
Key messages and recommendations 

1 The Government’s financial commitment to water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) falls far short of the 
eThekwini Declaration which commits African governments 
to spend at least 1.5% of their Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) on WASH.

Recommendation: The Government should revise upwards 
the ceiling for Water Resources, Development and Supply 
under Vote 190 to improve supply of WASH services.

2 There is virtually no dedicated budget line item for 
sanitation and hygiene in the 2017/18 Program Based 
Budget (PBB).

Recommendation: Dedicated budget lines should be created 
on sanitation and hygiene at central and sub-national level in line 
with the eThekwini Declaration on WASH.

3 WASH sector budgets reflect inequities, including by rural/
urban divide, districts and programs. 

Recommendation: The Government should prioritize 
allocations to places and populations most in need. This requires 
revision of the formula for sharing ORT budget amongst regions 
and districts.

4 The majority of WASH resources in the 2017/18 budget have 
been allocated at the central level, mainly for development 
costs, with less than ten percent going to District Councils 
for other recurrent transactions.

Recommendation: In 2018/19, the GoM should revise upwards 
the minimum level of transfers to District Councils for other 
recurrent transactions from MK187 million to at least MK252 
million.1

5 WASH spending has varying levels of effectiveness, as 
reflected by the widespread prevalence of bad or non-
functioning services, especially water points. 

Recommendation: GoM should undertake rural and urban 
specific WASH public expenditure reviews with a view to 
examining the equity, efficiency and effectiveness of WASH 
expenditures.

6 There is hardly any publicly available information 
on revenues raised by Water Boards, WASH budget 
expenditures by District Councils, and financing plans for 
huge water projects.

Recommendation: Transparency and accountability measures 
on WASH expenditures should be strengthened.

1 This figure is based on UNICEF’s calculations of basic budget for operations and 
maintenance of water points.
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 PART 1  INTRODUCTION

This budget brief assesses the extent to which the 2017/18 
National Budget contributes to improved water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH) for all people in Malawi. Specifically, 
it analyses trends, composition and equity of WASH related 
budget allocations. Based on this analysis, the budget brief 
proffers some recommendations for the 2018/19 budget with 
the aim of improving the quality of public spending on WASH. 
This budget brief is focused on the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Irrigation and Water Development (MoAIWD), where majority 
of WASH sector resources are budgeted under. 

 PART 2  WATER AND 
SANITATION: NATIONAL 
OVERVIEW

The Government has developed comprehensive policies 
on WASH, but the challenge is to ensure their full 
implementation. A National Water Policy was developed 
in 2005 and National Sanitation Policy launched in 2008. 
The MoAIWD has plans to review these policies. The Water 
Resources Act (2013) and the Waterworks Act (1995) provide 
the legal framework for water supply and development. 
Currently, the Government is developing the third National 
Water Development programme and the new National Open 
Defecation Free and Hygiene Strategy. MoAIWD carries the 
responsibility for water resource management and supply 
throughout the country, supported by Regional Water Boards. 
At sub-national level, water issues are coordinated by District 
Water Development Offices (DWDOs), whilst sanitation and 
hygiene matters are handled by District Environmental Health 
Offices. Specific roles and responsibilities of government 
ministries with regards to sanitation and hygiene are stipulated 
in the National Sanitation Policy (2008).

Source: MDHS, 2015/16

Figure 1: Access to Improved Water 
Supply in Malawi

Figure 2: Access to Sanitation Services

Source: MDHS, 2015/16
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and Water Development.
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Over the past decade, the GoM has made significant 
progress to improve access and quality of water supply, 
but challenges remain with regards to coverage and quality 
of services. SDG targets 6.1 and 6.2 aims for universal and 
equitable access to safe drinking water and sanitation by 2030. 
On average, the percentage of households using safe drinking 
water increased by seven percentage points from 80% in 2010 
to 87% in 2016. Over the last 30 years, investments in rural 
water supplies have been particularly substantial. As a result, 
there have been notable improvements in water supply since 
2010 across different regions (Figure 1). However, the decline 
in access to water supply in the Northern Region, from 90.2% 
in 2014 to 86.8% in 2016, is worrying. 

