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Section 1: Executive Summary

Malawi is navigating a deepening public debt crisis at a moment when accountability mechanisms
for managing that debt remain structurally weak. As of December 2025, public debt stood at
MK23.9 trillion, equivalent to 90.9 percent of GDP, with projected debt interest payments of
MK2.793 trillion representing approximately 25 percent of total expenditure in the 2026/27 budget.
A further budget deficit of MK2.852 trillion or 6.8 percent of GDP is to be financed through
additional external and domestic borrowing in the coming FY 2026/27." For ordinary Malawians, this
trajectory has direct consequences: resources that could finance health, education, and social
protection are increasingly absorbed by debt servicing, with disproportionate impact on low
income and vulnerable populations.

Against this backdrop, the OBS Debt Accountability Module assessment finds that Malawi's public
debt governance falls significantly short of the transparency, oversight, and participation standards
required to hold the government accountable for its borrowing decisions. Malawi has regulatory
and policy frameworks in place that help in creating a conducive environment for management of
debt. On debt transparency, the Malawi 2022-2026 debt management strategy covers important
information like fiscal rules, medium-term targets, borrowing objectives and long-term fiscal risks.
However, the budget documents miss some critical information such as alignment of debt with
fiscal priorities, and explanation of debt-to-GDP limits. Accessibility of legal and policy instruments
is a challenge as some are either not published or published late.

Legislative oversight of debt is similarly constrained. Neither the Medium-Term Debt Management
Strategy (MTDS) nor any borrowing plan was examined by Parliament or a legislative committee in
the last fiscal year, and no senior debt management official testified before Parliament during the
assessment period. The National Audit Office does not have legal authority to conduct debt audits,
removing an essential layer of independent scrutiny. Malawi also lacks a functioning independent
fiscal institution, meaning that the only fiscal analysis available to Parliament is produced by the
executive itself.

On citizen participation in debt management, the Minister of Finance conducts budget consultation
meetings before the Executive submits its budget to Parliament. The meetings are held in three
administrative regions of the country. Although these pre-budget consultations might potentially
include debt-related issues, there are no clear mechanisms on how inputs from citizens will be
incorporated into debt management decisions.

The Open Budget Survey (OBS) Debt Accountability Module is a pilot assessment that
complements the OBS 2025 assessment. It examines whether countries have the transparency,
participation and oversight conditions needed for the public to hold governments accountable for
the management of public debt. The module builds on existing OBS questions that assess debt-
related information in core budget documents and goes further by evaluating debt-specific

" Malawi's 2026/27 Budget Policy Statement (BPS)
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governance arrangements that are critical for accountability in practice. This includes assessing
whether debt planning and reporting are integrated into the budget process so that oversight actors
can understand the impact of borrowing and debt management on broader fiscal policy. In Malawi,
this module was completed by NGO Coalition on Child Rights.?

Visit www.internationalbudget.org/open-budget-survey for more information, including the full
OBS methodology, the 2025 Global Report, findings for all surveyed countries and the Data
Explorer.

State of Debt in Malawi (as of December 2025)

I . 25% N/A

Domestic External

Debt Burden®

Debt to GDP Ratio® Debt (:ompos]tion4 (Debt payments as a % of total Debt Ratings
(% of GDP) government expenditure) FltCh

Classified as in debt distress? YES

2NGO Coalition On Child Rights Malawi: About | LinkedIn

3 Ministry of Finance: 2026-2027 Budget Policy Statement, Page 8 par 1.

4 Ministry of Finance: 2026-2027 Budget Policy Statement, Page 8 par 1

S UNICEF: 2026-2027 Budget Analysis report.

