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The Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI) conducted an audit of the Malawi Country 
Office (MCO), covering the period from 1 January 2021 to 31 May 2022. The audit was conducted 
in June 2022 using a combination of remote and on-site audit procedures, in accordance with the 
International Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing. The overarching 
objective of the audit was to assess the adequacy and effectiveness of the governance, risk 
management and control processes over a selection of significant risk areas of the office including 
emergency preparedness planning and response, management of cash transfers and supplies, 

and prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse.  
 
During the period audited, the office transferred about US$ 38 million in cash and US$ 21 million 
in supplies to partners for implementation of planned programme activities; this represented 35 
per cent and 19 per cent respectively of total expenditure. The risks related to these cash transfers 
and the management of supplies were therefore included in the audit scope. In 2022, Malawi 
experienced multiple emergencies: flooding due to tropical storms and outbreaks of cholera and 
polio. The humanitarian crisis, coupled with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, heightened 
the risk of sexual exploitation and abuse of women and children; the negative effects of such 
situations may force adolescent girls into early marriage, sexual exploitation and child labour. The 
audit therefore sought to determine whether and how the office managed these risks. 
 
Overall Conclusion 
 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI 
concluded that the assessed governance, risk 
management, or control processes were 
Partially Satisfactory, Improvement Needed, 
meaning that the weaknesses or deficiencies 
identified could have a materially negative impact 
on the performance of the audited entity, area, 
activity, or process. (See the Appendix for 
definitions of the conclusion ratings.) Management has agreed to take actions to manage the 
residual risks identified.  

 
Summary of Observations and Agreed Actions 
 
OIAI noted several areas where the office’s controls were adequate and functioned well: 
 
 Integrated approach to programming. The country programme reflected the ‘pillar’ 

approach, which integrates programmatic activities across sectors, focusing on the three 
phases of a child’s life cycle i.e. early childhood, school-age/adolescence and community 
development/resilience (which includes child protection, social policy, and water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH) programmes). This cross-sectoral approach is designed to be more 
cost-effective and efficient, with stronger linkages between development and humanitarian 
programming, to achieve faster results for children. 
 

 Cross-sectoral teams. The office established cross-sectoral teams, enabling more efficient, 
effective reporting and co-ordination in support of the integrated approach to programming. 
For example, the Social Behavioural Communication (SBC) staff reported to technical 
specialists in each relevant programme section but their work was co-ordinated by the SBC 
Manager, who was part of the Community Development and Resilience pillar.  

 Satisfactory  

 Partially Satisfactory, 
Improvement Needed 

 Partially Satisfactory, Significant 
Improvement Needed 

 Unsatisfactory 
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 Proactive management of partnerships. Audit interviews with a sample of government and 
civil society partners provided positive feedback on the office’s support during the COVID-19 
pandemic, for example, remote/continuous learning support, training and awareness building, 
screening and contact tracing, and provision of personal protective equipment and hygiene 
materials. 

 
The audit also made a number of observations related to the management of some of the key 
risks evaluated. In particular, OIAI noted the following issues to be addressed by the office: 
 
 Some grievances from beneficiaries of Social Cash Transfers had not been investigated and 

resolved on a timely basis, requiring continued engagement with the Government, donors and 
implementing partners to strengthen the grievance redressal system. 
 

 Inadequate partner capacity to provide direct support to sexual exploitation and abuse victims 
as a part of a victim assistance framework. 

 
 A need for more systematic review of the results of cash transfer assurance activities and 

revision of partner risk ratings, as appropriate. 
 

 
 Delays in processing cash transfers to partners and the use of outdated partner signatory list 

for payment approval. 
 
The table below summarizes the key actions management has agreed to take to address the 
residual risks identified and the ratings of these risks and observations in respect of the assessed 
governance, risk management and control processes. (See the Appendix for the definitions of the 
observation ratings.) 
 
 

OBSERVATION RATINGS 

Category of 
Process 

Area or Operation and Key Recommended Action Rating 

Risk management 

Social Cash Transfers – Grievance redressal (Observation 1): Continue 
to advocate with government, donors and implementing partners for 
improved capacity and funding to support timely, effective follow-up and 
resolution of beneficiary grievances.  

Medium 

Prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse (Observation 2): Continue 
to strengthen the capacity of partners to provide direct support to 
victims. 

Medium 

Control processes 

Cash transfer assurance activities (Observation 3): Establish a process 
for the periodic review of partner risk ratings, and revise, as appropriate. 

