
Safeguarding Public 
Investments in Child Protection 
in times of COVID-19 

Budgetary allocations to direct Child Protection programmes 
remain very low (roughly US$0.08 per child per year) and 
have stalled in real terms and as a share of the total budget 
(0.03%) and GDP (0.01%). This while the spread of COVID-19 
has increased the risk of domestic violence, including against 
children and harmful social practices such as child marriage 
and hazardous child labor. 

Recommendation: The Ministry of Gender, Community 
Development and Social Welfare (MoGCDSW) is encouraged 
to develop a “business case” for child protection to be used as 
an advocacy tool to engage the Treasury and make a case for 
increased budgetary allocations for child protection, at both 
national and local level. 

The Government is commended for moving fast to establish 
the National Children Commission (NCC) by committing 
MK100 million under the MoGCDSW in 2020/21.
   
Recommendation: The MoGCDSW  should engage the Treasury 
to (i) enable the creation of a separate budget line for the NCC 
(as a cost center, under the MoGCDSW) in 2021/22 to ensure 
visibility, funding traceability and transparency and (ii) ensure 
increased allocation in the medium term to enable the NCC’s 
effective operationalization. 

There are notable imbalances in the distribution of direct 
child protection budgets, with allocations largely directed 
towards response rather than preventive services and 
activities, frequently covering recurrent than capital expenses 
and are largely channeled through the central Government. 

Recommendation: The Government is recommended to 
increase its focus on preventative child protection services, at 
both national and local level, as well as ensure an appropriate 
balance between recurrent and capital expenses, to ensure 
comprehensive, effective and efficient functioning of the child 
protection system in Malawi.

CHILD PROTECTION  BUDGET BRIEF

  KEY MESSAGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Despite the already low funding levels, some child protection 
sub-programmes consistently suffer in-year cuts, while Local 
Councils often experience delayed disbursement of funds. 

Recommendation: The MoGCDSW, with support from its 
partners, should consider investigating in detail the nature and 
reasons behind the several budget implementation issues 
affecting the effective delivery of child protection services across 
different levels of Government, including at local level.

Local Councils remain significantly under resourced vis-a-
vis child protection issues – with the average district child 
protection budget reducing from MK2.1 million in 2019/20 
to MK1.7 million in 2020/21 – as allocations to primary child 
protection services (99.01) have declined by more than 20% 
in ten of the districts. 

Recommendation: The Treasury is encouraged to progressively 
increase the “gender sector” ceiling to Local Councils in a 
medium-term expenditure framework that ensures allocations 
are aligned with district child protection needs, based on evidence 
from the ongoing exercise on costing of child protection services 
at local level. In parallel, the MoGCDSW is encouraged to devolve 
child protection resources to Local Councils. 

Despite their significance in advancing child protection 
work, most of the child protection workers (CPWs) are not 
paid and work on voluntary basis. Based on the current 
salary structure, about MK1.5 million will be required to pay 
each CPW in 2021/22. 

Recommendation: The MoGCDSW should continuously 
engage the Department of Human Resources Management 
and Development (DHRMD), the Ministry of Local Government 
(MoLG) and the Treasury to include the remaining CPWs on 
the Government payroll. This could be done through a phased 
approach, starting in 2021/22.

2020/21
MALAWI
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1. Introduction
This budget brief assesses the extent to which the 
2020/21 Government Budget contribute to address 
issues of violence, abuse, exploitation and neglect 
of children in Malawi. It provides an analysis of the size 
and composition of budget allocations to child protection 
services and insights on key public financing issues 
connected to adequacy, allocative efficiency, effectiveness 
and equity of the current and past spending. 

The budget analysis is based on in-depth review of 
Government budget documents, especially programme-
based budgets (PBBs) and Detailed Budget Estimates 
(DBEs). The PBB for Local Authorities (LAs), as published 
by the National Local Government Finance Committee 
(NLGFC), provided useful budgetary information for LAs. 
The analysis focuses on the period from 2016/17 (year 
the PBB was rolled out) to 2020/21, with 2016/17 used as 
the base year for inflation adjustments. The 2019/20 Child 
Protection Budget Brief as well as the budget scoping 
study on ending child marriage (2020) provided useful 
background information in developing this brief. 

The brief categorizes child protection budgets into 
direct and indirect. Direct budgets refer to interventions 
that are deliberately aimed at prevention and response 
to abuse, neglect and other forms of violence against 
children. These include probation and rehabilitation 
services, child justice and reformatory services and 
primary child protection services, as described in Table 1. 

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

© UNICEF/2020

Table 1
Examples of Direct Interventions for Child Protection Services 

Service Interventions

Primary child protection services (i) strengthening child rights systems (ii) promoting child-friendly 
initiatives and participation at district and community levels, (iii) support 
to orphans and vulnerable children and (iv) general child protection 
systems strengthening.

Probation and rehabilitation services (i) provision of psychosocial support to vulnerable children facing 
various forms violence and those affected by humanitarian crises, (ii) 
reintegration of children living and working on the streets and those 
in child care institutions (CCIs), (iii) inspection of CCIs to ensure 
compliance to regulations in the provision of care to children under 
institutional care, (iv) training of child protection workers (CPWs) in 
case management and psychosocial support, (v) rescues from child 
trafficking, (vi) reforming and reintegration of institutionalized young 
offenders and (vii) repatriation and provision of social assistance to 
destitute.

Source: MoGCDSW PBB for 2020/21
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Indirect budgets refer to interventions which contribute 
to the attainment of child protection objectives but 
are not primarily designed for this purpose, such as 
bursaries, social cash transfers, construction of girls’ 
hostels, preventive policing, gender mainstreaming and 
livelihoods programmes. Due to data limitations, the brief 
largely focuses on direct child protection budget lines, 

listed in Table 2. However, acknowledging the cross-
sectoral nature of child protection interventions, the brief 
provides a synopsis of indirect child protection budgets. 
The indirect budgets were, however, not apportioned due 
to constrains in obtaining non-budgetary data on service 
utilization. 

