
CASE STUDY   Dicko Oumou Cisse, Mali

Finding Opportunity in Adversity

“Our greatest success is that we were 
able to educate our members, and 
displaced people from the Sevaré camp, 
about the COVID-19 pandemic.”
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Pandemic Impact
COVID-19 has had a devastating impact on Mme Dicko and her savings group 
peers and she describes a ‘state of stress’ where borders were closed - limiting 
access to imported goods, schools were closed and teachers were on strike, and 
usual community events and celebrations had to be adapted. She explains: “The 
pandemic has greatly affected our income. Products have become expensive. 
Economic activities no longer work as before, market opportunities are increasingly 
rare, and demand has been decreasing. The pandemic stopped everything. Most 
of our members carried out their businesses at the markets and outside schools, 
and with their closure some of us have seen our economic activities stopped.” 

Mme Dicko shares many stories of women in her group who have faced financial 
hardship, including a woman who was trading oil, supplied from the north of the 
country. When her own customers found it difficult to pay her, she then struggled 
to pay her supplier who then threatened to report her to the Police. This led her to 
sell some of her belongings and borrow money from friends to pay her supplier. 
On several occasions, the Savings Group has stepped in to support members 
in financial crisis via its social fund, which has helped to ease some of their 
financial problems.

Madame Dicko Oumou Cisse, is a founding member and President of her Village 
Savings & Loan Association (VSLA) in the Socoura commune, near Sevaré in 
Central Mali. She is 51 years old and lives with her husband, five children and 
two grandchildren. Mme Dicko has multiple business ventures including selling 
second-hand clothes, soap, pre-cooked fonio (a local grain), oil, and peanut 
paste.  Many of the products, such as the soap, she produces with other members 
of her savings group. 

“The pandemic has greatly affected 
our income. Economic activities no 
longer work as before.”

Mme Dicko preparing fonio.
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“Women are now reluctant 
to take out loans for 
fear of not generating an 
income because of the 
decrease in demand.”

Opportunity in Adversity
Despite the hardships, Mme Dicko explains that 
one of the best things about being in the savings 
group is being better informed about the pandemic, 
she explains: “With the support of our partners, 
we have access to real information, particularly on 
hand washing, the correct wearing of masks and 
social distancing.”

The group has also seen an uplift in sales of soap, 
which they were producing prior to the pandemic. 
Following the increased need for handwashing in the 
community, their sales grew, and the group almost 
doubled their weekly soap production. Mme Dicko 
proudly adds: “Our greatest success is that we were 
able to educate our members about the COVID-19 
pandemic and that members respect the preventative 
measures. Hand washing, social distancing and 
wearing a mask has become our habit. The coronavirus 
pandemic has made it possible to improve hygiene in 
the household and in the community.”

Alongside other VSLA groups in the region, Mme 
Dicko’s group has also carried out awareness-raising 
sessions on COVID-19 prevention measures in the 
nearby Sévaré camp for Internally Displaced Persons. 
She adds with pride: “Members of our group were 
happy because no case of COVID-19 has appeared in 
the camp, proof that the awareness has borne fruit.”

Mme Dicko preparing soap.

Debt Fears
The pandemic has affected members’ abilities to re-
pay existing loans, take out further loans and continue 
to save. However, the group worked to find a solution 
for those struggling to repay existing loans whereby 
some members supported those in financial difficulty, 
and they will be repaid at the end of the savings cycle 
when the group shares out the collective profits.

As for new loans, Mme Dicko says: “With COVID-19, 
members were afraid of getting into debt as they 
could not repay because of low sales. It is the credit 
which makes it possible to increase incomes and 
social capital.” Similarly, members of the group 
are no longer able to save as much as before, Mme 
Dicko adds: “Most of our members had to reduce 
the amount they contributed in shares. The group’s 
total share numbers fell because of this difficult 
economic situation.”
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Digitalization
Mme Dicko has mixed feelings about the potential digitalization of the group. They have 
seen an increase in the use of WhatsApp to great effect, using voice messaging to share 
important information amongst the group on a wide range of topics from poverty in the 
community through to COVID-19 prevention measures. 

In addition, since the group were limited in their ability to meet due to COVID-19 
restrictions, members have started making their contributions via Orange Money (mobile 
money). Mme Dicko is clear that she prefers in-person contributions, explaining: “The 
group has no plans for the digitization of savings activities because it is important that 
the members of the group meet physically to strengthen social cohesion. Otherwise, 
contributions by telephone can lead to fewer physical meetings and therefore harm the 
sustainability of the group.”

Priority needs 
Mme Dicko speaks with clarity about the needs of her savings group, which are all focused 
on improving the group’s income-generating activities including producing and selling 
peanut paste, pre-cooked fonio (a local grain), soap and Atiéké (fermented cassava). 
She explains that the group needs more equipment, such as a mill for grinding peanuts 
into a paste. The group is now working with other local authorities, groups and support 
organizations to fulfil these needs, as well as to identify other market players so that 
they can access and participate in national and international fairs in Mali.

The future
For the future, Mme Dicko explains the group’s ambition is to establish a successful 
agrifood processing unit and for this they need to identify a workspace to process their 
products. She adds: “The group intends to support members in their income-generating 
activities and in facilitating access to credit, as well as share information on marketing 
opportunities.” Ultimately, they want to be able to sell their products in the capital city of 
Bamako, or even internationally. She concludes: “I would like us to have enough resources 
to help members of the community cope with this pandemic.”

“I would like us to have enough 
resources to help members of the 
community cope with this pandemic.”

Mme Dicko was interviewed in November 2021 as part of CARE’s Women Respond initiative – an unprecedented listening exercise,  
learning from women and girls to help CARE better understand the unique situation that COVID-19 presents, refine CARE programming and 
advocacy and elevate women’s voices and concerns to meet those challenges. The Women (in VSLAs) Respond sub-initiative is supported 
by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

Mme Dicko with her VSLA group.
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https://www.care.org/our-work/disaster-response/emergencies/covid-19/women-respond-leadership-covid-19-response/