Medium 

Processing of cash transfers (Observation 4): Ensure that FACE forms 
reflect current partner authorised signatories; conduct refresher training 
for programme officers to eliminate errors on FACE forms and reduce 
processing times. 

Medium 
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The objective of the audit was to assess the adequacy and effectiveness of the governance, risk 
management and internal control processes over a selection of significant risk areas of the Malawi 
Country Office. These areas, set out in the table below, were selected based on an assessment 
of inherent risks1 during the planning of the audit engagement.   
 

RISK AREA  INHERENT RISK (for audit planning purposes)  

Country programme 
implementation 

The country programme may not be adequately supported by sustainable 
funding and joint commitment by all partners to ensure that implementation 
is timely and effective and that opportunities are not missed.  

Programme monitoring  Programme implementation bottlenecks or issues may not be identified or 
resolved due to inadequate monitoring processes. 

Emergencies  The office may not be adequately prepared to respond effectively to 
occasional, sometimes multiple, emergencies in Malawi, such as outbreaks 
of COVID-19, cholera and polio or natural disasters. 

Prevention of sexual 
exploitation and abuse 

Adequate measures may not be taken to prevent sexual exploitation and 
abuse of children and staff and to identify and act upon any reported cases. 

Procurement and contract 
management 

Procurement processes may not ensure that the right supplies and services 
are provided on a timely basis, from the most appropriate vendor, at 
competitive cost, and that expected outputs are achieved, including receipt 
of suppliers by the intended beneficiaries.  

Cash transfer 
management  

Cash transfers may not be disbursed through efficient and effective 
processes that mitigate the risks of misuse or inefficient or fraudulent use of 
resources. 

Cash transfer assurance 
activities 

The office may not carry out effective assurance activities to monitor and 
account for cash transfers made to implementing partners and/or actions 
may not be taken to implement corrective action to manage risks identified 
by assurance activities. 

  
The audit was conducted in June 2022 using both remote and on-site audit procedures, in 
accordance with the International Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing. For 
the purposes of audit testing, the audit covered the period from January 2021 to May 2022. It 
involved a combination of methods, tools and techniques, including interviews, data analytics, 
document review, tests of transactions, evaluations and validation of preliminary observations.  
 

 
1 Inherent risk refers to the potential adverse event that could occur if management takes no actions, including internal 
control activities. The higher the likelihood of the event occurring and the more serious the impact would be should the 
adverse event occur, the stronger the need for adequate and effective risk management and control processes. 

 
Management is responsible for establishing and maintaining appropriate governance, risk 
management and control processes, and implementing the actions agreed following this audit. 
The role of the OIAI is to provide an independent assessment of those governance, risk 
management and control processes. 
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Malawi is among the world's least-developed countries. According to the Country Programme 
Document (CPD) prepared in 2018, over half of the 18.2 million Malawians were under the age 
of 18 years. It is projected that by 2030, the overall population will reach 30 million, with the 
number of children almost doubling to 16.2 million2.  
 

According to the CPD, about 63 per cent of children 
suffer from multi-dimensional poverty. An estimated 
40,000 children under 5 years of age die each year 
from preventable and treatable illnesses, including 
neonatal causes, pneumonia, diarrhoea and malaria. 
According to the World Health Organization/UNICEF 
Joint Monitoring Programme conducted in 2017, 
nearly all children enter primary school, but only 35 per 
cent transition to secondary school. Child marriage 
rates in Malawi are amongst the world’s highest: 
almost half of all females marry before reaching the 
age of 18 and nearly 10 per cent before the age of 153. 
As a result, adolescent girls tend to drop out of school 
and are at higher risk of violence, HIV and early 
pregnancy. 
 
During the floods and drought in the period 2015–
2017, about 40 per cent of the population needed 
humanitarian assistance. Children, particularly girls, 
and women in the poorest communities are among the 
most vulnerable in the recurrent humanitarian 
situations in Malawi. Coping mechanisms force many 

young adolescent girls into early marriage, sexual exploitation or child labour. 
 
The Malawi Country Programme 2019-2023 was approved by UNICEF’s Executive Board in June 
2018. The programme is structured around three ‘pillars’ or phases of a child’s lifecycle: (i) early 
childhood - with a focus on parenting and high-impact social services, including early stimulation 
and learning; (ii) school-age and adolescence - prioritising quality learning and promoting active 
citizenship; (iii) community development/resilience - which includes child protection, social policy 
and water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) programmes.  
 