B U D G E T  B R I E F  2020 /21

Table 2
Direct Child Protection Budget Lines accounted for in this Budget Brief
 
Ministry, Department 
or Agency (MDA) Programme/Sub-programme/Cost Centre

Ministry of Gender, Community 
Development and Social Welfare 
(MoGCDSW) (Vote 320)

Primary Child Protection Services (sub-programme 71.01)

Probation & Rehabilitation Services (sub-programme 71.02)

Primary Child Protection Services (sub-programme 99.01)

National Children’s Commission (NCC)1

Judiciary (Vote 070) Child Justice Court (CJC) (Cost Centre 010)2

Local Councils Primary Child Protection Services (sub-programme 99.01) 

Notes: Sub-programmes 71.01 and 71.02 are budgeted for under the Social Welfare Department of the MoGCDSW while sub-
programme 99.01 is budgeted for under the Child Affairs Department of the MoGCDSW as well as Local Councils.

1 The NCC is yet to be a cost center under the MoGCDSW. For 2020/21, its allocation was made through the Department of Child Affairs’ 
budget.

2 The CJC is mandated by the Child Care, Protection and Justice Act (CCPJA) (2010) to facilitate hearing of cases involving children, working in 
collaboration with the MoGCDSW and police.

© UNICEF/2020
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2. Overview of Child 
Protection in Malawi

National Strategy to End Child Marriage (2018-2022). In 
2019, the Government enacted the National Children’s 
Policy (2019) and National Children’s Commission Act 
(2019), which provided for the establishment of a National 
Children Commission (NCC). Box 1 presents some of the 
existing child protection legislations, policies and plans in 
Malawi. However, the effective implementation of these 
strategies and policies is largely challenged by the very 
low levels of domestic public financing.

The NCC is responsible for policy guidance to 
Government and multi-sectoral coordination of 
children’s issues and programmes, including making 
children more visible in Government plans and 
budgets. The role of the NCC is to i) lobby for resources for 
child-based programmes, including increased government 
budget allocation to children; and ii) monitor allocations of 
resources and implementation of child-sensitive budgets 
by Government MDAs (broader than child protection, for 
children as a whole). However, the NCC is currently being 
operationalized and therefore not yet fully functional. 

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

The term “child protection” refers to the prevention 
and response to violence, exploitation and abuse of 
children, including emotional, physical and sexual 
violence, trafficking of children, child labor, child 
marriage and neglect of children. Child protection also 
involves reaching out to children who are at risk of abuse 
and vulnerable to specific threats, such as those that do 
not have family care, living or working on the streets, in 
institutional care or in conflict with the law. There are four 
main approaches used to respond to child protection in 
Malawi, namely alternative care, justice for children, case 
management and other integrated services for prevention 
and response to child protection. These are explained in 
detail in Appendix 1.

Malawi has developed solid child protection strategies 
and a policy framework aimed at protecting children 
from abuse, neglect and all forms of violence. These 
include the Child Care, Protection and Justice Act (CCPJA) 
(2010), which provides a comprehensive framework for 
child care, protection and justice in Malawi, National Plan 
of Action for Vulnerable Children (2015-2019), National Plan 
of Action to Combat Gender Based Violence (2016-2021), 

© UNICEF/2020/Chikondi
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Selected child protection related legislation, 
policies and plans in Malawi

• Child Care, Protection and Justice Act (CCPJA) 
(2010)

• National Registration Act (2010)

• Disability Act (2012)

• Gender Equality Act (2013)

• Marriage, Divorce and Family Relations Act (2015)

• Trafficking in Persons Act (2015)

• National Plan of Action for Vulnerable Children 
(2015-2019)

• National Plan of Action to Combat Gender Based 
Violence (2016-2021)

• National Plan of Action Against Trafficking in 
Persons (2017-2022)

• National Strategy to End Child Marriage (2018)

• National Child Policy (2019)

• National Children’s Commission Act (2019)

The MoGCDSW is the principal ministry responsible 
for coordinating child protection issues in Malawi. 
The MoGCDSW serves as the secretariat for the 
Children, Youth, Gender and Sports Sector Working Group 
(SWG), coordinating national plans related to children. 
The MoGCDSW also facilitated the establishment of a 
technical working group (TWG) on child affairs. The TWGs 
meets quarterly to discuss child-wellbeing issues including 
planning and coordination of child protection interventions. 
These are aligned to MGDS III. The Joint Sector Strategic 
Plan is an operational implementation framework that was 
developed to guide sectors that are mandated to oversee 
gender mainstreaming, youth, and children affairs.

At local level, there are several structures coordinated 
by the District Social Welfare Offices (DSWOs), which 
complements those at national level. Most District 
Councils have established Child Development and Social 
Welfare TWGs. However, in some districts, TWGs are not 
functional due to funding challenges. In districts where they 
are active, it is largely because of financial and technical 
support from NGOs and other development partners. At 
Traditional Authority (TA) level, Community Victim Support 
Units (CVSUs), Community Based Organizations (CBOs), 
Children’s Corners, Mothers’ Groups and Community 
Child Protection Committees (CCPCs)3 are playing a pivotal 
role in the area of child protection. Most of the above 
structures are supported by Community Child Protection 

3  CCPCs identify occurrences of child marriages and report them to 
various structures and authorities including CVSUs and the police. 
Police, representatives of chiefs and other extension workers are 
members of the CVSU.

Workers (CPWs). These are para social workers, many 
of whom are trained in case management to facilitate 
early identification, referral and management of cases of 
violence, abuse, exploitation and neglect which includes 
child marriages. 

However, despite their significance in advancing child 
protection work, most of the CPWs are not paid and 
work on voluntary basis. The need to incentivize the 
many volunteering CPWs is an issue that has for long 
been raised by several stakeholders.  The CPWs are part 
of the mainstream child protection workforce and work 
closely with the professional social service workforce. 
The CPWs act as case managers on child protection 
issues reporting to District Social Welfare Officers in their 
respective district.

Despite these solid policy framework and structures to 
ensure child protection, children in Malawi experience 
several forms of abuse, exploitation, violence and 
neglect, which affect their overall well-being. Sexual 
violence among adolescents is significantly high, as one 
in five females and one in seven boys experience at least 
one incident of sexual abuse before the age of 18. For girls 
aged 13-17 years, the bulk of perpetrators are peers.4 

Malawi has historically had one of the highest rates 
of child marriage in the world, with approximately 
one in two girls getting married before the age 
of 18. In addition, Malawi has extremely low rates of 
birth registration at 2% for children under five. The lack 
of birth registration increases a child’s vulnerability to 
marginalization, discrimination, abuse, and associated 
protection risks such as child marriage, child labor, forced 
recruitment, and trafficking, from birth to adolescence. 
These statistics have grave implications on children’s short 
and long-term health, wellbeing and productivity, and on 
the nation at large including for future generations. Table 
3 summarizes some of the key child protection indicators 
in Malawi.

