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About Feminist Macro-Economic Alliance – Malawi (FEAM) 
FEAM is a women’s rights centered coalition working to deepen knowledge, capacity and skills of women and young women and their allies to engage and influence macro-economic policies and frameworks including debt management from a feminist perspective to achieve economic justice for women in Malawi. The alliance came about as a realization that national coordination is key to achieving economic justice for women. FEAM’s founding members are ActionAid Malawi, NGO Gender Coordination Network (NGOGCN), Malawi Human Rights Resource Centre (MHRRC), For Equality (FE), and Activista Youth Network with UN Women as a vital collaborative partner since the establishment of FEAM. Recently, the alliance has been joined by progressive women’s rights and gender focused institutions such as Care International and Christian Aid. 
1.0 Introduction
This Shadow Report on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) is a joint initiative of Malawian NGOs, in particular, the Young Urban Women Network, and the Feminist Macro-Economic Alliance- Malawi (FEAM). 
The report complements the Periodic Country Report for Malawi Government to the CEDAW Committee, submitted in advance of the 86th session and its review of Malawi under CEDAW. It is noted that the Malawi Government submitted her Seventh CEDAW Periodic Report covering the period 2009 – 2014. Malawi’s Eighth Periodic Report on the implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (hereinafter referred to as “CEDAW” or the “Convention”) 2015-2019 is yet to be submitted. However, the Draft Report is available locally and has been shared with the CSOs. This Eighth Report is the basis of this FEAM Shadow Report. 
While the Eighth Draft Report covers almost all the rights in the CEDAW, this Report focuses only on Economic and Social rights of the CEDAW under Articles 10 – 12.  Under these Articles, the CEDAW obligates states to eliminate discrimination of women in relation to several economic, social and cultural rights. These include education (article 10), employment (article 11) and healthcare (article 12). Significantly, the Convention establishes specific provisions requiring states to eliminate discrimination against women in rural areas to ensure their equal participation in and benefits from rural development. While the whole Convention has a bearing on the enjoyment of rights by rural women, states are obligated to implement measures with respect to rural women, addressing issues such as economic disempowerment, limited participation in political and public life, limited access to services, and labour exploitation of rural migrant women workers as provided for under General Recommendation No. 34 on the Rights of Rural Women (CEDAW Committee, 2016.
It is in view of this international framework that this Shadow Report focuses on the impact of macro-economic policy framework on the rights of women, in particular, the right to education, the right to health, and the right to work. Specifically, the report focuses on young women in Malawi under the umbrella of FEAM. 
The contributions and views of this Shadow Report were collected by young women themselves with support from the Feminist Macro Economics Alliance – Malawi members and individual experts. As such, the opinions and recommendations presented in this report solely reflect the views of the young women and the respective authors from the prism of young women. Consequently, this report should not be regarded as exhaustive, despite being structured according to the CEDAW articles.
1.1 The Context: Women’s rights and neoliberalism
A growing body of evidence produced by feminist researchers across the globe strongly indicates that well-funded systems of gender-responsive public services are imperative to achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment (SDG 5). In fact, they form the backbone of the entire 2030 Agenda: from health and wellbeing (SDG 3) to quality education for all (SDG 4), from poverty eradication (SDG 1) to the reduction of inequalities (SDG 10), and from decent work and inclusive growth (SDG 8) to combating climate change (SDG 13).
Despite this, the current economic climate in Malawi gives much cause for concern, and activists and scholars increasingly blame the existing dominant neoliberal macro-economic framework for the crisis in public service delivery. Like countries everywhere, policy makers in Malawi are committed to implementing obligations on advancing gender-equality, including improving delivery of gender-responsive public service. These commitments are also endorsed through formulation and domestication of global and regional legal frameworks on gender equality.
However, such efforts continue to be hampered by the global neoliberal-capitalist system which pursues growth at all costs, causing human exploitation and environmental destruction, while forcing governments in the global South to minimize social service expenditure. In the name of austerity, many advances in the provision of gender-responsive public services continue to be under threat of cutbacks, even as economic inequality is growing. Levels of inequality have been exacerbated by the inadequate response and recovery from the on-going poly-crisis, including the on-going public health and economic crisis, and all this occurs in the context of increasing corporate power and rampant tax evasion influenced by global North governments and International Financial Institutions (IFIs).