The total office expenditure for the period audited (January 2021 to May 2022) was US$ 106.9 
million. Fund utilization by outcome is shown below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 National Statistical Office of Malawi, population projections.  
3 Malawi Demographic and Health Survey 2015-16    
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In addition to the regular country programme, in 2021 UNICEF appealed for emergency resources 
to meet the humanitarian needs resulting from two cyclones (Idai and Ana), COVID-19 and 
outbreaks of polio and cholera, and to address the economic crisis. This appeal raised US$ 1.39 
million. 
 
The utilization of funds between January 2021 to 25 May 2022 by cost category is shown below. 
 
 

 
 
The country office is located in Malawi’s capital city, Lilongwe; there are no field offices. The office 
has 133 authorized staff posts, including 37 international professionals.  
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The key areas where actions are needed are summarized below. 
 

1. Social Cash Transfer Programme – grievance redressal Medium 
 
Despite the establishment of a redressal process, some grievances from beneficiaries of Social 
Cash Transfers had not been investigated and resolved on a timely basis. It was important for 
UNICEF to follow through its efforts to advocate with the Government, donors and partners to 
strengthen the grievance redressal system.  

 
The Social Cash Transfer Programme (SCTP) is a national 
programme implemented by the Ministry of Gender, 
Community Development and Social Welfare (MoGCDSW), 
with financial support from various donors and technical 
assistance provided by several development partners, 
including (but not limited to) UNICEF. Within this specific remit, 
UNICEF works towards strengthening the Government’s 
capacity to manage the SCTP, based on requests for support 
from the Government, which is responsible for programme 
design, service delivery and oversight. As part of the national 
programme design, a grievance and redressal mechanism was 

established by the Government to provide beneficiaries with channels for reporting grievances, 
follow-up (via case verification) and resolution by the relevant district authority. However, some 
claims from beneficiaries about deductions by Village Chiefs (traditional leaders) could not be 
investigated due to a temporary lack of funding within the Government. The office was aware of 
this issue, which is not uncommon in Malawi, and, with the help of an implementing partner, 
commissioned a project entitled ‘Enhancing Civic Voices of Women and Children to Participate in 
Demanding Social Accountability in the Implementation of the Malawi Social Cash Transfer 
Program in Ntcheu district’. This project, which ran from April 2021 to March 2022, was aimed at 
increasing community awareness to demand social accountability in the implementation of SCTP, 
including addressing any ineffectiveness or non-functionality of grievance redressal mechanisms 
by exploring additional channels of reporting. At the end of June 2022, the end-of-project 
assessment had not yet taken place, so the audit was not able to assess the adequacy of any 
plans to address the identified issues.  
 
In its technical support capacity, the office was not accountable for taking direct action to improve 
the grievance redressal system and was mindful of the need not to take on the role of Government 
in addressing such issues or to create any parallel system that might undermine its systems 
strengthening goal. However, it expressed commitment to engaging the Government, donors and 
implementing partners in the continuous improvement of grievance and redressal mechanisms.  
 
OIAI is of the view that, while the office’s accountability for SCTP is limited to technical support 
and systems strengthening, any failure to follow up and resolve grievances raised by beneficiaries 
carries a reputational risk to UNICEF, given its close and visible association with the SCTP which 
is part of one of UNICEF’s stated outputs in the Country Programme Document. This may result 
in reduced confidence in the grievance redressal mechanism. 
 
  
 
 

The office had supported 
the establishment of a 
mechanism to provide 
beneficiaries with 
channels for reporting 
grievances, for follow-up 
and resolution by district 
authorities. 
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AGREED ACTION 1 
 
The office agrees to continue to advocate with the Government, donors and implementing 
partners for improved capacity and funding to support timely, effective follow-up and resolution 
of beneficiary grievances. The approach will include an assessment of the results of the recent 
project on social accountability and a district-level consultative workshop to disseminate the 
assessment results and jointly create a strategic action plan. This plan will be brought to the 
attention of the Government and donors, as appropriate 
 
Staff Responsible: Chief of Social Policy 
 
Implementation Date: March 2023 

 
 

2.  Prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse  Medium 
 
No cases of sexual exploitation and abuse had been reported through the common UN channels 
provided to communities although there were reports of such cases to Government authorities. 
 
UNICEF has a zero-tolerance policy for sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) against the 
individuals and communities it serves, as well as its own staff. UNICEF country offices implement 
this policy by providing training to staff and partners and building community awareness.  
 