4 Violence Against Children and Young Women in Malawi, 2013.
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BOX 1

Malawi has extremely low rates of birth 
registration at 2% for children under five. 
The lack of birth registration increases a 
child’s vulnerability to marginalization, 
discrimination, abuse, and associated 
protection risks such as child marriage, 
child labor, forced recruitment, and 
trafficking, from birth to adolescence. 
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Table 3
Selected Child Protection Indicators in Malawi

Indicator Value Source

Child marriage rate 42% Traditional Practices Survey (2019)

Proportion of children (5 to 17) engaged in 
prohibited work

38% National Child Labor Survey (2015)

Prevalence of violent discipline among children 
2-4 years

71%
Violence Against Children Survey 
(VACS) (2013)

Prevalence of physical violence experienced 
before age 18 (female, male)

42% and 66%  VACS (2013)

Number of adolescent girls receiving prevention 
and care interventions to address child marriage 
through UNICEF- supported programmes (as of 
2019)

231,000
Child Protection Management 
Information System (CPMIS)

Percentage of girls and boys who have ever 
experienced any sexual violence and sought help 
from a professional/any source

30%
Malawi Demographic Health Survey 
(MDHS) 2015/16

There is evidence showing that the high rates of child 
marriage, violence, abuse, exploitation and neglect is 
contributing to obstruct the realization of children’s 
rights in Malawi. For instance, the Life Cycle (Situation) 
Analysis of Children and Women in Malawi and the UN 
Root Cause Analysis (2020) highlight strongly entrenched 
harmful social norms and beliefs as one of the key root 
causes hampering the realization of children’s rights 
in the country. Early pregnancy and child marriage are 
highlighted as some of the key determinants affecting 
education opportunities for adolescent girls in the country, 
contributing to high dropout rates for girls, particularly at 
secondary school level.   

The socio-economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
heightened the risk of domestic violence, including 
violence against children, and the occurrence of child 
marriage5. A study6 carried out by the MoGCDSW in 2020 
showed significant increases in teenage pregnancies and 
child marriage cases in 17 districts largely due to the socio-
economic impact of COVID-19. In addition, a situational 

5 These include those with disabilities, living in poverty, in street 
situations, with underlying health conditions including HIV/AIDS, as 
well as children deprived of their liberty or confined in police cells and 
those living in institutions, migrants, asylum-seeking, refugees and 
internally displaced children, among others.

6 MoGCDSW (September 2020): Rapid Assessment Study of Teenage 
Pregnancies and Child Marriages During COVID 19 in Malawi.

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

Both girls and boys in Malawi experience violence 
from their earliest years. The evidence shows that 
psychological aggression and physical violence are widely 
accepted methods of discipline.  Most young children are 
subjected to violent discipline by their caregivers, with 
71% of children aged three to four years old experiencing 
violent discipline, and 6% experiencing severe physical 
punishment, as reported in the VACS (2013). Violent 
discipline is also common amongst very young children, 
affecting almost half (47%) of children under two years old 
(12-23 months). 

Results from the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 
(MICS) (2014), show that over a third (33.7%) of 
children under age 5 are living with a mother who is a 
victim of intimate partner violence. This presents major 
challenges if Malawi is to break the intergenerational 
transmission of violence, given international evidence 
which shows that boys living in violent homes are more 
likely to perpetrate violence in later years, and girls are 
more likely to be victims. Corporal punishment is prohibited 
under Article 19 of the Constitution of the Republic of 
Malawi “in connection with any judicial proceedings or any 
other proceedings before any organ of the state” although 
it is not explicitly prohibited in all settings, including at 
home and in all alternative care and day-care settings, as 
called for by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 
in 2017.
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analysis on the increase of sexual violence cases in Malawi 
undertaken by the Malawi Police Service in 2020 revealed 
a 35% (210 cases) increase in defilement cases, as the 
country registered 812 cases  between July and October 
2020, as compared to 602 cases registered for the same 
period in 2019. In addition, the social service workforce 
is constrained and has insufficient personal protective 
equipment (PPE) and communications equipment to 
facilitate safe and/or remote support to vulnerable children 

and families, including children on the move. Services 
categorized as “Justice for children” (see Annex 1) have 
also been affected due to scale down. The pandemic has 
also affected the capacity of District Registration Offices 
to register births, which is critical for ensuring a legal 
identity for every child, promoting their access to essential 
services, and enabling evidence-based decisions during 
and following the pandemic. 

B U D G E T  B R I E F  2020 /21

3. Size of Child 
Protection Spending

 KEY TAKEAWAYS

 Against this worrisome background, it is fundamental to ensure child protection services are 
delivered and step up to meet the additional demands linked to COVID-19. Among others, the 
Government should ensure:

• the designation of social service workers as essential service providers; and,

• the provision of adequate funding for salaries, supportive technology, protective gear and 
training exempted from containment measures, travel into communities when the need 
arises and meet with clients. 

 The ongoing operationalization of the NCC, which still needs to be adequately resourced, is a 
positive step to enhance the visibility of children in Government plans and budgets, as well as 
strengthening coordination amongst various MDAs. 

3.1 Direct Child Protection Budgets

Direct child protection budgets have barely changed 
in real terms as compared to 2019/20. The Government 
allocated MK589 million to direct child protection 
programmes in 2020/21, marking a 12% increase in 
nominal terms from MK525 million allocated in 2019/20, 
compared to a 23% increase in the total government 
budget. However, the allocation has only increased of 
0.9% in real terms. As a result, the direct child protection 
budget has stagnated at very low levels in relation to 
the total government budget (0.03%) and GDP (0.01%) 
(Figure 1). If overall allocations to child protection continue 
to be low, then the financial gap for key child protection 
interventions, such as those aimed at ending child 
marriage, will further worsen. © UNICEF/2020
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Per capita allocations to direct child protection 
programmes remain very low. Figure 2 shows that the 
nominal per capita child protection budget has trended 
below MK100 over the past five years. Compared to 
2019/20, the per capita allocation in 2020/21 has barely 
changed in real terms, at approximately MK60 (less than 
US$0.10) per each of the 8.9 million children per year. This 
low funding is unfortunately persisting at a time when 
the country is facing elevated risks of violence against 
children, abuse, exploitation, neglect as well as harmful 
social practices such as child marriage and hazardous child 
labor due to the COVID-19, as children are staying home 
for prolonged periods due to school closures. 