Malawi, like many countries in the global south, functions under neoliberal economic framework. For decades, neoliberalism has remained a dominant policy model that encompasses both politics and economics, and the primacy it places on economic growth and profits achieved through privatization, deregulation, contractionary fiscal policies, and liberalization among other things, have proven detrimental to women’s rights and the environment. Neoliberalism prioritizes economic growth and supports minimal government intervention, because its core principle is a belief in the productivity of market competition and free trade.
Neoliberalism in Malawi, was introduced as an economic framework through the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs), imposed by International Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. The SAPs formed part of the loan conditionalities to the country and have since evolved to the current austerity measures. Specifically, the IFIs recommended for the Malawi government to privatize utilities such as food, healthcare, and education to private entities. Subsidies and social welfare programs were also cut, leading to reduced public spending in these utilities. These measures have had adverse effects on vulnerable populations-especially women and girls, who were primarily dependent on government support.
While Malawi has a primarily agricultural economy, heavily reliant on subsistence, rainfed agriculture, it is far from enough to sustain the country’s economy. As such, the economy also depends on domestic revenue through the tax system, donor aid and debt from IFIs to meet the economic needs of the country. The dependence on donor aid and debt has weakened fiscal management and economic policies and created breeding grounds for numerous rounds of austerity, and in turn further reduced public spending on public services.
1.2 Gendered Austerity
When the expenditure cuts are made to essential public services such as healthcare, a gap is created, and the responsibility is simply transferred from the public to the private sphere, to unpaid caregivers in the home who, because of Malawi’s entrenched social norms, are usually women (ActionAid, 2022). When these services are relegated to the private sector, accessibility and affordability become a luxury, therefore placing the country in violation of several human rights commitments including the CEDAW, the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, the Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Abuja Declaration, and the Maputo Protocol, the Malawi constitution as well as the delayed achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals.
When these cuts are made to essential public services such as healthcare, a gap is created, and the responsibility is simply transferred from the public to the private sphere, to unpaid caregivers in the home who, because of Malawi’s entrenched social norms, are usually women (ActionAid, 2022).
1.3 How debt is holding Malawi back
     
The situation in Malawi is a 
shocking example of how the current dominant economic model is not working. Numerous rounds of economic reforms since the 1980s linked to loans or policy advice from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) have led to sustained under-investment and cuts to vital public services, and this continues to negatively affect investment in key sectors like health, education, and social protection. The on-going multiple crises has also been used to justify intensified rounds of austerity, reinforcing a racist, sexist division of labour that devalues care work, whether paid or unpaid, and diminishes the functionality of the public services. 
Such austerity measures have an impact on women due to their gendered roles, representing most public sector workers and primary users of public services. The pandemic, climate crisis and spiraling inflation have also pushed Malawi into a debt crisis. 
Malawi’s debt hit 66.7% of GDP in 2022 and is predicted to rise in 2023, further constraining its ability to finance desperately needed public services, which are crucial for women’s rights and the country’s ability to respond to the multiple crises. The IMF predicts that this debt is likely to stay over 30% of government revenue until at least the early 2030s. As loans are mostly provided in US dollars, Malawi’s debt has been intensified by recent interest rate rises in the US to curb inflation, along with the depreciation of its own currency. Over-reliance on export-oriented agriculture has led to chronic food insecurity, which disproportionately affects women as those responsible for meeting the nutritional needs of their families. Climate crises, driven by the demands of the current economic model, are having devastating consequences for women, who comprise 60-80% of the agricultural labor force.     
In summary, and in its essence, a neoliberal economic paradigm has undermined the State’s constitutional obligations to care for the people by providing quality public services such as health, education, and the protection of labor rights.  
