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IATI Country Pilot Report – Malawi 4-7 May 2010
Background

IATI’s first country pilot exercise was conducted in Lilongwe, Malawi from 4 – 7 May 2010. The pilot was conducted by Bill Anderson representing IATI and supported by Diego Dimunzio of Development Gateway. The aims of the mission were:

· To further understand the specific needs of the Government of Malawi in relation to the IATI standard.

· To assess the compatibility of donor data with country system needs

· To assess the compatibility of donor data with the IATI draft standard.

· To compare the data published by donors at head office with the data provided by donor country offices

· To test the viability of an automatic exchange of data between donor systems and Malawi’s Aid Management Platform using the draft IATI schema.

· To assess the specific benefits the implementation of the IATI standard would bring to aid information management in Malawi. 

An Overview of Aid Information Management in Malawi

The Government of Malawi (GoM) monitors and manages external aid through the Debt and Aid Division (DAD) of the Ministry of Finance (MoF).  The DAD utilises the Aid Management Platform (AMP) provided and maintained by Development Gateway (DG) to store financial information on aid activities. 

The AMP is currently only accessible within the MoF. Improvements to the ministry’s ICT infrastructure are being planned which will enable both line ministries and donors to have access to the database.

Over the past two years the DAD has worked closely with donors to establish an agreement whereby all donors report monthly on the disbursement of funds. Donors submit a monthly spreadsheet which DAD officials validate and key into the AMP. The DAD publishes a quarterly report which details the top ten disbursements in each of the government’s sixteen budgetary/planning sectors. 

Donors have also been requested to provide details of projected disbursements in their monthly reporting. This data is of critical importance for the MoF’s budgetary and financial planning processes. Donors have been less responsive to this request and DAD staff have to resort to ad hoc and informal contacts with donors to gather this information. 

Meetings

Meetings were held with various officials from the Debt and Aid Division of the Ministry of Finance, and with Irish Aid, the UNDP, the EC and DFID. Planned meetings with the Economics Affairs and Budget Divisions of the Ministry of Finance, and with the World Bank did not take place. 

Government Information Needs

The Ministry of Finance uses the Aid Management Platform solely as a financial and budgetary planning tool and thus requires limited information: activities in broad (16) sectors with actual and projected disbursements. Insufficient data on donor plans and projections are the biggest problem. 

It was not a convenient time for meetings to be held with line ministries. Improvements to the MOF’s ICT infrastructure will hopefully give line ministries direct access to the AMP in the near future. This may well lead to the need for a more disaggregated breakdown of sectors so that resources can be tracked by sub-sector. The use of the AMP’s M&E functionality may also become viable so that line ministries can monitor activities more systematically.

Donor Systems and Access to Data

It is common practice across most donors for country-based programme and project officers to be responsible for the recording of all project data into their head-office based financial and/or project management systems. The real-time communication links between head-office and country-office servers ensure that all donor staff have access to the same data. 

The differences that exist in the data released by head-offices and country-offices thus lies not in the availability of data, but in management decisions on what data should be released or published. There appears to be a consensus amongst programme and financial officers working in country-offices that there is an operational need for the release of timely and disaggregated data.

Automatic data exchange

Most of the data stored in the Aid Management Platform (AMP) has been keyed three times: firstly into the donor’s information system; secondly into a spreadsheet that donors use in reporting to the DAD; and thirdly by DAD staff into the AMP. Automating the transfer of data between donor and recipient systems would not only be cost-effective but also greatly enhance the accuracy of data.

Head office data from the World Bank, DFID and the Global Fund was converted by the IATI Technical Advisory Group into the xml format required by IATI’s draft standard. Development Gateway, software providers of the AMP, developed and tested a routine to import this data into the AMP.  This procedure was successfully demonstrated to ministry staff.

An Overview of Data compatibility 

Data from DFID, the World Bank, the UNDP and the Global Fund was collected from these organisations’ head offices and compared: firstly with AMP requirements; secondly with data provided by their respective country offices; and thirdly against the draft IATI standard. The following table provides a summary of this analysis.

	
	AMP Requirements
	Donor Head Office
	Donor Country Office
	IATI Standard

	Activity Identifiers
	The AMP does not currently record donor project numbers which makes alignment of donor and AMP data difficult. Descriptions are brief.
	All donors provide their project numbers and a title. Project descriptions are generally too brief to be of use. 
	Donors meet the AMP requirement of providing a title. 
	A unique activity identifier (based on the donor project number), title and meaningful description should all be present.

	Sectors
	The AMP requires activities to be classified in one of 16 sectors that match budgetary, planning and line ministry alignment. 
	Activities are classified according to international (DAC, World Bank, COFOG) standards. WB and DFID allow for multiple sectors with percentage splits.
	Donors rely on AMP staff to categorise activities using local codes.
	IATI-standard and local classifications should be reported.

	Actual financial data
	The AMP requires global commitments and a monthly or quarterly breakdown of actual disbursements.
	Donors provide global commitments and annual aggregated disbursements.
	Donors provide global commitments and report monthly on latest disbursements.
	All, disaggregated commitments and disbursements should be reported as they occur.

	Planned financial data
	The AMP is keen to collect as much data as possible for both the current financial year and the following budget cycle.
	Data is generally not available. DFID provides annual estimated budgets for the lifetime of the project. 
	Donors report annual budgets and provide data on projected disbursements on an ad hoc basis. As a rule the bigger the spend, the more detailed information provided.
	Donors should provide forecast data for the next three years.

	Indicators
	No requirements
	WB and DFID provide selected indicators.
	Not provided.
	Details pending

	Targets and Outcomes
	No requirements
	Not provided.
	Not provided.
	Details pending


The most notable feature emerging from this analysis is the commitment that all donor country offices have made to reporting monthly, in close to real-time, on the disbursement of funds. The Ministry of Finance’s request for monthly reporting was initially regarded by donors as a burdensome chore, but most now welcome it as a useful mechanism for improving their internal project management disciplines.

Concerns and constraints

Malawi is a small country with a relatively small aid portfolio. The Debt and Aid Division is in the process of developing an efficient working environment that feeds information on the accountability and predictability of aid into the ministry of finance in general and the budget division in particular. In the space of two years they have reached nearly full cooperation on their accountability requests and have made some progress in persuading donors to provide data on future intentions. This environment has been built through the development of mutual respect and trust between ministry and donor officials. 

There is thus some concern that an internationally standardised, head-office-driven IATI could disrupt the local arrangements that the ministry has worked so hard to put into place. 

There is also concern that if quarterly IATI reporting by donors is deemed to be acceptable this could undermine the monthly reporting arrangements the Debt and Aid Division has established with all donors.

 What can IATI offer Malawi?

· The monthly reporting environment is an ad hoc agreement that requires continual persuasive input from ministry staff to maintain its momentum. IATI could systematise these procedures.

· IATI-standard reporting could extend the breadth of data stored in the AMP and make it more useful to line ministries.

· IATI should be able to deliver better data on the predictability of aid.

· Automatic data exchange would improve the regularity and accuracy of data.

· Malawi will be able to judge the performance of its donors against their performance in other countries.
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