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

Figure 1 
Trends in Direct Budget 
Allocations to Child Protection

Source: Government Budget Estimates 
(2017/18 to 2020/21)
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Trends in Per Capita Direct Child 
Protection Budgets
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This low funding is unfortunately 
persisting at a time when the country is 
facing elevated risks of violence against 
children, abuse, exploitation and neglect.
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The 2020/21 budget has therefore not been able 
to address some of the key child protection issues 
that have been constantly raised by stakeholders, 
including the inclusion of Child Protection Workers 
under the Government payroll. The majority of them 
continue to work as volunteers, despite their importance 
as frontline workers. Based on the current salary structure, 
about MK1.5 million will be required to pay each CPW in 
2020/21. The MoGCDSW has initiated discussions with 
the Department of Human Resources Management and 
Development (DHRMD), the Ministry of Local Government 
(MoLG) and the Treasury to include the remaining child 
protection workers on the Government payroll. 

The bulk of child protection interventions, such as 
those articulated in the National Plan of Action on 
Vulnerable Children and in the National Strategy on 
Ending Child Marriage (ECM), continue to find little 
support and expression in national and local budgets. 
A review of the PBB performance indicators articulated 
in the MoGCDSW (Vote 320) PBB for 2020/21 revealed 
that there is no specific performance target and indicator 
related to key child protection issues such as child marriage, 
despite having related targets and indicators in the National 

Strategy on ECM and SDG target 5.1. The limited visibility 
of key child protection issues in Government budgets has 
become pronounced at sub-national level. The ongoing 
review of the local level PBB, which is being coordinated 
by the NLGFC, is an opportunity for LAs, working with 
the MoGCDSW, to ensure key child protection issues are 
reflected in their PBBs, as recommended by child rights 
stakeholders during the reflection meetings in 2019.  

3.2 Indirect Child Protection 
Budgets

There are some indirect budget lines related to child 
protection interventions across several MDAs. These 
include “gender mainstreaming” and “gender-based 
violence” under the MoGCDSW, “human rights support”, 
under the Ministry of Justice (Vote 350), and “human rights 
protection” under the Malawi Human Rights Commission 
(MHRC) (Vote 430) (Table 4). Without apportionment, 
the total indirect budgets have been trending upwards 
in nominal and real terms since 2016/17, increasing from 
about MK616 million in 2016/17 to reach MK1.6 billion in 
2020/21. 
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Table4
List of Selected Indirect Child Protection Budget Lines in MK millions

Sector MDA
CP-related sub-
programme/Cost 
Centre

2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21

Gender and 
Social Welfare

MoGCDSW 
(Vote 320)

99.02 Early Childhood 
Development7 338 616 535 570 855 

69.02 Gender 
Mainstreaming

2 5 8 4 28

69.03 Gender Based 
Violence

1 16 33 39 14

Local Councils
99.02 Early Childhood 
Development

37 27 41 44 

Justice, 
Security and 
Human Rights 
Justice, 

Malawi 
Human Rights 
Commission 
(Vote 430)

98.1 Human Rights 
Promotion

57 275 270 247 248

98.2 Human Rights 
Protection

216 11 167 286 366

Ministry of Justice 
(Vote 350)

79.10 Human Rights 
Support

2 94 26 73 91

Total (Nominal) 616 1,054 1,066 1,260 1,646 

Total (Real) 616 947 872 943 1,126 

Source: PBBs (2016/17 to 2019/20)

7  The figures reflect the Government-financed ECD budget and exclude resources from the World Bank for the “Investment in Early Years” 
project, which is accounted for under “other indirect” budget line items, explained in the succeeding paragraph. 
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There are other potentially very significant indirect 
budget contributions to public investments on child 
protection coming from budget lines of other MDAs. 
For 2020/21, these include budgetary allocations to the 
Social Cash Transfers Programme (SCTP) under the 
MoGCDSW (MK 3 billion) and the Local Development Fund 
(MK29.1 billion) under the National Local Government 
Finance Committee (Vote 121),the World-Bank funded 
“Investment in Early Years” budget (MK18.3 billion), the 
“Community Policing” item under “Preventive Policing” 
(MK28.4 billion) of the Malawi Police Service (Vote 
341), the “National Registration and Identification” item 
(MK1.7 billion) under the National Registration Bureau 
(NRB) in the Ministry of Homeland Security (Vote 340), 
“Bursaries” and “Construction of Girls Hostels” under 
the Ministry of Education (MoE) (Vote 250)8. In 2020/21, 
the capital budget (DII) under the MoE PBB show that the 
Government allocated MK500 million for the construction 
of girls’ hostels under the “Programme for Construction of 
100 Girls Hostels in Community Day Secondary Schools 
(CDSS)”. However, this represented a decline of 75% from 
MK2 billion allocated in 2019/20.

8 Given the programme-based budget approach, the allocation for 
“Bursaries” and “Construction of Girls Hostels” are not consistently 
accounted for under the MoE PBB, as they are technically considered 
as line items, and are only consistently available in the MoE’s 
departmental budgets (which are not available to the public). In its 
2020/21 PBB, the MoE highlighted the “ongoing construction of 12 
girls’ hostels in 12 sites” as one of its achievements for 2019/20.

Including the above, the total unweighted value of 
budgets indirectly contributing to child protection 
reaches over MK70 billion in 2020/21. However, 
the unavailability of service provision/utilization data 
across different functions does not allow for a proper 
apportionment of these budgets to approximate the 
proportion going to support child protection interventions. 
For instance, approximating the indirect child protection 
budget under “Community Policy” in the Malawi Police 
Service would require information about “the proportion 
of child related cases handled in a year”. This data is 
however not readily available at national level due to weak 
data management and information systems.  