2.0 Article 1 – Definition of Discrimination against Women 
Section 20 of the Constitution prohibits discrimination against all persons and the Gender Equality Act, in section 4, prohibits sex discrimination. It is noteworthy that the two provisions have not adopted the definition of discrimination to the extent as provided in the CEDAW. As noted by the CEDAW Committee in General Recommendation No. 25 that certain groups of women, in addition to suffering from discrimination directed against them as women, may also suffer from multiple forms of discrimination based on additional grounds such as race, ethnic or religious identity, disability, age, class, caste or other factors (including sexual orientation). It is also important to note that Malawi criminalizes same-sex marriages through the penal code. Section 153 (a) of the penal code provides that any person who has carnal knowledge of any person against the order of nature or (c) permits a male person to have carnal knowledge of him or her against the order of nature, shall be guilty of a felony and shall be liable to imprisonment for fourteen years. The State has used this law to prosecute same-sex relationships. This has meant young women being discriminated against based on sexual orientation. This is against the CEDAW definition of discrimination. It is therefore recommended for Government to review the Gender Equality Act in section 4 and the constitution in section 20 to expressly prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation and repeal such laws in fulfilment of the SDG goal number 10. The State is further asked to actively disseminate the Gender Equality Act to increase its awareness amongst women at all levels as required in Part VII section 21 of the Act.
3.0 Article 2 – Policy Measures 
Malawi, in the last decade has made significant progress in mainstreaming gender equality and championing the need for equity to achieve equality. These efforts build on existing mechanisms in place which include the ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the SADC Declaration on Gender and Development; the African Charter on Women and People’s Rights; and the Beijing Platform for Action.  Key achievements in the last 10 years include the enactment of the Gender Equality Act No 13 of 2013; the Marriage, Divorce and Family Relations Act No 2 of 2015; the Trafficking in Persons Act No 3 of 2015; and the amendment of Land Laws (2017 and 2022) which confers land rights to women as individuals or jointly.
And more recently, Malawi became a global co-lead for the Generation Equality Forum action coalition on Feminist Movements and Leadership, and as well as made commitments to the Economic Justice and Rights action coalition.
While Malawi has made significant progress, it is imperative to recognize the momentous regression in the implementation of its commitments to CEDAW. Specifically, in the role of the country’s macroeconomic policy on the implementation of its commitments to CEDAW on the rights to health and labor rights in the context of the recent multiple crises that have exacerbated the rates of inequality.
4.0 Overview of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
The Covenant on Economic, Social, and cultural Rights creates binding legal obligations for the State parties. economic, social, and cultural rights impose three different types of obligations on States: the obligations to respect, protect and fulfil. Failure to perform any one of these three obligations constitutes a violation of such rights. The obligation to respect requires States to refrain from interfering with the enjoyment of economic, social, and cultural rights. Thus, the right to housing is violated if the State engages in arbitrary forced evictions. The obligation to protect requires States to prevent violations of such rights by third parties. Thus, the failure to ensure that private employers comply with basic labor standards may amount to a violation of the right to work or the right to just and favorable conditions of work. The obligation to fulfil requires States to take appropriate legislative, administrative, budgetary, judicial, and other measures towards the full realization of such rights. Thus, the failure of States to provide essential primary health care to those in need may amount to a violation. It is in this regard that issues pertaining to compliance with, and the enjoyment of, the rights guaranteed by the covenants are matters of international concern and thus are no longer exclusively within the domestic jurisdiction. 
[bookmark: _Int_RcmarCEH]In its General Comment No. 3, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights argues that States have “minimum core obligations” under the Covenant to ensure a basic level of enjoyment of each economic, social, and cultural right. This is despite the “progressive realization” conceptualization of ESCRs. As such, the Committee is of the view that a minimum core obligation to ensure the satisfaction of, at the very least, minimum essential levels of each of the rights is incumbent upon every State party. Thus, for example, a State party in which any significant number of individuals is deprived of essential foodstuffs, of essential primary health care, of basic shelter and housing, or of the most basic forms of education is, prima facie, failing to discharge its obligations under the Covenant.