The sanitation and hygiene situation is also improving, 
but still there are challenges with coverage and quality 
of services. The percentage of households with improved 
access to sanitation significantly increased from 8.2% in 2010 
to 52% in 2016 (Figure 2).2 The rate of open defecation (OD) in 
Malawi has improved from 15.7% in 2000 to 6.5% in 2015.3 
This is partly due to the introduction of Community Led Total 
Sanitation (CLTS) in 2008. Approximately 7% of households 
practising OD are in rural areas compared to 1% in urban areas. 
This mirrors the poverty situation in the country, which is heavily 
concentrated in rural areas (95%).4 The Southern Region has 
the highest percentage of households practising OD (5.7%), 
whilst the Northern Region has the lowest percentage (3.6%). 
Poor sanitation and hygiene account for approximately 4,500 
under-five child deaths every year in Malawi due to diarrhoea 
and other waterborne diseases.5 

A lot still needs to be done to improve access, equity 
and quality of WASH services. Approximately 5.2 million 
Malawians use unsanitary or shared latrines, with 1.4 million 
having no latrine at all.6 It is estimated that 57% of all health 
care facilities are not meeting the WHO standard of having 
running water inside facilities, with client latrine coverage at 
37%.7 Poor operation and maintenance of WASH facilities is 
mainly due to limited human, technical and financial resources. 
Vacancy rates of technical staff within the MoAIWD and 
Ministry of Health (MoH), which relate to WASH at district level, 
have averaged 54% and 75% respectively between 2012 and 

2 MDHS, 2015/16
3 MDHS, 2015/16
4 UNICEF, 2016, Child Poverty Study
5 Water and Sanitation Program (WSP). (2012), Malawi: Economic Impacts of Poor Sanitation 

In Africa
6 Water and Sanitation Program (WSP). (2012), Malawi: Economic Impacts of Poor Sanitation 

In Africa
7 WaterAid, 2017

2016.8 Insufficient technical staff, coupled with low recurrent 
budgets means District Councils have limited capacity to 
effectively maintain water points and sanitation systems. For 
example, it is estimated that approximately 30% of water 
points are not functional at any point in time, while around one 
out of every two water points in some districts are permanently 
not working.9 

Key Takeaways

• The Government should investigate the negative 
trends in access to water and sanitation 
services in the Northern Region to avoid further 
regression in WASH outcomes. 

• The Government should also analyse why 
sanitation and hygiene outcomes are lagging 
behind and what can be done about it. 

8 UNICEF, 2016
9 Malawi Sector Performance Report, 2016

© UNICEF/Sebastian Rich



4

WASH

Water Resources Development, Management and Supply 
(WRDMS) (Vote 04) is the second largest under the MoAIWD 
after Agricultural Productivity and Risk Management, which 
took up 55% of ministerial vote. In 2017/18, Vote 04 received 
16% of the program based budget for the ministry down from 
20% in 2016/17. Figure 4 below shows allocations to water and 
sanitation in relation to other programs in the MoAIWD. 

Key Takeaways

• The Government should spend at least 1.5% of 
its GDP on WASH in line with its commitment to 
the eThekwini Declaration (2008).

• Institutions such as schools and health centres 
should be encouraged to set aside adequate 
budgets for sanitation and hygiene.

 PART 3  WASH SPENDING 
TRENDS

Total budget for the WASH sector has been fluctuating since 
2012, but significantly declined in real terms in 2017/18 
compared to the previous year. In 2017/18, the WASH sector 
received a total of MK45 billion down from MK56 billion in 
2016/17. This constitute a 20% decrease in nominal terms and 
31.7% in real terms. As a proportion of the total budget and 
of gross domestic product (GDP), the WASH sector received 
3.4% and 0.9% respectively, down from 5% and 1.46% in 
2016/17 (Figure 3).  WASH consumes 32% of the budget for 
MoAIWD in 2017/18. 

The share of the total government budget going to WASH in 
Malawi is slightly above Malawi’s neighbors - Mozambique 
and Tanzania. In 2016, Mozambique and Tanzania allocated 
2.8% and 2.4% of their state budgets respectively to the 
WASH sector whilst Malawi allocated 5%, including resources 
mobilized from donors. 

Figure 3: Trends in WASH sector budget 
allocations

Source: UNICEF, using data from Budget Estimates 2014-17 

Figure 4: Allocations to Water in relation 
to other Programs in MoAIWD

Source: UNICEF using data from PBB for 2016/17 and 2017/18
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Development costs take up 96% of the WASH budget. In 
2017/18, the development budget accounts for 96% of all 
planned spending at the central government level and 92% 
at the sub-national level. The remaining 4% of the total WASH 
budget is allocated to personnel emoluments (PE) (3%) and 
other recurrent costs (1%). The 1% allocated to other recurrent 
costs is clearly insufficient to cover basic operations and 
maintenance. 