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

 KEY TAKEAWAYS

 The consistently low direct public investments in child protection, against increased spending 
needs due to the COVID-19, further strengthens the need for the MoGCDSW, with support from 
child rights stakeholders, to develop a “business case” for child protection to be used as an 
advocacy tool to engage the Treasury and make a case for increased budgetary allocations for 
child protection, at both the national and local level.

 The presence of potentially huge indirect child protection budgets across several MDAs suggest 
the need for the MoGCDSW (and later on the NCC when its fully operational) to establish a 
framework to systematically track, monitor and support the planning and implementation of 
all direct and indirect public investments on child protection, working jointly with the relevant 
MDAs. 

 As recommended during the review of the district-PBB, the MoGCDSW and Local Councils are 
encouraged to ensure the inclusion of at least one indicator and performance target on key child 
protection issues facing Malawi, such as child marriage. This is crucial if the Government is to 
track progress in the implementation of relevant policies and strategies and subsequently attain 
the relevant SDG targets. 

© UNICEF/2020
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4. Composition of Child 
Protection Spending
Direct child protection budgets remain largely 
centralized under the MoGCDSW (Figure 3). About 
86% (MK510 million) of the direct child protection budget 
for 2020/21 was allocated through the MoGCDSW. This 
is in comparison to 7% allocated through Local Councils 
and 6% through the Child Justice Court. This distribution 
between different levels of Government has generally been 
the same since 2016/17. Given the majority of services are 
undertaken at local level, the MoGCDSW should consider 
devolving proportional amounts of resources to support 
child protection services for Local Councils.

B U D G E T  B R I E F  2020 /21
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Figure 3
Composition of Direct Child Protection 
Budgets by Level of Government

Source: Government Budget Estimates (2017/18 to 2020/21)

Given the majority of services are 
undertaken at local level, the MoGCDSW 
should consider devolving proportional 
amounts of resources to support child 
protection services for Local Councils. 

9 The composition analysis consider only direct child protection budgets for which data is disaggregated by different components (i.e. by programme/
sub-programme/cost center, economic inputs and level of Government).  
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The bulk of the direct child protection budgets is 
geared towards response services and activities, with 
very little attention on the preventive component. The 
response services mainly cover primary child protection 
interventions, probation and rehabilitation and child justice. 
In 2020/21, primary child protection services received a 
combined allocation of MK243 million or 41% of the total 
child protection budget. However, the allocation to sub-
programme 99.01 (including Local Councils) has gone 
down by 43% in nominal terms, from MK294 million in 
2019/20 to MK167 million in 2020/21 (Figure 4). 

Probation and rehabilitation services received 36% of 
the direct child protection budgets, but allocations to 
the sub-programme have not changed in real terms. 
These budgets are mostly for response rather than 
preventive services, a programmatic imbalance that the 
MoGCDSW should address in the medium-term planning. 
If left unchecked, poor allocation mix of available resources 
can potentially lead to inefficiencies in public spending on 
child protection. 

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N
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Figure 4 
Trends in the Programme 
Composition of Direct Child 
Protection Budgets

Source: Government Budget 
Estimates (2017/18 to 2020/21)

These budgets are mostly for response 
rather than preventive services, a 
programmatic imbalance that the 
MoGCDSW should address in the 
medium-term planning.  

The Government allocated MK100 million to support 
the operationalization of the NCC in 2020/21. This is 
a positive step following a series of high-level strategic 
advocacy and engagement meetings with the Treasury 
by the MoGCDSW, UNICEF and other child rights 
stakeholders under the guidance of a dedicated “NCC 
Taskforce”10 during the 2020/21 budget preparation phase. 

While acknowledging the Government for the 
allocation, there are two key issues that have 
been raised by the child rights stakeholders for 
consideration in 2021/22. First, the NCC is still not a 
separate budget line/cost center in the MoGCDSW’s PBB/
DBE. This limits the visibility, traceability and transparency 
of Government spending on the NCC. Second, the 
allocation is far short of the estimated cost needed to 

10 The “NCC Taskforce” primarily compose of the MoGCDSW, UNICEF, 
Save the Children, NGO Coalition for Children Rights (NGO CCR), 
Malawi Human Rights Commission and other key child rights 
organizations. In 2020, the scope of the Taskforce expanded to look 
at broader child protection budgetary and financing issues, including 
supporting the costing of child protection services at local level. 
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ensure effective operationalization of the NCC and only 
covers operational costs, with no resources allocated 
for the NCC’s capitalization. The MoGCDSW, with the 
guidance of the NCC Taskforce, estimated that a total of 
MK2 billion (US$2.7 million) will be required to cover the 
capital and operational costs to set up a fully functional 
NCC. Development partners are also encouraged to 
contribute towards this budget. 

The budget for the Child Justice Court has declined in 
both nominal and real terms. The Government allocated 
MK36 million to the CJC in 2020/21, marking a 12% and 
19.7% decline in nominal and real terms, respectively, 
compared to the revised allocation of MK41 million in 
2019/20. The CJC budget is only 4.4% of the 2020/21 
allocation to Specialized Courts of MK824 million. The 
reduced and low budgets for the Child Justice Court (as 
well as other Magistrates’ Courts) is a major factor limiting 
access to timely justice and effective response to child-
related cases in Malawi, which are being exercabated by 
the COVID-19. 

Direct child protection budgets are largely recurrent, 
with comparatively little capital outlays in most 
of the sub-programmes (Figure 5). For instance, the 
2020/21 child protection budgets under the Social Welfare 
Department (for sub-programme 71.01 and 71.02) are 
largely for food rations, salaries and travel expenses (Figure 
5). These recurrent expenses are to support interventions 
such as case management and psychosocial support, 

B U D G E T  B R I E F  2020 /21

Figure 5 
Composition of Probation and 
Rehabilitation Services (sub-
programme 71.02) Budget
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Source: 2020/21 Detailed Budget Estimates for MoGCDSW (Vote 320)

 KEY TAKEAWAYS

 There is need for the MoGCDSW to address the consistent programmatic imbalances between 
preventive and response services and activities, recurrent and capital expenses and central and 
local structures to ensure effective and efficient functioning of the child protection system in 
Malawi. 