It is in view of the above that Article 4 of the CEDAW calls on State Parties to adopt temporary special measures aimed at accelerating de facto equality between men and women shall not be considered discrimination as defined in the present Convention, but shall in no way entail as a consequence the maintenance of unequal or separate standards; these measures shall be discontinued when the objectives of equality of opportunity and treatment have been achieved. 
It is noted that Malawi has made strides by implementing some equitable measures to achieve gender equality through legislative, judicial, and administrative strategies and processes. This notwithstanding, FEAM notes that these advances in trying to meet CEDAW commitments, as well as the advancements towards Gender Equality, are being hampered by the predatory Malawi’s neo-liberal macro-economic overarching policy framework. It is noted that the macroeconomic policy environment has played a transcendental role as a challenge towards meeting the country’s goals for sustainable development, equality and eliminating discrimination against women. Specifically, the current macroeconomic framework has greatly influenced governments decision-making in allocation of domestic revenue to finance, provide and maintain public services, including essential services such as healthcare, education, and decent work.
While there have been efforts to improve the quality and delivery of public services, numerous rounds of austerity have infringed the State’s ability to provide these services. In the matter of healthcare services, Malawi’s public health system continues to remain underfunded, and is heavily characterized by a lack of medication, equipment, and human resources to provide the services.
Whereas, in the matter of labor rights, Malawi continues to record high rates of unemployment, and is yet to ratify progressive and gender forward mechanisms and conventions such as ILO C190, which would in turn introduce structures provisions for gender-responsive labor inspection.
Furthermore, because of austerity measures, Malawi continues to fall behind in meeting its goals as aligned to the commitments within CEDAW, the Sustainable Development Goals, specifically, SDG 8, which aims to promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all. 
5.0 Article 10: Education and training
5.1 Observations
On the systematic collection of data on the number of school-going girls who become pregnant and/or get married and the number of those girls who return to school, it is noted that despite government efforts in keeping girls in school, in the 2021/2022 academic year alone, 121,016 female students dropped out of school with 6.8 percent of them dropping out due to pregnancy and 6.3 per cent due to marriage;
Apart from child marriages and early pregnancy being significant contributors to the high drop-out rates, limited coverage of services in remote areas and a lack of flexible and alternative learning modalities suppress re-admission and retention. This is also hampered by deep-rooted patriarchal norms which put the boy child ahead of the girl child in all social spheres of life.
On measures to inform the teachers, parents, and adolescents across the State party of the Re-admission Policy, 2016 (para. 73) allowing all adolescent mothers to return to school without facing any bureaucracy and discrimination, and information on the existence of other measures to support girls who are pregnant and/or married in continuing their schooling. 
Despite government introducing the Re-admission Policy in 1993 and its revision in 2016 removing any bureaucracy related to admission, the number of girls who drop out of school compared to the number of those re-admitted remains alarmingly high. According to the Ministry of Education statistics report for 2023, 103,670 girls dropped out of school with only 43,536 girls being re-admitted. Besides, most girls still dropped out of school even after their readmission due to lack of support services. 
The government’s failure to employ more teachers due to the wage bill capping has left a high pupil - teacher classroom ratio; 1:102 teacher pupil ratio in primary and 1:62 in secondary. This makes it challenging for teacher to provide the necessary support required to pupils and address diverse needs in an overcrowded classroom such as counselling and psych social support to prevent drop-out after re-admission. 
This barrier coupled by negative attitudes towards teenage mothers, socio-economic constraints, poverty and unprofessional teacher conduct for example, create high levels of out-of-school girls and present barriers to effective re-admission. Adolescent pregnancy is also stigmatized in Malawi, and marriage is regarded as a means of protecting girls who become pregnant from undermining family honor. This therefore makes re-admission a challenge despite parents being aware of the option. 
On the access of schoolgirl to health-care services, and to sexual reproductive health services, including free contraception, as well as prenatal and postnatal care for those who become pregnant and young mothers.