Majority of WASH sector resources are centrally allocated 
with only 2.94% going to Regional Water Boards and 
District Councils. This is however expected considering 
that huge infrastructural water development projects such 
as construction and rehabilitation of dams are under the 
responsibility of the central government. In 2017/18, MK187.5 
million was allocated to District Councils for WASH ORT, up 
from MK150 million. This amount to 25% increase in nominal 
terms and 5.7% in real terms.

 PART 4  COMPOSITION 
OF WASH SPENDING

Water development and supply takes up nearly all the 
WASH sector resources, with virtually no specific budget 
line item for sanitation and hygiene. Although several 
ministries, departments and agencies (MDAs) have included 
targets on sanitation and hygiene in their program-based 
budgets, there are no dedicated budget lines for this. In the 
2017/18 program based budget, sanitation is lumped up with 
water supply, making it difficult to know how much exactly 
the government is spending on sanitation. Hygiene is not 
mentioned at all in the PBB, even in the Ministry of Health. 
The burden for financing sanitation and hygiene interventions is 
now left with households, NGOs and donors. This demonstrates 
that the GoM has not fulfilled its commitment to the eThekwini 
Declaration (2008), by neither creating a specific budget line for 
sanitation nor allocating at least 0.5% of the national budget to 
sanitation.10

10 Recognising that millions of Africans do not have access to safe sanitation, the Ministers 
and Heads of Delegation responsible for sanitation from 32 African countries came 
together at the Second African Conference on Sanitation and Hygiene (AfricaSan) to sign 
the eThekwini Declaration. Under this declaration, African States agreed to allocate at least 
0.5% of their budgets to sanitation. 

Figure 5: Composition of Vote 04 on 
WRDMS

Source: UNICEF using data from PBB (2017/18)

Acquisition of fixed assets 50%

Acquisition of technical services 46%

Salaries 3%

Other costs 1%
© UNICEF
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The insufficiency of ORT budgets for operations and 
maintenance has significantly affected supply of water in 
both rural and urban areas. Nearly half of the 28 districts of 
Malawi, have been allocated ORT budgets which are less than 
minimum per capita spending required to sustain functionality 
of water and sanitation facilities (MK14 per person per year).11 
Approximately 30% of water points are not functional at a 
given point in time.12

11  This figure is based on UNICEF Malawi’s cost estimates of maintenance and operations 
costs for water points, such as boreholes. 

12  Malawi WASH Sector Performance Report, 2016. 

Figure 6: Composition of WASH budgets

Source: UNICEF, using data from Budget Estimates 2014-17
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Key Takeaways

• The Government should investigate the negative 
trend in access to water and sanitation services in 
the Northern Region to avoid further regression 
in WASH outcomes. 

• The Government should also analyse why 
sanitation and hygiene outcomes are lagging 
behind and what can be done about it. 

Nearly half of the 28 districts 
of Malawi, have been 
allocated ORT budgets which 
are less than minimum per 
capita spending required to 
sustain functionality of water 
and sanitation facilities.
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Key Takeaways

• The Government should undertake a WASH 
specific public expenditure review to establish 
the efficiency and effectiveness of WASH 
expenditures. 

• Unless deliberate action is taken to increase ORT 
budget to repair broken-down boreholes as well 
as water and sewer pipes, new development 
expenditures are less likely to result in quality 
and universal water supply and sanitation. 

 PART 5  BUDGET 
CREDIBILITY AND 
EXECUTION

Budget execution is characterized by significant delays in 
development expenditures. There are various reasons for 
such delays which include protracted procurement as well as 
cash flow challenges. In financial year 2016/17, the development 
budget was underspent by approximately 20%. During that 
year, the MoAIWD was allocated MK199 billion, but year-end 
expenditure was reported as MK169 billion. This represents an 
under expenditure of slightly over 9%. 
 
The persistence of WASH problems in most parts of the 
country are indicative of ineffective and or insufficient 
public spending. Numerous reports of pipes bursting and 
not being repaired on time as well as waste management 
problems, point to some underlying problems. It is not clear 
whether this is a symptom of inefficiencies and ineffectiveness 
in expenditures and or inadequacies of budgets.