 The MoGCDSW should continue engaging the DHRMD, MoLG and the Treasury to ensure the 
remaining child protection workers are included on the Government payroll, which could be 
done through a phased approach, starting in 2020/21. 

 Working with the “NCC Taskforce”, the MoGCDSW is encouraged to continue engaging the 
Treasury to ensure the NCC is made a separate cost center under the MoGCDSW, starting 
in 2020/21, and that the medium-term budgetary allocations are in line with the estimated 
operationalization costs. 

that largely involve travel and monitoring to follow-up on 
the welfare of victims. The NCC budget allocation is also 
entirely operational, with no capital allocations. 
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5. Budget Credibility  
and Execution 

by 11% in 2018/19 and upwards by 8% in 2019/20. The 
total “gender sector” budget to Local Councils was 
revised downwards by 13%, resulting in Local Councils 
adjusting their expenditures on primary child protection 
services. 

Such variability and unpredictability in funding flows 
could potentially result in inefficiencies in public 
spending on child protection. There are also delayed 
disbursements of funds, especially at local level. Given the 
already low funding levels, these budget implementation 
challenges significantly constrain the delivery of child 
protection services in the country. However, there is 
currently no evidence on the nature and reasons behind 
the general budget implementation challenges affecting 
the delivery of child protection services in Malawi.

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

Some child protection budgets continue to suffer 
significant in-year cuts. In 2019/20, for example, the 
approved budget (MK17.8 million) for primary child 
protection services (sub-programme 71.01) was entirely 
cut. The allocation for probation and rehabilitation services 
(sub-programme 71.02) was revised downwards by 30% 
(Table 5). 

The reasons for these significant in-year cuts are not 
clear. The budget for primary child protection services 
(sub-programme 99.01) was revised upwards by almost 
ten-fold from the approved MK25 million to MK240 
million. This goes significantly beyond the ±5% variance 
bracket provided by the Public Expenditure and Financial 
Accountability (PEFA) framework for a budget to be 
deemed credible. Allocations to Child Justice Courts are 
also irregularly adjusted at mid-year, revised downwards 

Table 5
2019/20 Budget Revisions for Selected Sub-programmes

Vote/Sub-program Approved Revised % Revision

Primary Child Protection Services (71.01) 18 0 -100

Primary Child Protection Services (99.01) 25 240 860

Probation & Rehabilitation Services (71.02) 270 190 -30

Child Justice Court  (060) 38 41 8

Gender Sector Transfers to Local Councils 232 203 -13

Source: PBBs for 2019/20

 KEY TAKEAWAYS

 The Treasury should ensure predictability of funding, protecting budgets for child protection 
programmes (including at local level) from in-year cuts as well as actual and timely disbursement 
of the allocated resources, to enhance effective and timely budget implementation and response 
to cases of all forms of violence against children.

 The MoGCDSW, with support from its partners, should consider carrying out a bottleneck 
analysis to investigate in detail the nature and reasons behind the budget implementation issues 
affecting the effective delivery of child protection services across different levels of Government, 
including at local level. 
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6. Decentralization of Child 
Protection Services and Budgets

childhood development (ECD) (sub-programme 99.02), 
are drawn from the ‘gender sector’ allocations for other 
recurrent transactions (ORT). In most districts, this ‘gender 
sector’ allocation is generally equally shared between 
gender and social welfare functions (mainly ECD and child 
protection). The DSWO decides on how much of the social 
welfare budget is allocated to child protection.  

The number of Local Councils budgeting for child 
protection has increased since the introduction of 
PBB at local level in 2017/18. Twenty-five Local Councils 
budgeted for primary child protection services (sub-
programme 99.01) in 2020/21, the same as in 2019/20. 

B U D G E T  B R I E F  2020 /21

The MoGCDSW devolved the bulk of child protection 
services to Local Councils, under the coordination of 
the DSWO. An initial scoping of the devolved services 
conducted during preliminary costing of child protection 
services at local level11 indicated that the devolved 
child protection services are divided into seven main 
components, namely (i) protection services, (ii) support 
to orphans and vulnerable children (OVCs), (iii) child 
protection systems strengthening, (iv) one stop center, 
(v) counselling and rehabilitation, (vi) child rights and 
participation and (vii) advocacy and awareness creation. 
The specific activities under each component are detailed 
in Appendix 2. In terms of funding, child protection (sub-
programme 99.01) budgets, together with that for early 

11  A detailed child protection service delivery mapping is currently 
underway as part of a broader “costing of service delivery at local 
level” exercise, being undertaken by the National Local Government 
Finance Committee (NLGFC), with support from UNICEF. 

© UNICEF/2020
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The three Local Councils which did not have direct budget 
allocations to child protection are Nkhata Bay, M’mbelwa 
and Dowa. To date, Nkhata Bay remains the only district 
that has not budgeted for child protection since 2017/18. 
On the other hand, M’mbelwa and Dowa districts have 

not budgeted for child protection for the first time since 
2017/18. In 2019/20, allocations by Dowa (MK4.5 million) 
and M’mbelwa (MK3.4 million) districts were the second 
and fifth highest, amongst the 25 Local Councils that 
directly budgeted for child protection in 2019/20.

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

Figure 6
Trends in Direct District  
Budgets for Child Protection

Source: PBB for Local Authorities (2018/19-2020/21)
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The total direct district child protection budget has 
declined in both nominal and real terms in 2020/21. 
The 25 Local Councils budgeted a total of MK43 million 
for child protection (sub-programme 99.01) in 2020/21, 
down from MK54 million in 2019/20, marking a decrease 
of 21% and 27% in nominal and real terms, respectively. 
As a result, the total direct district child protection budget 
went down from 23% to 17% expressed as a share of 
the planned district “gender sector” transfers (MK249.8 
million in 2020/21). The decline is linked to reduced 
allocations by eleven districts, namely Dowa (100%), 
M’mbelwa (100%), Thyolo (90%), Rumphi (63%), Blantyre 

(59%), Salima (49%), Likoma (40%), Machinga (30%), 
Chitipa (27%), Chikwawa (19%) and Mangochi (3%) as 
shown in Appendix 3.