8 Fitch Ratings withdrew Malawi sovereign credit ratings on August 2009. Fitch Affirms and Withdraws Malawi's Ratings
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Section 2: Unpacking Public Debt Management in
Malawi

Legal Framework Governing Public Debt

Public debt management in Malawi is governed by a layered legislative framework anchored in the
Constitution and operationalized through public finance legislation. Section 180 of the Constitution
requires an Act of Parliament to authorize government borrowing and mandates the appropriation
of loan proceeds, establishing parliamentary oversight as a constitutional obligation. The primary
operational legislation is the Public Finance Management (Amendment) Act, 2022 (PFMA 2022),
which consolidated rules on debt contraction, on-lending, guarantees, and State-Owned Enterprise
(SOE) liabilities under a single statutory instrument. Its implementing regulation, the PFM (Debt and
Aid Management) Regulations 2023, provides the operational framework for the 2022 Act, including
provisions for stakeholder consultation in the formulation of the debt management strategy.

The Reserve Bank of Malawi Act (2018) further governs the central bank's role as fiscal agent for
government securities. Supplementary guidance is provided through the 2024 Guidelines for
Guarantees, On-lending and Borrowing by Public Bodies.

However, Malawi’s legal framework contains notable gaps. Despite the PFMA 2022's overall
strength, it does not include policies on confidentiality clauses in loan contracts, binding
requirements for timely publication of loan agreements or crisis management provisions for
sovereign default or debt restructuring. Also missing are legal requirements to integrate public debt
management strategies and annual borrowing plans into budget planning and approval. These
omissions prevent a robust legal framework for debt management in line with the International
Monetary Fund’s (IMF) Legal Foundations for Public Debt Transparency (2024).

What Constitutes Public Debt in Malawi?

The PFMA 2022 and PFM Regulations 2023 explicitly cover a broad range of debt instruments,
including multilateral and bilateral loans, domestic bank loans, long-term securities (bonds), short-
term securities (treasury bills) and explicit and implicit guarantees such as SOE liabilities. However,
some instruments such as foreign commercial bank loans and public—private partnership (PPP)
commitments are not explicitly covered in the public debt legal framework.



Open Budget Survey Debt Accountability Module | Findings for Malawi

Who is Responsible for Debt Management?

The central government, through the Ministry of Finance and Economic Affairs (MoFEA), is the
principal borrowing authority. Operationally, the Debt and Aid Management Division (DAD) —
established in 1997 and operating within the Treasury — functions as Malawi's de facto debt
management office, covering front-office loan contracting, middle-office strategy and analysis and
back-office debt recording and servicing.

The Reserve Bank of Malawi acts as the government's fiscal agent for domestic debt issuance.
Public corporations may borrow under the PFMA 2022 framework, though non-guaranteed SOE
debtis not consistently reported in national debt statistics, creating a hidden liability risk (Indicator
5). The legislature holds constitutional authority to approve external borrowing, though the Open
Government Partnership (OGP) Action Plan acknowledges that parliamentary approval does not
extend to domestic debt market instruments, and that "the PFMA has lapses that do not mandate
open declarations of domestic borrowing in Parliament".

Table 1: Responsibilities for public borrowing in Malawi

Who can What kind of debt can they borrow?
borrow?

Central Domestic Debt:

government

o Treasury bills (T-Bills): Short-term debt instruments, typically with maturities of
91, 182, or 364 days.

e Treasury notes and bonds: Medium- to long-term securities used to finance
infrastructure or bridge long-term budget deficits.

e Overdrafts: The government can borrow via overdrafts, often from the central
bank, to manage immediate cash flow needs.

External Debt:

e Multilateral loans: Borrowing from international financial institutions such as the
IMF, World Bank and African Development Bank.

e Bilateral loans: Loans contracted with foreign governments, such as the Export-
Import Bank of China.

e Eurobonds and commercial loans: Occasional borrowing from commercial
banks or investors on international markets

Central Bank The Reserve Bank of Malawi (RBM) acts as the debt agent, managing the issuance of
domestic debt instruments. The Reserve Bank of Malawi issues and manages several
types of debt as follows:
e  Treasury bills (T-Bills): Short-term debt instruments, typically with 91-day
maturities, issued to manage temporary budget shortfalls and for open market

operations.
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Promissory notes: Instruments issued by the Bank for its open market operations
or to securitize government debt, including those arising from currency
devaluations.