© UNICEF//Sebastian Rich
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suggestive of higher financial needs - are getting low per capita 
ORT WASH allocations at MK9.40 and MK3.82 respectively 
(Figure 8). At the same time, districts such as Likoma with 66% 
of households with improved sanitation are getting very high 
per capita allocation (MK360.88). 

Key Takeaways

• The Government should leverage tools such as 
Geographic Information System (GIS) in order to 
continuously map out water points throughout 
the country with the aim of achieving equity in 
water supply.

• The Government should review and adjust the 
district allocation formula in order to achieve 
equity and encourage District Councils to ensure 
equitable distribution among TAs of resources 
allocated to them.

 PART 6  EQUITY OF WASH 
SPENDING

WASH budget allocations are characterized by geographical 
disparities. Above all, there is a deep rural-urban divide. In 
2017/18, for example, rural areas were allocated only 1.4% of 
all ORT resources despite the fact that 85% of the population 
resides in rural areas. 

Disparities are also evident across regional offices and 
districts. There are significant differences in per capita 
allocations to Regional Offices, with Central Region having 
the lowest at MK24.13, Northern Region MK51.30 and Central 
Region MK30.50. The disparities are greater at district level. 
District level per-capita ORT allocations vary widely, from as 
little as MK4 in Zomba to as much as MK361 in Likoma (Figure 
7). Field reports from partners have shown that construction of 
water points by NGOs and District Councils is not entirely even 
across all Traditional Authorities. 

Budget allocations to District Councils for WASH do not 
fully reflect the situation on the ground, which may lead 
to inequitable spending. Per capita ORT WASH allocations 
to Districts with very low percentage of people with improved 
sanitation such as Mchinji (30.2%) and Zomba (47.3%) - 

Figure 7: Per Capita ORT Allocations in 
Selected Districts

Figure 8: Sanitation levels vs. Per capita 
expenditure

Source: UNICEF Calculations based on data from NLGFC, 2017/18 Source: UNICEF based on NLGFC budget for 2017/18
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 Table 1: Status of decentralization of 
water services

Function Practically
devolved

Financially 
devolved

Management of water resources Partially No

Maintenance of piped systems, 
boreholes and community based 
management

Yes Partially

Borehole siting, supervision of 
drilling, tendering

Partially No

Rehabilitation of small dams No No

Catchment for small dams No No

Management of water supply 
and sanitation 

Partially No

Source: Engineers Without Borders & WESNET, 2017

 PART 7  FISCAL 
DECENTRALIZATION AND 
WASH BUDGETS

Despite renewed interest to devolve social sector budgets 
to District Councils, the majority of WASH sector budgets 
are allocated at the central government level. In 2017/18, 
approximately 92% of all WASH resources have been 
allocated at the central level, with only 8% being transferred 
to District Water Development Offices (DWDOs) mainly for 
other recurrent transactions (ORT) such as operations and 
maintenance. In pursuit of the Decentralization policy launched 
by the Government in 1998, management of water resources, 
borehole siting, supervision of drilling and management of 
water supply and sanitation have been partially devolved (Table 
1). Huge infrastructural water development projects such as 
construction and rehabilitation of dams have however remained 
the responsibility of the central government. 

© UNICEF
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In 2017/18, there has been a modest increase in ORT 
Budget for WASH to be transferred to District Councils. In 
total, MK187.5 million has been allocated to ORT for WASH 
up from MK150 million for District Councils (Figure 9). This is 
equivalent to 25% increase in nominal terms and 5.7% in real 
terms. Although the GOM has ensured a steady increase of 
ORT transfers to District Councils allocations are far from being 
sufficient to cover financial needs on the ground. UNICEF has 
estimated that MK14 per person will be required per year, as 
the barest minimum for operations and maintenance. 

Key Takeaway

• ORT budgets per district are insufficient to meet 
financial needs. The Government should at least 
increase ORT budget to District Councils to 
MK252 million 2018/19.