Reduced public spending on health and education lowers the quality-of-service delivery with limited resources and personnel available hence making it challenging for women, let alone schoolgirls to access healthcare services that are comprehensive, of good quality, non-judgmental and inclusive. UNFPA indicates that contraceptive prevalence rate among the adolescents in Malawi is as low as 37.5 percent. Further, the unmet need for family planning remains at 18 percent, with a higher unmet need for adolescents and young people at 23 percent. This is evident in the increase in the number of girls dropping out of school with a 50 per cent child marriage rate, a 29 per cent teenage pregnancy rate in secondary schools alone.
The allocation to the education sector has averaged 16% of the total government expenditure (TGE) since 2019/20. This marks four percentage points below the Dakar Commitment on Education for All by the African Union for African States to allocate 20% of their total budgets to education. Education spending remains a top priority for the Government, but its share is increasingly being dwarfed by swelling debt servicing. Allocations to public debt services account for 24.6% of national budget for 2023/24, exceeding the size of the education sector budget for the second consecutive fiscal year. Education Budget Brief 2023-24.pdf (unicef.org) Teachers with an overwhelming workload will therefore put more effort in what they consider ‘key’ subjects like English, Mathematics and Science putting very little effort in Comprehensive Sexuality Education resulting in a rise in girls’ school drop-out due to teenage pregnancies and early marriages. A problem-based political economy analysis (PB-PEA) of adolescents’ access to sexual and reproductive health (SRH) information and services in Malawi highlights that, while the Malawian government remains supportive of comprehensive sexuality education (CSE), implementation is limited and is not a priority within schools. It also details how civil society organizations are augmenting the provision of health services to adolescents and their critical role in influencing policy and implementation strategies. Cultural and social norms also stand as a barrier in teachers and parents addressing sexual and reproductive health issues.
5.2 Recommendations
It is noted that teachers, along with other civil servants have served at the same grades for longer periods of time, causing loss of morale and utter dissatisfaction with their employment. According to the Teachers’ Union, “… there is no motivation as some teachers have been on the same post/grade for 20 years”. In view of this, we call upon the Malawi government to review its reward system to avoid such scenarios.
The State Party should prioritize funding to the Education sector to cater for the much-needed resources like infrastructure.
It is noted that there are severe geographical disparities in pupil-teacher ratios (PTR) across Malawi, with most teachers concentrated near commercial centers and in rural communities that have better social services. With most pupils living in rural areas where 85 per cent of the population is confined, the implication of this pro-urban placement of teachers is that the ratio of pupils to qualified teacher (PQTR) is higher in rural areas as compared to their urban and peri-urban counterparts as shown in the table below. We therefore call upon the Malawi government to rethink its strategy of having enough teachers in the rural areas. The State party should make sure that enough teachers are recruited to reduce the pupil teacher ratio.
Raise consciousness/awareness amongst communities or specifically young women on the importance of the re-admission policy, and what key stakeholders must to do to retain the re-admitted young girls after giving birth.
6.0 Article 11: Employment and the right to work.
6.1 Observations
Where the State has reported that they are taking active measures to ensure that employers have developed and are implementing appropriate policies and procedures in ensuring gender equality in the workplace. The recent Malawi Report on Employment Statistics (November 2022), of 761 jobs lost, 427 belonged to women whereas 334 belonged to men. In terms of new jobs created by gender, 55 percent of the jobs created were occupied by men and 45 percent by women. In addition, this report also showed that 70% of new jobs created are still in the informal sector.
The Malawi Decent Work Country Programme is also set to be renewed to its third generation. There is yet to be a thorough evaluation of its strengths and achievements. There is no accessible/reliable gender disaggregated data on employment statistics in the public and private sector, most recent national statistics (from the Malawi Labour Force Survey of 2013) show that men have a higher employment rate than women at 86 percent and 74 percent respectively.
Alternatively, the World Bank collection of development indicators, compiled from officially recognized sources show that in 2022, women made up 49.03% of the total labor force. Contractionary fiscal policies, inflation and other unfavorable economic conditions are making the job market severely competitive and inaccessible.