Other securities: The Bank can mobilize and convert long-term government loans
into tradable securities.

Guarantees: The RBM is involved in the overall public and publicly guaranteed
(PPG) domestic debt framework, which includes guaranteeing debt for state-
owned enterprises (SOEs).

State-Owned
Enterprises
(SOEs)

Contingent Liabilities (Guaranteed Debt):
The government provides guarantees for loans contracted by state-owned enterprises,
such as ESCOM, which can become direct liabilities if the SOE defaults.

Government-guaranteed Loans: The Ministry of Finance provides guarantees on
loans, particularly for strategic public corporations.

On-lent loans: The central government borrows funds (often externally) and on-
lends them to SOEs for specific projects.

Domestic debt instruments: While mostly used by central government, SOEs can
be authorized to borrow within the domestic market, sometimes, for operational
needs.

Contingent liabilities: Guarantees issued to SOEs act as contingent liabilities,

which represent a significant risk to the public debt portfolio.
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Section 3: Public Debt Transparency during Budget
Planning and FExecution

How is the Executive Availing Information on Planned Borrowing?

The Malawi executive is expected to avail information on planned public borrowing primarily through
the Ministry of Finance and Economic Affairs website, which publishes annual debt reports, annual
borrowing plans and medium-term debt management strategies. Under the Public Finance
Management Act (PFMA) of 2022, digitalization efforts include using the Integrated Financial
Management Information System (IFMIS) to track debt issuance. In practice, however, the gap
between what is mandated and what is publicly accessible is significant.

The Medium-Term Debt Management Strategy (FY 2022-2026) and the Annual Borrowing Plan for the
same fiscal year were not publicly available on the Ministry of Finance website at the time of this
assessment. This represents a material transparency gap in which the legislature, oversight
institutions and the public are making decisions on borrowing without access to the government's
own operational borrowing plan, a direct contradiction of the PFMA 2022 mandate.

BOX 1: How clear is the intended purpose of borrowing in Malawi?

The intended purpose of borrowing in Malawi is clear in legal and policy frameworks (prioritizing
development and infrastructure) but not comprehensive in implementation, often resulting in
opaque, high-cost borrowing that primarily covers recurrent expenditure and fiscal deficits. The
stated purpose of borrowing is generally clear aiming to support Malawi’s "Vision 2063" and
"Medium-Term Debt Management Strategy (MTDS)" by:

e Targeting Priority Areas: Formally, borrowing is intended for capital investment, such as
infrastructure development (roads, energy, agriculture) to create jobs and improve
standards of living.

e Financing Deficits: Borrowing is used to close the budget deficit, which occurs because
expenditure exceeds revenue.

e Concessional Financing: Policy dictates that external loans should prioritize concessional
terms to minimize repayment burdens.

While the Public Finance Management Act (PFMA) 2022 sets the framework for borrowing and
requires alignment with long-term stability goals, experts warn that Malawi often resorts to
borrowing out of desperation, leading to "debt distress". However, the actual implementation
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of borrowing often lacks comprehensiveness, with significant gaps in transparency and
strategic use.

Table 2: Debt transparency during budget formulation

DOCUMENT TIMING / DEBT CONTENT LEVEL
AVAILABILITY

Pre-Budget Statement (PBS) @ =4 months before FY @ significant

BUDGET Executive's Budget Proposal

CYCLE (EBP) 2-3 months before FY Moderate

Enacted Budget (EB) 2-6 weeks after approval @ None

@ Not publicly available
X Fiscal alignment
X Fiscalrules
X Medium-term debt targets
@ Not publicly available X Borrowing objectives
X Compliance with Fiscal Rules
X Borrowing projections
X Fiscalrisk analysis

Debt Management Strategy
(DMS)

X Borrowing projects (list)

@ Not publicly available
X Annual borrowing
requirements
X Impact on budget priorities
X Sector-linked borrowing
X Debt servicing impact on
spending
X Geographic allocation of
debt-funded projects
X Debt-to-GDP projections
X Debt composition breakdown

DEBT CYCLE

Annual Borrowing Plan (ABP) @ Not publicly available

X Fiscalrisk identification

What information does the executive make available on debt execution
and implementation?