The risk of SEA has been heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the multiple emergencies in Malawi in 2022.  The negative 
impacts of the humanitarian situations may force young adolescent 
girls into early marriage, sexual exploitation or child labour. 
 
The office provided training on PSEA for its 28 partners in 
September 2021. These covered responsibilities and channels for 
reporting, and obligations for provision of support services 
regardless of whether or not the survivor reports the incident. 
Following feedback from the trainer that participants were confused 
about the requirements, even after the training course, due to lack of familiarity with the concepts, 
the office actively engaged with its partners to strengthen their understanding.  
 
The office stated that all existing CSO partners subsequently put in place the necessary policy, 
procedures and training to support effective prevention and management of SEA cases. As at the 
end of June 2022, the risk rating of all existing CSO partners was assessed by the office as ‘low’, 
in accordance with the current UNICEF methodology.  
 
UNICEF supports one-stop centres which provide services to victims of sexual abuse in seven 
out of the 28 districts in Malawi; however, the audit noted that partners had inadequate capacity 
to provide direct support to victims of SEA.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The risk of Sexual 
Exploitation and Abuse 
has been heightened 
by the COVID-19 
pandemic and the 
multiple emergencies 
in Malawi in 2022. 
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AGREED ACTION 2 
 
The office agrees to continue to strengthen the capacity of partners to provide direct support to 
victims as part of a victim assistance framework. 
 
Staff Responsible: Chief of Child Protection 

 
Implementation Date: June 2023 

 
 

3. Cash transfer assurance activities  Medium 
 
Periodic assessment of partner risk ratings based on the results of cash transfer assurance 
activities would help the office to manage the risk that disbursed funds might be lost or misused 
and jeopardize achievement of programme outputs. 

 
In 2021, the office transferred a total of US$ 22.6 million to partners, 
including US$ 16.2 million to Government partners and US$ 6.4 million 
to Civil Society Organizations. Of this, 93 per cent was paid in advance 
(Direct Cash Transfers), 5 per cent by direct payment to partners’ 
vendors and 2 per cent as reimbursement to the partners. 
 
According to the global guidance on the Harmonized Approach to 
Cash Transfers (HACT) 4 , the Country Management Team should 
consider on a quarterly basis whether partner risk ratings should be 
revised, based on the results of financial assurance activities. The 
results of cash transfer assurance activities, including high priority 

findings and ineligible expenses, are amongst the criteria that should be considered when 
reviewing partner risk ratings.  
 
The office issued financial guidelines to district councils in 2018 and conducted refresher training 
in 2021 on managing UNICEF funds, in order to mitigate the financial risks indicated by the 
findings of HACT assurance activities. Despite these efforts, in 2022, the office wrote off cash 
transfers of US$ 46,641 paid to one District Council and was in the process of recovering the 
balance of a refund of US$ 4,600 from another District Council in respect of ineligible expenditure. 
A third District Council was undergoing a special audit at the end of June 2022. However, the risk 
rating of these partners had not been adjusted. 
 
The audit noted that the risk ratings for partners with questioned costs or confirmed financial 
irregularities, that had been assessed as low risk by the third-party firm conducting the micro-
assessment, were yet to be reviewed and revised by the office. Failure to update partner risk 
ratings on a timely basis could increase the risk that disbursed funds might be lost or misused 
and jeopardize achievement of programme outputs. 
 
 
 

 
4 HACT is an approach used by UNICEF, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) in working with their implementing partners. Its principle is the systematic 
assessment of the level of risk of working with a given partner, and adjusting the method of funding and assurance 
practices accordingly. The framework includes a number of tools to obtain assurance that partners have used 
resources for their intended purpose, including micro-assessments (to establish the risk rating of a partner), 
programmatic visits (to check on progress), spotchecks of a partner’s financial management and special audits (these 
are not scheduled beforehand; however, are commissioned by the office to verify management of emerging risks).   
 

In 2021, the office 
transferred a total 
of US$ 22.6m to 
partners. Of this, 93 
per cent was paid 
in advance by 
Direct Cash 
Transfer. 
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AGREED ACTION 3 
 
The office agrees to establish a process for the regular review and revision, as needed, of 
partner risk ratings, based on the recommendations of the Deputy Representative of 
Operations, the review of ineligible or unsupported expenditure claimed by the partners and the 
results of HACT assurance activities.  
 
Staff Responsible: Deputy Representative, Operations and HACT team 
 
Implementation Date: December 2022 

 
 

4. Processing of cash transfers to partners  Medium 
 
Systematic authorisation and prompt payment to partners would help the office ensure timely 
implementation of programme interventions to deliver results for children. 
 