Furthermore, where the State in their report says that Government through the Ministry of Labour, Skills and Innovation (MoLSI) advises the private sector to employ females, the State fails to acknowledge the issues of deregulation, which is in alignment to the austerity measures and conditionalities as agreed upon with IFIs.
On encouraging the sharing of household and childcare responsibilities between men and women, including through the adoption of a paternity leave policy, declared as a Generation Equality commitment by the State party in 2021.
The amendment to the Employment Act (Cap 55:01) through Section 46A does indeed make provisions for flexible working hours and breastfeeding breaks without a reduction in pay or benefits. Currently, the minimum maternity leave is 90 days which roughly translates to 12.8 weeks, yet, “ILO standards mandate a minimum maternity leave period of 14 weeks and recommend increasing it to at least 18 weeks to ensure an adequate rest and recovery time for the mother. ” (ILO, [Unknown Year] - https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_838655.pdf 
Malawi also recently launched the National Male Engagement Strategy (2023) although Strategic Outcome 2 calls for Increased male participation in transformative forms of masculinity, there is no explicit approach that targets the redistribution of household and childcare responsibilities. In addition to this, while the amended Employment Act does provide for a minimum of two weeks’ paternity leave, this is insufficient for adequate parent-to-child bonding and for fathers to render appropriate assistance to recovering mothers, especially in the context where they cannot afford to outsource childcare.
On the enforcement of section 7 (1) of the Gender Equality Act, 2013, prohibiting and criminalizing sexual harassment in the workplace and requiring employers in both the public service and private sectors to establish policies combating sexual harassment and to ensure that they comply with clear mechanisms for reporting violations and protecting victims.
Malawi is yet to ratify ILO C190, which would in turn introduce structures provisions for gender-responsive labor inspection. In addition, the Ministry of Labour is poorly resourced, such that it cannot and does not conduct regular inspections to ensure that workplaces are compliant with labor law and have policies in place against sexual harassment. For example, as of July 2023, the Southern Region Labour Office had gone one year and three months since conducting a labor inspection which was confirmed by the Southern Region Labour Officer through this news report: https://times.mw/resource-constraints-disrupt-labour-inspections/. In addition, according to Section 17 of the Employment Act, subsection (1): “(1) The Commissioner shall publish an annual general report on the work of the inspection service.”, if this report indeed exists, the state should be able to cite precise numbers of the “few” cases that have been reported and statistics of relevant investigations for at least in the past year.
The Government of Malawi has not ratified the Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190) of the ILO but, the Ministry of Labour is currently receiving support to begin the ratification process.
6.2 Recommendations:
Harmonization of remuneration for people on equal grades across the sectors: The public sector is confounded with discrepancies in pay structures that have come about in part, due to the imposition of wage bill restraints. For example, health workers receive more than teachers at equivalent grades because donors provide top-up allowances to healthcare workers, thereby creating a parallel structure. Furthermore, some of the allowances were taken over by Government when donor projects ended. These practices have had the effect of dampening morale for teachers and has huge implications on quality of teaching services in public schools.
We recommend the state to ensure that data collection, planning, monitoring and evaluation is gender-responsive, includes the generation and use of qualitative and sex-disaggregated quantitative data, and recognizes women’s positioning within diverse family forms and communities and the multiplicity of their roles across the life course, including as carers, workers and active decision makers.
On the enforcement of section 7 (1) of the Gender Equality Act, 2013, prohibiting and criminalizing sexual harassment in the workplace and requiring employers in both the public service and private sectors to establish policies combating sexual harassment and to ensure that they comply with clear mechanisms for reporting violations and protecting victims.
State to robustly increase funding to Ministry of Labour to ensure it is well resourced and able to conduct regular inspections to ensure that workplaces are compliant with labor law and have policies in place against sexual harassment.
Recognize and attach social protection rights to all care work, including unpaid care work, through both contributory and non-contributory benefits; provide the right to income support for carers; make pensions more equitable; provide access to quality public services, including health and care services, across the life course; and ensure portability of social protection for migrant workers. 