Annual debt implementation reporting in Malawi is characterized by severe publication delays that
substantially undermine its utility for oversight. The most recent Annual Public Debt Report publicly
available at the time of assessment, published in January 2026, covers FY2023/24. The preceding
report, published in February 2025, covered FY2019/20, a gap of four fiscal years. This pattern of
irregular and significantly delayed reporting means that in most years, no annual debt
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implementation report is available to Parliament, the National Audit Office, or the public during the
periods when budget and borrowing decisions are actively being made.

Table 3: Debt transparency during budget execution

DOCUMENT TIMING / DEBT CONTENT LEVEL
AVAILABILITY

@ Not publicly available-

In-Year R ts (IYR
n-Year Reports (IYR) published late

@ Not applicable

BUDGET

CYCLE Mid-Year Review (MYR) @ Not publicly available- hard

copy @ Not applicable

Year-End Report (YER) @ 9-12 months after FY @ None

@ Not publicly available
X Compliance with fiscal rules
X Alignment of borrowing with
fiscal policy
X Contingent liabilities status
X Debt strategy outcomes
Annual Debt

. . hieved
DEBT CYCLE . Not publicly available ac
Implementation Report ¢ P Y X Alignment with fiscal

priorities

X Debt-financed sector
spending

X Revisions to borrowing plans

X Use of borrowed funds /
Planned vs. actual

How is the Public Engaged on Public Debt Decisions by the Executive?

Public engagement on public debt decisions by the Executive branch in Malawi is in a transitional
phase, moving from an executive-driven process towards increased transparency and parliamentary
oversight, driven by recent legal reforms and commitments to international partners. However, the
structural disconnect between information availability and meaningful participation is pronounced.
Pre-budget consultations occur during budget formulation, yet the key debt planning documents,
the MTDS and ABP, are either inaccessible or unpublished. Citizens and CSOs therefore engage on
debt issues without access to the government's current borrowing strategy or operational plan.
During budget implementation, no formal mechanisms exist for public engagement on debt or
borrowing.

10
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Table 4: Public participation on debt decisions during budget formulation and implementation

MECHANISM BUDGET FORMULATION BUDGET
IMPLEMENTATION
|
Do public participation mechanisms @ Exists, open public & @ There is no participation
exist? government engagement mechanism

@ Yes, deficit and debt levels are

discussed @ Not applicable

Is debt discussed during engagement?

BOX 2: How transparent are loan transactions in Malawi?

Malawi does not meet the minimum threshold for loan transaction transparency under this
assessment. The government does not publish individual loan agreements or even basic
summaries of core financial terms following contract signing. This represents a significant
transparency gap relative to international standards. The IMF's Legal Foundations of Debt
Transparency (2024) recommends that loan level disclosure cover contracted amounts,
currency denomination, interest rates, repayment terms and material debt covenants. The
World Bank's debt transparency guidelines similarly recommend plain language summaries
and ongoing disclosure of material amendments over the life of a transaction. The absence of
any public loan transaction data means that even the most basic external scrutiny of borrowing
terms — by Parliament, the National Audit Office or civil society — is not possible from publicly
available information.

11
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Section 4: Public Debt Oversight by the Legislature
and Supreme Audit Institutions

How Connected are Legislative Discussions on Debt to the Budget
Process?