Figure 9: ORT Water Sector Transfers to 
Local Councils

Source: UNICEF, using data from Budget Estimates 2014- 2017/18

Figure 10: Source of water sector 
development budgets

Source: UNICEF, based on data from PBB, 2017/18

 PART 8  FINANCING OF 
WASH SERVICES IN 
MALAWI

The WASH sector budget for 2017/18 is mainly funded by 
development partners. Donor contributions are however 
significantly higher for development than recurrent budgets. 
In 2017/18, approximately 91% of development and 29% 
of recurrent budgets are financed by several development 
partners such as United Kingdom Department for International 
Development (DFID), European Commission, Water Aid and 
United Nations Agencies such as UNICEF. In tandem with 
general decline of “on-budget support”, Development I budget 
has declined by nearly 32% from 2016/17. Development II 
budget also decreased by 13% from MK2.3 billion in 2016/17 
to MK2 billion in 2017/18 in nominal terms and by 26.5% in real 
terms.  
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In recent years, the WASH sector has received relatively 
fewer donor flows than other social sectors (health, 
education and humanitarian aid). Data from the Aid 
Management Platform (AMP) shows that between 2012 and 
2015, the water sector received an average of 2.1% of all donor 
flows to Malawi (Figure 11). This is far behind health, education 
and humanitarian support (emergencies, vulnerability and 
disaster management). 

Several big infrastructure projects are financed from loans, 
some of them being concessional. The World Bank, for 
example, has committed about US$100 million for the Lilongwe 
Water and Sanitation Project. To foster transparency in financing 
of WASH related infrastructure projects, the Government is 
encouraged to publish information on amounts and terms of 
repayment of loans. 

© UNICEF

Figure 11: Water Share of ODA Flows to 
Malawi

Source: UNICEF based on data from the Malawi Aid Management Platform

0

100,000,000

200,000,000

300,000,000

400,000,000

500,000,000

600,000,000

2012/13 2013/14 2014/15

Health Flows Educational Flows

Vulnerability Water, Sanitation & Irrigation

M
K

 (m
ill

io
ns

)



12

WASH

 PART 9  POLICY AND 
PUBLIC FINANCE 
MANAGEMENT ISSUES

Coordination of WASH Planning and Financing. The stalling 
of the Water Sector-Wide Approach (WaSWAp) has negatively 
affected joint planning and financing of the WASH sector. The 
Government is encouraged to revive this important structure 
in order to enhance efficiency and effectiveness in WASH 
spending, as well as to improve monitoring and evaluation of 
progress on key indicators. It is however encouraging that the 
Government along with development partners are developing a 
roadmap to achieving SDG 6. 

Fiscal transfers from national government. The amount 
of resources being allocated to District Councils do not 
seem commensurate with the mandate of local government 
structures with regards to the cost of delivering WASH services 
to all people. Thus, and in line with the decentralization drive, 
the entire framework for intergovernmental transfers should be 
reviewed. 

The water sector also collects significant resources from 
user fees, which is accounted for as appropriation in aid. 
Unfortunately, there is no publicly available information on how 
much is collected by Water Boards and how it is appropriated. 
Transparency in resource mobilization helps improve public 
confidence in water supply management. 

Key Takeaways

• The Government should improve transparency 
and accountability in financing of huge water 
projects by making publicly available information 
on loans, as well as terms and conditions of 
repayment. 

• Water Boards should publish monthly reports on 
how much resources they are collecting from the 
public as is the case with the Malawi Revenue 
Authority (MRA).

Use of Constituency Development Fund (CDF) and Local 
Development Fund (LDF) to address water and sanitation 
issues. Given current water sector fiscal space constraints, it 
may be important for WASH sector stakeholders to develop 
proposals on how guidelines for CDF and LDF could be changed 
to allow these two Funds to be used to maintain water and 
sanitation equipment.  

Key Takeaways

• The Government should revise the ceiling for 
water sector budget allocations to District 
Councils. 

• Parliamentarians, working with other 
stakeholders, should explore the feasibility of 
using CDF funds for operations and maintenance 
of water points.

Transparency in resource 
mobilization helps improve 
public confidence in water 
supply management.
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Glossary of terms

Development (Part I) Share of the budget for long term public investments contributed by donors.

Development (Part I) Share of the budget for long term public investments from domestic resources.

Gross Domestic Product Total value of goods and services produced by a country in a given year. 

Nominal change Changes in budget allocations which do not factor in inflation

Other Recurrent Transactions 
(ORT)

Budget for day to day items such as office supplies, fuel, utilities, routine maintenance and other 
operations.

Personnel Emoluments (PE) Salaries, wages, allowances and other staff entitlements.

Public Expenditure Tracking 
Survey

A research methodology for assessing the flow of resources from treasury to where they are 
used, at facility level, to see if resources are used for intended purposes and in the right way. 

Real change Changes in budget after adjusting for inflation
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