Timeliness of cash transfers to partners  

 
Systematic authorisation and prompt payment to partners is 
aimed at facilitating timely implementation of the programme 
interventions to deliver results for children. The audit noted that 
202 (or 37 per cent) of the 551 Funding Authorisation and 
Certification of Expenditure (FACE) forms processed in 2021 and 
81 FACE forms processed in the period 1 January to 30 June 
2022 took more than the 14-day processing threshold. The 
delayed payments were caused by the late identification of errors 
on FACE forms. The need to address delays in processing funding 
requests was highlighted in the partner feedback survey 
conducted by the office in 2021. Such delays in cash transfers to 
partners may delay programme implementation.  
 

Authorised signatory list of partners 
 
It is important that the office maintains an up-to-date authorised signatory list as a basis for 
ensuring authorisation of FACE forms by designated officers in the partner institutions.  
 
The audit noted that, for nine out of 15 FACE forms reviewed, the signature list had not been 
updated. The office indicated that changes to the partner signatories are not communicated by 
the partners on a timely basis. If the funding authorisation and certification of expenditure in FACE 
forms are performed by a non-authorised person, it may result in errors and/or misrepresentation. 
 
Cash in Transit payments5  
 
Supporting documents required for Cash in Transit (CIT) payments include a certified and 
approved FACE form, a certified CIT payment sheet, and the fuel calculation sheet for 
reimbursement of fuel. The audit reviewed two items relating to CIT payments and in both cases 
noted inaccurate computation of the fuel allowance due to application of an incorrect rate. This 
increases the risk of over or under payment to partners. 

 
5 Cash in Transit (CIT) is a means of cash transfer where the office pays a third-party service provider to pay allowances 
and reimburse transport costs to government partners for meetings, workshops, training or conferences. 

202 (or 37 per cent) of 
funding requests 
processed in 2021 took 
more than the 14-day 
processing threshold, 
resulting in delayed 
payment, which creates 
a risk to timely 
programme 
implementation. 
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AGREED ACTION 4 
 
The office agrees to: 
 

i. Compare the partners’ authorised signature list before processing the FACE forms 
and in case of differences in signatories on the FACE forms, obtain the partners’ 
updated authorised signature list; 

ii. Conduct refresher training for programme officers on the checks to be performed 
when reviewing the accuracy of information on FACE forms before submission to the 
Finance section for payment. This should include the correct computation of the fuel 
allowance for Cash in Transit transactions. 
 

Staff Responsible: IPM Specialist (HACT Team) and Operations Manager (BSC Team) 
 
Implementation Date: January 2023 
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Definitions of Audit Observation Ratings 

 
To assist management in prioritizing the actions arising from the audit, OIAI ascribes a rating to 
each audit observation based on the potential consequence or residual risks to the audited entity, 
area, activity or process, or to UNICEF as a whole. Individual observations are rated as follows: 
 

Low 

The observation concerns a potential opportunity for improvement in 
the assessed governance, risk management or control processes. 
Low-priority observations are reported to management during the 
audit but are not included in the audit report. Action in response to 
the observation is desirable. 

Medium 

The observation relates to a weakness or deficiency in the assessed 
governance, risk management or control processes that requires 
resolution within a reasonable period of time to avoid adverse 
consequences for the audited entity, area, activity or process. 

High 

The observation concerns a fundamental weakness or deficiency in 
the assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
that requires prompt/immediate resolution to avoid severe/major 
adverse consequences for the audited entity, area, activity or 
process, or for UNICEF as a whole. 

 

Definitions of Overall Audit Conclusions 
 
The above ratings of audit observations are then used to support an overall audit conclusion for 
the area under review, as follows: 
 

Satisfactory 
The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
were adequate and functioning well.  

Partially 
Satisfactory, 
Improvement 

Needed   

The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
were generally adequate and functioning but needed some 
improvement. The weaknesses or deficiencies identified were 
unlikely to have a materially negative impact on the performance 
of the audited entity, area, activity or process. 

Partially 
Satisfactory, 
Significant 

Improvement 
Needed 

The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
needed significant improvement. The weaknesses or deficiencies 
identified could have a materially negative impact on the 
performance of the audited entity, area, activity or process.  

Unsatisfactory 

The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
needed significant improvement. The weaknesses or deficiencies 
identified could have a severely negative impact on the 
performance of the audited entity, area, activity or process.  
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