Legislative oversight of public debt in Malawi is structurally weak and disconnected from the
budget process in practice, despite the constitutional requirement for parliamentary approval of
government loans. Malawi’s regulatory frameworks do not provide Parliament with clear authority
to ex-ante review and approve debt strategies and borrowing plans or receive and review regular
reports on actual borrowing. This assessment indeed found that neither the National Assembly nor
a legislative committee examined the MTDS or the ABP in the last fiscal year. Malawi’s Open
Government Partnership (OGP) Action Plan 2025-2028, suggest that in practice, even when the ABP
and MTDS are submitted to parliament poor timeliness limits meaningful scrutiny. As a result,
parliamentarians end up "making laws and approving loans without fully understanding their
impact."’

While the PFMA 2022 requires parliamentary authorization for external borrowing, the same
framework contains significant lapses: there are no defined procedures for tracking and managing
domestic borrowing, and the PFMA does not mandate open declarations of domestic debt
issuance in Parliament.

The low levels of scrutiny of debt documents continue into the implementation stage, where none
of Malawi’s legislative committees was found to have examined a debt implementation report.

Table 5: The Legislature’s role in Public Debt Management

R RRRRRRRRRRRRRREREEEEEEEEEE—S——————————————
PLANNING STAGE EXECUTION STAGE PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

|
Does the legislature or a relevant Does the legislature or a relevant Are there mechanisms for input
legislative committee examine debt legislative committee examine debt during the approval of the budget,
planning documents? implementation reports? and is debt discussed?
@ No - The legislature did not @ No - The legislature did not @ There is no participation
examine or discuss the debt examine debt implementation mechanism.
management strategy or annual reports in the last financial year.
borrowing plan in the last financial

year.

7 https://www.opengovpartnership.org/documents/malawi-action-plan-2025-2028/
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Legislative Engagement with Citizens on Debt

Legislative engagement with citizens on debt in Malawi is a developing, yet historically weak area of
parliamentary oversight that is currently undergoing reform to increase transparency and public
participation. With public debt reaching nearly 90.9 percent of GDP (estimated at MK23.9 trillion as
of early 2026), there is growing pressure on the Parliament of Malawi to move from "rubber-
stamping" executive loan requests to engaging citizens through public hearings and transparent
scrutinization of debt management.

While formal mechanisms for citizen engagement on debt exist on paper, their practical
effectiveness remains limited. Parliament's Budget Committee and Public Accounts Committee
are authorized to hold public hearings on Loan Authorization Bills, providing an avenue for CSOs,
industry experts and citizens to make submissions before loans are approved. Committee
proceedings on debt are also increasingly broadcast live, allowing citizens to monitor in real time
how government officials respond to questions on borrowing decisions. At the formulation stage,
Parliament participates in pre-budget consultations where debt sustainability and restructuring
issues are discussed with private sector representatives and local lenders. Efforts under the PFMA
2022 amendments and the Open Government Partnership Action Plan 2025 to 2028 have also
sought to improve public access to borrowing plans, debt servicing data and annual debt reports
through official government platforms.®

However, these mechanisms are undercut by structural conditions that limit their impact. Public
engagement in debt contracting remains weak, with citizens having little access to information
about loans before they are signed, meaning participation at the hearing stage is often uninformed
by the very documents under discussion. Oversight through parliamentary committees is largely
reactive, occurring after debt obligations have already been made rather than during the planning
process. The technical complexity of budget and debt documents further narrows the realistic
audience for public engagement, as most citizens lack the analytical tools to assess the
implications of borrowing decisions.

Perhaps most critically, public consultations under the Public Finance Management Strategy 2023
to 2028 lack clear mechanisms for gathering feedback and incorporating it into decision-making,
raising questions about whether participation translates into influence at all. The resultis a
participation landscape that is formally active but substantively constrained, a gap that the OGP
commitments, if properly resourced, could begin to address.

8 https://www.opengovpartnership.org/documents/malawi-action-plan-2025-2028/
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Role of the Supreme Audit Institution (SAl)

While the National Audit Office (NAO) of Malawi is mandated to audit all public funds and
compliance under the Public Audit Act No. 6 of 2003, it does not have explicit legal authority to
audit public debt management, and no debt audits have been conducted in the last five years.