Overall, child protection services at local level 
remain significantly underfunded and varies by Local 
Council. On average, each district allocated MK1.7 million 
(US$2,260) per year to support child protection services. 
By district, the allocations vary from as low as MK100,000 
(US$133.3) in Mchinji to MK4.5 million (US$6,000) in 
Salima. The disparities in allocations reflect differences in 
district ceilings for gender as well as distribution criteria 
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used by DSWOs in different Local Councils. These budgets 
are extremely low to meaningfully respond to district child 
protection needs in areas such as case management, 
psychosocial support and follow-up of cases of violence. 
The MoGCDSW, working with NLGFC and with support 

from UNICEF, is currently undertaking an exercise to 
cost child protection services at local level. The exercise 
is expected to generate useful evidence to support the 
advocacy efforts for increasing funding to child protection.

B U D G E T  B R I E F  2020 /21

7. Financing of Child  
Protection Services 

 KEY TAKEAWAYS

 Unless responded to, the weak funding situation for child protection services, especially at local 
level, could undermine the safety, protection and general well-being of children. 

 In its medium-term expenditure framework, the Treasury is encouraged to progressively 
increase the “gender sector” ceiling to Local Councils and ensure allocations are aligned with 
district child protection needs, based on evidence from the ongoing exercise on costing of child 
protection services at local level.

 There is need for a clear definition of functional/expenditure assignments of the child protection 
sector and budget lines, including for service centres such as Community victim support units 
(CVSUs) and One Stop Centres.

Direct on-budget child protection programmes are 
fully funded by the Government. However, the indirect 
budgets such as cash transfers and construction of 
girls’ hostels are significantly funded by donors. There 
are significant resources to support child protection 
interventions from Development Partners (DPs) and 
NGOs that are channeled through off-budget means. 
Estimates from a budget scoping study on ending child 
marriage (2020), for instance, show that about three-
quarters of interventions related to ending child marriage 
in Malawi are funded by donors, mainly through NGOs 
and United Nations Agencies, notably UNICEF, UNFPA 
and UN WOMEN. 

The main donors funding child protection in Malawi are the 
Canadian Fund, Norwegian Government, Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, European Commission, Gates Foundation, 
USAID and Foreign, Commonwealth and Development 
Office (FDCO). Key international NGOs (INGOs) with 

© UNICEF/2020/Chikondi
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comprehensive programmes on child protection are: Save 
the Children, Plan International and World Vision. The 
operationalization of the NCC is an opportunity to support 
efforts to mobilize additional domestic and international 
public resources for child protection as well as improve 
the planning, coordination and implementation. 

Fiscal space constraints, which are being exacerbated 
by the COVID-19, have limited the Government’s 
ability to increase spending on child protection. Over 
the years, the growth in revenue has not kept pace with 
rising expenditure needs. For the first time over the past 
five fiscal years, the proposed total revenue and grants 
for 2020/21 was pegged below (by 9%) its previous 

year’s approved level of MK1.57 trillion. This reflects the 
contracting revenue base, largely due to the economic 
impact of the COVID-19. In real terms, the estimated 
growth in total expenditure (10.7%) in 2020/21 is twice that 
of total revenue (5.4%). Consequently, the Government 
has resorted to borrowing, with deficit financing averaging 
32% of the government budget over the past five years. 
Public debt charges in 2020/21 are estimated at MK376 
billion or 17% of the total government budget (and over 
26% of total revenue). Unless contained, and kept within 
sustainable levels, growing debt burden has the potential 
to threaten macro-economic stability, with knock-on 
effects on public spending on child protection. 

UNICEF  MALAWI  C H I L D  P R OT E C T I O N

 KEY TAKEAWAYS

 In the short term, with limited domestic revenue, donor resources remain significant in financing 
child protection interventions in Malawi. While donors are supporting specific issues related 
to child protection such as ending child marriage, the aim should be towards a comprehensive 
strengthening of preventative and responsive Child Protection services which is the responsibility 
of Government, thus resources have to be allocated for a comprehensive approach.

 To leverage on donor support, the MoGCDSW (and later on the NCC once its fully operational) 
is encouraged to strengthen synergies, joint planning, resource mobilization and budgeting 
on child protection issues across all key actors. The existing “NCC Taskforce”’, which could be 
formally extended to a dedicated “Child Protection Sector Financing Taskforce” is an opportunity 
to support these efforts.

 In parallel, this should be accompanied by strengthening efforts to ensure efficient and effective 
use of all available resources, through for instance, improving the allocation mix of direct child 
protection budgets. 

© UNICEF/2020
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Appendix 1
Core Child Protection Approaches and Services in Malawi

Child protection approach Services covered

Alternative Care (AC)

‘Alternative care’ is any arrangement, formal or informal, temporary or permanent, for 
a child who is living away from his or her parents. This covers ‘reintegration’ of children 
from childcare institutions (CCIs) (orphanages and other children’s homes). Institutional 
care of children remains the last resort. As of December 2017, there were 169 childcare 
institutions and over 8,000 children living in CCIs in Malawi. Other pillars of the AC 
approach include ‘foster care’12 and ‘adoption.13’ 

Justice for children 

‘Justice for children’ refers to those children who come into contact with the justice 
systems as victims, witnesses and alleged offenders; or for other reasons where judicial 
or administrative intervention is needed (e.g. for their care, custody or protection). This 
covers community policing, community victim support units (CVSUs), police victim 
support units (PVSUs), one stop centers (OSCs), child justice courts (CJCs), children’s 
corners and reformatory centers. These are service points which cover both preventive 
and response services for children.

Case Management (CM)

Case management is an approach to child protection service delivery aiming at improving 
the quality of care and support for vulnerable children. Case management responds to 
the needs of vulnerable children, those exposed to violence, exploitation, abuse, neglect, 
and those impacted by HIV and AIDs. It also includes reaching out to children in street 
situations, those affected by child marriage, and those exposed to sexual violence 
including ‘defilement’ and rape.

Other integrated 
services for prevention 
and response to Child 
protection

This encompasses all other sectors that integrate or support child protection such as 
education (e.g. bursaries for vulnerable children, early childhood development (ECD) 
or community based child care centers (CBCCs), school-based violence prevention 
programmes; health (nutrition, sexual reproductive health rights (SRHR) programmes, 
under-five services); youth programmes (i.e. vocational skills). 