 Recognize invisible and undervalued work for pay or profit performed by women in rural and urban areas (e.g., contributing family workers), provide contributory and non-contributory social protection mechanisms for them, and actively promote the visibility of these workers through their registration with formal social protection systems. 
Extend social protection systems to adequately protect workers in all forms of employment, including informal employment, part-time employment, precarious employment, self-employment, rural and domestic work, and work in the “gig” economy.
7.0 Article 12: The Right to Health
7.1 Observations 
The matter of affordability, availability, accessibility of health services, quality, and consistency of quality of health services in the context of public debt and austerity, and the matter of regressing policy action on key rights and services including access to modern contraception and safe abortion;
Malawi recognizes and commits to fulfilling the right to health as outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, article 5 (e) of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination in articles 11.1 and 12 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and in article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). Furthermore, Malawi acknowledges and commits to fulfilling the requirements to ensure the affordability and accessibility of healthcare in the Abuja Declaration.
In the report, the State outlines the key issues on healthcare to cover maternal mortality, the rate of teenage pregnancies, the legalization of abortion and HIV/Aids, however, fails to acknowledge how the existing macroeconomic decisions have influenced the reducing national budget allocation to the health sector, which hinders the provision of essential services as outlined.
For context, the Malawian Public health system can be defined as underfunded. It is characterized by shortages of medicine and essential resources, which include syringes and latex gloves, a limited pool of experts, who are often underpaid, if paid at all, outdated crucial medical equipment, which includes ventilators and hospital beds. It is also heavily affected by limited access to electricity, fuel, and clean water.
The quickest illustration of the dire state of the public health system in Malawi can be the devastating increase in the maternal mortality in 2021-2022, following shortages in resources and electricity in the maternity wings that led to the death of women in some of the Public Hospitals in Malawi (Chikoti, 2017).
Furthermore, Malawi has reasonably functional public health system. However, in practice, the healthcare system is faced with reduced State funding for maintenance and improvement, unbalanced ratio of healthcare service providers to the Malawian population, and a lack of resources. Additionally, because of the employment freezes, healthcare service providers are overworked and demotivated, and the Wage Bill Capping has often led to staff strikes for delayed salaries or a demand for salary increments (Makwero, 2018)
The State also fails to acknowledge the challenges with meeting the requirements for health financing under the Abuja Declaration. One of the key targets set in the Abuja Declaration is for member states to allocate at least 15% of their annual budgets to the health sector. However, over the past five financial years, 2019/20 to 2023/24, the combined allocation to social sectors (education, health, and social protection) has gradually declined from 35% of total government expenditure (TGE) to 29.3%. 
In their report, the State argues that over the years, they have allocated funds to ensure the implementation of youth-friendly services and to encourage social acceptance of the access of girls to sexual and reproductive health services. However, annual budget analyses have revealed that there is no budget line for SRHR or youth friendly health services (YFHS) within district health budgets that would facilitate direct allocation of funds to SRHR/YFHS and related activities for easy management, accountability, transparency, and tracking of resources. In addition, under the Ministry of Health, despite having the FP budget line, there is no specific budget line for YFHS.
Numerous international and regional human rights treaties that the State has ratified require the government to uphold human rights standards for women's and girls' access to sexual and reproductive rights. For instance, Article 14 of the Maputo Protocol, which Malawi ratified in 2005 without any reservations, states that States are required to protect the reproductive rights of women.   This legal framework, due to its ambiguity and restrictive nature, has made it challenging for women to access safe and legal abortion services, and has often forced them to seek unsafe and clandestine procedures, putting their health and lives at risk. 
7.2 Challenges
The challenges faced by the health system are linked to structural and economic challenges and State decisions. 
First, through ensuring the health sector is well staffed, especially in the context of multiple public health crises in the last three years.  The understaffing of the health sector is heavily influenced by the public sector wage bill CAPs that limit the States ability to provide employment and placement for healthcare service providers in the public health system.
Second, through ensuring a steady flow with the supply chain management, information systems, and infrastructure. However, due to the several shocks faced that have led to inflation and devaluation of the currency, the government is unable to maintain a steady supply of essential medicines and equipment, as well as maintenance of health infrastructure because they simply can no longer afford to meet the cost on the global market. 