Under international standards, the INTOSAI Development Initiative (IDI) Handbook for SAls on
Auditing Public Debt Management recommends that SAls conduct financial, compliance and
performance audits of public debt as a routine function.® The complete absence of this function in
Malawi means that neither Parliament nor the public has access to independent assurance on
debt.

Table 6: The SAl’s role in public debt management

DOES THE SAI CONDUCT TYPE OF AUDITS DONE PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
DEBT AUDITS? ON DEBT
LI GGG
@ No - The SAl either has not Not applicable @ Yes - The public can provide
conducted an audit or does not input in audit formulation but
have the legal authority to audit cannot provide input during audit
public debt. investigations.

BOX 3: Does Malawi have an independent fiscal institution?

Malawi does not have an independent fiscal institution (IFl) for Public Debt Management. The
Parliamentary Budget Office exists as an administrative arrangement but is not backed by
legislation and has no dedicated budget line (Indicator 18, per OBS 2025, Indicator 103). As a
result, no independent analysis of debt sustainability, debt management strategy or annual
borrowing is published during the budget formulation and approval phases. The absence of an
IFl means that the only fiscal analysis available to Parliament and the public is that produced
by the executive itself, with no independent counterweight to scrutinize its assumptions or
conclusions.

® https://idi.no/resource/1249-audit-of-public-debt-management-handbook-for-sais-v1/2format=html
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Section 5: Recommendations to Strengthen Public
Debt Accountability

Recommendations on Debt Transparency

Enhance accountability by ensuring the timely and consistent release of the Medium-Term
Debt Management Strategy (MTDS), the Annual Borrowing Plans and debt implementation
reports.

Introduce mandatory disclosure of loan terms and conditions by ensuring that all loan
agreements, particularly bilateral and commercial debts, must be made public. This
prevents secret borrowing and allows for scrutiny of debt conditionality.

Strengthen coherence by integrating the Medium-Term Debt Management Strategy and
Annual Borrowing Plan into the budget cycle.

Conduct pre-election debt audit and reporting to prevent political manipulation of debt
data, a mandatory public debt audit should be introduced before elections, along with an
"election-period borrowing report" to manage electoral-year incentives to over-borrow.

Recommendations on Debt Oversight

15

Establish an independent Debt Management Commission (DMC) with members hominated
through public participation.

With domestic debt accounting for a significant portion of the total debt, the legislature
should increasingly focus on negotiating local restructuring and monitoring public debt
through parliamentary inquiries.

Strengthen legislative and civic oversight by empowering the Parliamentary Budget and
Finance Committee to move beyond "rubber-stamping" by providing technical support for
reviewing loans.

Introduce mandatory, regular independent audits of public debt, including pre-election
debt audits to prevent secret borrowing.

The Auditor General should take a more proactive role in auditing debt management
strategies and ensuring loan transparency to prevent corruption.
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Recommendations on Participation in Debt Decisions

16

Promote inclusive and meaningful engagement by institutionalizing open public
consultations on debt and borrowing decisions.

Enhance transparency and information sharing by publishing debt management strategies,
annual borrowing plans and debt reports in simple language that is accessible to the
general public, not just experts.
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The International Budget Partnership (IBP) headquarters:

1919 Pennsylvania Ave NW, Suite 425,
Washington, D.C. 20006 Tel: +1 202 792 6833

The International Budget Partnership is a global partnership of budget analysts, community
organizers, and advocates working to advance public budget systems that work for all people, not
a privileged few. Together, we generate data, advocate for reform and build the skills and
knowledge of people so that everyone can have a voice in budget decisions that impact their lives.

For more information on IBP:
info@internationalbudget.org or visit

www.internationalbudget.org

X: @OpenBudgets
Facebook: International Budget Partnership

YouTube: International Budget Partnership

LinkedIn: International Budget Partnership
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