and what not to do. In this program the approach is to empower people, through client centred counselling, to make their own decisions and be responsible for their own lives. They are assisted in exploring the different options and make their own choice. This new approach may be the most significant lesson learned in the project as a whole. However, the changing of mind set to counselling requires consistent monitoring and follow-up.
There is a strong focus on how churches can conduct advocacy related to stigma and discrimination and contribute to “breaking the silence”. Even if the situation has improved during the last years, this is still a major challenge. 
Women are included on equal terms as men in the program, as trainers, as participants in the trainings and in the supervision. Both women and men are being counselled, even if there are more women than men asking for this service. Most of the victims of violence in close relationships, which is one of the main issues to be dealt with by the counsellors, are women. Their rights are being violated, but through the counselling they are being empowered and helped to see a way out.

The trained counsellors are supposed to work on a very local level in their own parish or community and the church leaders have an obligation to facilitate the counselling service and to assist and supervise the counsellors. 
The project is still in an early phase, and since it is based on changing of attitudes, both on the counsellor’s side, as well as on the client’s side, it has to have a long term perspective. Already now more than 230 persons have been trained and people have better access to the counselling service. Some of them will come for several consultations over a long period of time, while others may come for one or just a few consultations. The counsellors are keep track of the consultations and send in their monthly reports.

Many women have been trained and thereby given a more prominent status in their local communities. The church leaders have become more aware of the duty of the church to accompany their members during difficult times like during the HIV epidemic.
3. The Challenges
It is important that the churches select participants for the trainings who have the necessary commitment to use their skills and undertake the counselling services.
Due to low educational level, some of the trainees may have difficulties in understanding the counselling concept.  Some of them may also show unwillingness to refer cases to other counsellors, and to be supervised by fellow counsellors.
It is of vital importance that the trained counsellors are supported or encouraged by their churches to use their skills. The churches should also promote the counselling service and facilitate by providing suitable venues and time.

In some communities there is still a low demand for counselling, and it is a challenge to promote the service and make it known to the congregations, and the public in general.
4. Potential for Replication 
This project address a number of general issues which needs to be taken seriously in the area of HIV and AIDS, like gender inequality, stigma and discrimination, and the challenge for each individual to make their own informed decisions. 

It should be easy to adapt and replicate in other geographical areas. Based on the situation in each community, the thematic focus may differ, but the most important is to keep the client centred approach in the training as well as in the performance.
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