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Cross-Party Group on Malawi 

Tuesday 07 October 2025 

Minutes 

 

Present 

MSPs 

Dr Alasdair Allan MSP 
Liam McArthur MSP 
Alexander Stewart MSP 
 
Sarah Boyack MSP (online) 
 

Invited guest  

IN-PERSON: 

Olivia Giles, Founder & Chair, 500 miles 

 

Non-MSP Group Members  

Prof Jeremy Bagg 
Evie Bain 
Roger Bamkin 
Marianne Burbidge 
Louise Cassidy 
Prof Heather Cubie 
Susan Dalgety 
Kara Dempsey 
Patrick Grady 
Elizabeth Hunt 
Dr Barry Klaassen 
Dr Louise Klaassen 
Jennifer Macalister Hall 
Prof Tracy Morse 
Joyce Nicoll 
Sally Rae 
Daniel Taylor-Dewick 
Anna Tweedy 
Emma Wood 
Mike Parker (Aide to Alexander Stewart MSP) 
 
Stuart Brown, SMP 
Chad Morse, SMP 
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Dorothea Nelson, SMP 
Ian Mitchell, SMP 
Nasim Vadalia, SMP 

 
ONLINE 
 
Lorna Bell 
Ruthie Markus, Ameca 
Lorna Macpherson 
  
 

Apologies 

Ben Macpherson MSP 
Dr Christine Campbell 
Moira Dunworth 
 

Welcome, apologies and minutes of last meeting 
 
Alexander Stewart MSP welcomed attendees, recognised MSPs in attendance and 
noted apologies where these had been given.  The minutes of the previous CPG were 
proposed by Heather Cubie and seconded by Liam McArthur. 
 

AGM of the CPG, including (re-)election of Co-
Convenors, Co-Vice Convenors and Secretary 
  
o Alexander Stewart MSP and Liam McArthur MSP were re-elected as Co-
Convenors. Dr Alasdair Allan MSP was re-elected as Co-Convenor having had to 
stand back from the group in the past year due to parliamentary duties.  
o Sarah Boyack MSP was re-elected as Deputy Convenor.  
o Stuart Brown, CEO of the Scotland Malawi Partnership, was re-elected as 
Secretary. Alexander thanked Stuart and the SMP team on behalf of the CPG, for the 
support they provide. 
 
There were no objections to the slate being approved.  
 

500 miles’ founder and CEO, Olivia Giles, shares ‘warts 
and all’ account of the past 17 years 
 
500 miles supports the development and delivery of Prosthetic and Orthotic services 
in Malawi. They help people with impaired mobility of all kinds to get moving, as well 
and as independently as possible, by helping them to get access to and to be able to 
afford Prostheses and Orthoses. 
 
In a fluent and naturally delivered account Olivia Giles, 500 miles’ Founder and CEO 
shared a fascinating ‘warts and all’ account of the past 17 years and 500 miles’ 
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transformational achievements, challenges, impact, frustrations, learning and steps 
towards sustainability. 
 
In addition to the phenomenal achievements in improving the lives of so many people, 
despite the challenges described, the complexity of the whole story Olivia shared and 
reflected upon was useful and fascinating and provided a learning experience for all. 
 

Q&A 

On inviting members in person and online to ask questions Alexander Stewart MSP 

acknowledged the presence of seven third-year medical students from the University 

of Dundee who are undertaking an intercalated degree in Global Health. They had 

come to the SMP Office in advance of the meeting to hear more about the people-to-

people partnerships between Scotland and Malawi and from Prof Heather Cubie 

about the impactful cervical cancer work in malawi of the MalScot project, led by Dr 

Christine Campbell. 

Q: (AA) After thanking OG for her impressive contribution to the Malawi CPG asked: 

“What should the relationship be like?” 

A: (OG) The importance of a relationship between donor and recipient should be 

smoother, better and deeper communication on different levels. Respectful 

communication to understand where either party comes from. 

Q: (JN) In order to address issues in Malawi and helping to achieve long-term 

financial sustainability, what can be done to bring regular revenue in? Could this be 

Malawi-based international training? 

A: (OG) There are already two training schools in Africa and they are not always full, 

there is not always enough demand. As orthoses and protheses are so bespoke it 

would not be possible to manufacture them for export. 

The policy at LION (a paying hospital) is to pay as much as you can afford towards 

the bare cost. And 500 miles encouraged LION to get more income from in-country 

partners to support the patients they refer from 10% to 25% and eventually to 100%.  

Q: (RM)  Ruthie thanked Olivia for a fascinating conversation.  Speaking from 

experience of setting up physiotherapy services, Ruthie asked: “With Centres in 

Lilongwe (Central Region) and Mzuzu (Northern Region) are there any plans of 

opening a centre in Blantyre (Southern Region)? 

A: (OG) The Ministry of Health Service in Blantyre did not want 500 miles there.  At 

Queen Elizabeth Hospital there is a service that works with donated protheses and 

orthoses and manages to cobble devices together. A large proportion of the patients 

in the 500 miles clinics in Lilongwe and Mzuzu come from the Southern Region and 

are offered accommodation (in Mzuzu, the building of the clinic included an 

accommodation block). 
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Q: (BK) Barry thanked Olivia for her frank, honest and clear discussion including all 

the challenges.  It was truly inspirational and should be an essential text for 

established projects. 

How was it all funded? 

A: (OG) Mainly through community fundraising.  The Mzuzu accommodation block 

was made possible through a big grant from a big funder.  As the main partner for 

500 miles in Malawi is the Malawi Department of Health this excluded 500 miles from 

many funders such as Scottish Government and Comic Relief.  So community 

fundraising was the main source of income. 

Q: (EW) Your [Olivia’s] critical reflection is amazing as well as the ability to see 

through other people’s eyes.  Are there any plans for publishing or sharing the 

learning with other people? 

A: (OG) No. 

Alexander Stewart MSP added that there might an opportunity for dialogue after the 

session. 

Q: (PG) The overall need in the country for devices, how much is being met through 

500 miles and other services that exist.  How does this compare to Scotland?  

What’s next for 500 miles, how will you walk 500 more? 

A: (OG) Olivia doesn’t have any statistics but the need in Malawi is significantly 

higher than in the UK, there is a higher incidence of accidents and due to the lack of 

first response services and a lack of antibiotics amputations are more common than 

in the UK.  No patient who came to a 500 miles clinic has had to be turned away but 

Olivia fears there are many more people in need of protheses and orthoses in 

Malawi than the patients who made it to the clinics. 

There is no succession plan, 500 miles will end with Olivia.  The handover was the 

first step and Olivia will stay as long as possible, making sure both centres stay 

afloat. 

AOB and Close 

Thanks from Chair – Alexander Stewart MSP 

Alexander Stewart MSP thanked Oliva Giles for sharing her experiences and candid 

account and all attendees and the Scotland Malawi Partnership.  Out of all events he 

had attended over the years, this stood out as one of the most poignant, Alexander 

Stewart MSP commended and congratulated Olivia, for the insight to what 500 miles 

achieved and wished Olivia continued success in all she does.  

After the meeting closed, in-person attendees had the opportunity for networking over 

Malawi gin and tonics or soft drink. 

 