12 The foster care system in Malawi places orphaned children, among others, in carefully selected family homes, where each child has the life-changing 
opportunity to access an education, healthcare, a nutritious diet and most importantly – a loving home. 

13  It should however be noted that adoption is technically not considered as ‘alternative care” as once a child is placed in the custody of persons under an 
adoption order, they would be defined as in parental care.

B U D G E T  B R I E F  2020 /21
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Appendix 2
Devolved Child Protection Services to Local Councils

Sub Service Activities

Protection services

(i) promoting child participation at district and community levels, (ii) supervising child protection 
structures at district and community level, (iii) reporting the child protection situation in the 
district, (iv) withdrawing children from harmful environments such as the streets, (v) holding child 
protection case conferences, tracing of parents or guardians of lost or abandoned children

Support to orphans 
and vulnerable 
children (OVCs)

(i) conducting assessment and identification of children in need of care and support, (ii) providing 
school bursaries to needy orphans and vulnerable children, (iii) linking vulnerable households to 
household economic strengthening programs, (iv) conducting verification of bursary beneficiaries, 
(v) providing psychosocial support to vulnerable children facing various forms violence and those 
affected by humanitarian crises, (vi) inspecting Child Care Institutions to ensure compliance to 
regulations in the provision of care to children under institutional care, (vii) referral of clients to 
service providers and (viii) facilitating quality improvement of OVC Programs/interventions

Child protection 
systems 
strengthening

(i) establishment or revamping  child protection structures (CP Committees, CVSUs, CCs, CBOs), 
(ii) training of the child protection structures listed in (i), (iii) supporting operations of  the child 
protection structures (training, supervision, incentivizing members, supplies) and (iv) conducting 
case conferences

One Stop Centre

(i) social assessment and planning, (ii) medical examination and treatment, documentation and 
reporting, (iii) follow-ups and supervision, (iv) psychosocial support, (iii) case conferences, (iv) 
safety planning and placements in safe shelter, (v) police and court follow-ups, (vi) attending court 
hearings and (vii) networking with drop in centers

Counselling and 
rehabilitation

Support abused children to seek legal redress, providing counselling to abused children, tracing 
parents/guardians or relatives of lost but found children, rehabilitation and re-settling of street 
children, monitoring child labor and abuse cases

Child rights and 
participation

Child rights advocacy and promotion, holding children’s parliament sessions, facilitate children’s 
corner activities, provide materials for children’s corners, supervise children corner activities

Advocacy and 
awareness creation

Awareness against child abuse, child labor, child trafficking and violence, conduct awareness 
campaigns on Child Rights, Develop and enforce by – laws to protect children from abuse and 
promote enjoyment of Child Rights, Commemorate the Day of the African Child, Developing child 
protection standards and tools

Source: Preliminary Service Mapping of Child Protection Interventions at Local Level conducted by MoGCDSW and UNICEF in 2020
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Appendix 3
Trends in Direct District Budgets for Child Protection Services (99.01) 
(MK millions)

District 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21
%change 

(2020/21 vs 
2019/20)

Zomba -   - - 1.2 -

Mwanza -   - 1.8 2.3 28

Nkhata Bay -   - - - -

Nsanje -   - - 1.3 -

Balaka -   - 0.4 3.8 838

Kasungu 2.0 2.0 1.0 2.2 120

Phalombe - 2.1 0.4 0.5 39

Mulanje 0.3 0.8 0.8 0.8 -

Karonga 1.2 0.8 0.6 0.7 16

Machinga - 0.7 0.8 0.6 (30)

Ntcheu 5.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 15

Chitipa 1.3 1.0 1.6 1.2 (27)

Nkhotakota 1.0 1.5 0.9 2.1 133

Dedza 0.5 0.5 1.2 1.8 48

Mchinji - 1.4 0.1 0.1 -

Neno - 1.1 0.7 0.7 5

Lilongwe 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.9 73

Ntchisi - 2.4 1.9 2.0 6

Chikwawa 0.6 2.4 2.7 2.2 (19)

Likoma 3.1 2.3 2.9 1.8 (40)

Thyolo - - 3.0 0.3 (90)

Mangochi - 2.9 3.0 2.9 (3)

Blantyre 0.5 - 3.2 1.3 (59)

M’mbelwa 1.0 1.0 3.4 - (100)

Chiradzulu - 3.6 3.8 4.0 5

Rumphi - - 4.3 1.6 (63)

Dowa 1.4 2.8 4.5 - (100)

Salima - 8.4 8.8 4.5 (49)

Total 19 40 54 43 (21)

Average District Allocation 1.5 2.0 2.1 1.7 (21)

Districts with CP budget line 13 20 25 25 -

% of Districts with CP budget line 46% 71% 89% 89% 25

Source: PBB for Local Authorities (2018/19-2020/21)



For every child
Whoever she is.
Wherever he lives.
Every child deserves a childhood.
A future.
A fair chance.
That’s why UNICEF is there.
For each and every child.
Working day in and day out.
In more than 190 countries and territories.
Reaching the hardest to reach.
The furthest from help.
The most excluded.
It’s why we stay to the end.
And never give up.

Published by UNICEF Malawi
PO Box 30375
Lilongwe, Malawi.
Tel: +265 (0)1 770 770
Email: lilongwe@unicef.org

www.unicef.org/malawi

Acknowledgements 
This budget brief was produced by Tapiwa Kelvin Mutambirwa, under the 
technical guidance of Alessandro Ramella Pezza and leadership of Beatrice 
Targa and Kristina Wesslund. Valuable inputs were provided by Kristina 
Wesslund and Martin Nkuna from the Child Protection Section and Mona 
Aika, Mathew Cummins and Bob Muchabaiwa from the Regional Office. 
Special thanks go to Ahmad Mmadi from the Ministry of Gender, Community 
Development and Social Welfare for providing valuable technical inputs. 

For more information, contact: 

Kristina Wesslund
Chief of Child Protection
UNICEF Malawi,
Lilongwe
kwesslund@unicef.org

Beatrice Targa
Chief of Social Policy 
UNICEF Malawi,
Lilongwe
btarga@unicef.org

© United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), May 2021