Third, through ensuring the health sector is sufficiently funded within the national budget, which again, the Malawian government has been unable to manage. Economic stability and revenue generation are important factors in meeting the requirements for CEDAW, ICESCR, Abuja Declaration and ultimately, the SDGs, as increased healthcare funding must be sustainable over the long term.
7.3 Recommendations:
Health is a fundamental human right indispensable for the exercise of other human rights. State parties as per Article 12 of CEDAW, are required to take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the field of healthcare, to ensure access to health care services based on equality, including those related to family planning.
To ensure an enabling environment for gender responsive public services on health and education, important prerequisites to improve financing in these sectors include; transparency and consistent standards in Malawi government’s dealings with International Financial institutions. To this end, key actions that Malawi needs to take include: 
The health sector allocations recently have stagnated and have fallen short of existing financial needs and the international benchmark as they have been below 10 per cent when compared with the 15% Abuja Declaration health financing commitments. It is recommended that the State Party must allocate funding based on the prevailing need to address the challenges in the sector. 
It is further recommended that the State reject neoliberal tenets and regressive macroeconomic policy advice such as the implementation of the wage bill CAPS in the health sector to ensure the availability and accessibility of healthcare services. 
The State is recommended to acknowledge, respect and implement all requirements as per the right to health for the provision of sexual and reproductive health and rights. This includes the adoption of the Termination of Pregnancy bill, implementation of Comprehensive Sex education and promotion of youth friendly services.
The Global Strategy on Human Resources for Health (Workforce 2030) and the HRHSP (2018-2022) identified low investment in the health workforce as one of the major factors contributing to the shortage of health workers in Malawi. In this regard, it is recommended for the government to upgrade the training of the health cadres to meet the demands of the society is that they do not seek medical assistance from outside the country. Further contributing to both the rights to health and education, it is recommended that the state prioritizes updating the education curriculum to take into consideration the current needs and contexts to alleviate the challenges faced in both the health and education sectors.
8.0 Conclusion 
In closing, we urge the State to recognize that gender-responsive spending on public services is essential to achieving not only gender equality but also promoting the wellbeing of its people. As such, we call on the Malawi government to protect and strengthen gender-responsive public service funding systems, to invest adequality in quality public health and education services, and to move towards sustainable infrastructure – and to do so in a way that promotes the rights of women and girls. To achieve this, the State Party must reclaim the space for macro-economic policy from multilateral institutions: Government of Malawi must reclaim the policy making space especially for macro-economic policy to ensure that it is relevant and sensible for the country’s long term development potentiality and needs.
It is also highly recommended in general the need for the creation of an Economic Management Team: Country interface with international financial institutions such as IMF is mostly with Ministry of Finance and Reserve Bank of Malawi, often individually. This represents an exclusive way of economic policy making and the policies that get adopted through this arrangement are un-intermediated by interests and perspectives of other important sections of the Malawian society such as private sector and civil society. The current practice whereby IMF missions have one-hour, ad hoc sessions with civil society and private sector representatives is sub-optimal. This team should be tasked with preparing the case for IMF country Programs especially thinking through the memorandum of economic and financial policies and the quantitative conditions and structural benchmarks for the IMF program. The team will provide backroom support and serve as a sounding board for the Reserve Bank Governor and Minister of Finance and Secretary to Treasury.
Lastly, there is need to institutionalize a mechanism for parliamentary scrutiny of the country’s draft ECF program: IMF programs under the ECF have huge impacts on current resource allocations under the National Budget and on future allocations as the loans become part of statutory expenditure when they mature. However, in the entire process, people’s representatives are left out or are only cosmetically informed. It is necessary that Members of Parliament, especially the Budget and Finance Committee should have a role to consider and ventilate on the Letter of Intent and Memorandum of Economic and Financial Policies for an ECF supported program. This practice will institutionalize a parliamentary accountability mechanism for the country’s authorities to account for their policy discretion that has seen the imposition of PSWB restraints.
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