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Abstract

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 prioritizes strengthening disaster risk governance
as a pathway to reducing risk. This paper examines how Malawi’s multi-level disaster risk governance system
addresses rainfall-induced landslides, focusing on the roles, relationships and accountability of government
agencies, NGOs and communities. Drawing on eight months of qualitative fieldwork (semi-structured interviews,
participant observation, workshops, and document analysis) and guided by multi-level and network governance
theory together with Jones et al’s (2016) landscape governance framework, the study finds that central
government capacity and presence at community level remain limited. NGOs deliver the majority of disaster risk
management (DRM) services, yet gaps in coordination, political capture of resources, and weak local government
capacity undermine progress. Decentralization of DRM is advancing before local institutions have developed
adequate capacity, risking the reproduction of governance failures at the local level. The paper questions the
rationale for accelerating decentralisation without first addressing structural weaknesses in local government and
argues for a more balanced state—NGO relationship that combines network flexibility with visible state leadership.
The findings have relevance for other low-capacity settings facing climate-related hazards.

1. Introduction

Rainfall induced landslides are increasing in frequency and intensity, driven by natural factors such as tectonic
activity, soil composition, and rainfall variability, alongside anthropogenic pressures including deforestation, poor
land use, rapid urbanization, and climate change (Rababa et al., 2026; Wang et al., 2025). Recent scholarship
highlights their growing complexity, with events becoming more deadly, costly, and uncertain across diverse scales
(Okunola, 2025; Pescaroli et al., 2024). Evidence demonstrates that geophysical conditions and human activities
interact to exacerbate slope instability, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations. Crucially, vulnerability
is shaped less by hazard exposure than by governance effectiveness, with weak or fragmented systems decisive in
disaster outcomes (Ozbilgin et al., 2026; Maskrey et al., 2023; Mitra & Shaw, 2023; Li et al., 2021).

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 advances coherence by linking disaster risk
reduction with sustainable development and climate adaptation, identifying governance as a central priority
(UNISDR, 2015; Donkor et al., 2022). Effective governance reduces exposure, while fragmentation and siloed
approaches undermine coordination (Becker, 2020; Badi, 2023; Triyanti et al., 2023). Adaptive governance models
emphasizing accountability, iterative learning, and participation strengthen resilience (Holley et al., 2011; Pahl
Wostl, 2009; Folke et al., 2005). Yet risk governance remains most visible during crises and rarely embedded in
routine structures such as land use planning or fiscal management (Sparkes et al., 2025; Weitz et al., 2017).

Africa, the most climate vulnerable region, receives only 20% of global adaptation finance, with Malawi historically
channeling limited aid toward climate change and DRM, largely through non state actors (Germanwatch, 2023;
Global Centre for Adaptation, 2024; FCDO, 2022; Sinkula, 2026). While recent progress includes adoption of Cat
DDO, participation in ARC, and operationalization of the 2019 DRM Financing Strategy, disaster response financing
remains donor dependent (World Bank, 2025). Malawi’s high ranking in the 2017 Climate Risk Index underscores
its exposure and low coping capacity (Irish Aid, 2018). Weak decentralization, fiscal constraints, and accountability
distortions undermine local institutions (Kayuni & Tambulasi, 2011; Chasukwa & Chinsinga, 2013; O'Neil et al.,
2014; Chiweza, 2015). Although the DRM Act (2023) devolves responsibilities to local committees, implementation
is constrained by inadequate resources and political interference (Manda & Thindwa, 2025; Gloppen et al., 2022).
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Cyclones Idai (2019) and Freddy (2023) triggered devastating rainfall-induced landslides across southern Malawi,
particularly around Soche Hill in Blantyre and rural communities in Phalombe District. These events destroyed
homes, disrupted livelihoods, and exposed the limits of existing institutional arrangements. Although rural and
peri-urban landslides are recognized as a significant challenge, the governance dimensions shaping exposure and
response remain insufficiently understood (Msilimba, 2007; Manda, 2014; Niyokwiringirwa et al., 2024). Limited
attention has been given to the interplay of hydrological, socio-economic, and institutional factors under climate
variability and change, highlighting the need for integrated, multi-level governance that embeds resilience into
everyday structures.

This paper critically examines Malawi’s disaster risk governance architecture and its role in shaping disaster risk
management outcomes, with a specific focus on rainfall-induced landslides. It explores how the actions and
inactions of key actors and institutions either facilitate effective risk reduction or create barriers to successful
management. By analyzing enabling practices and governance gaps, the study highlights the extent to which
Malawi'’s institutional arrangements contribute to resilience or exacerbate vulnerability, situating these findings
within broader debates on adaptive, accountable and context-sensitive governance in the face of climate variability
and change. Four interrelated questions guide the analysis:

1. Who are the principal actors and at what scales do they operate in the management of rainfall-induced
landslides?

2. To what extent do stakeholders and institutions collaborate, and what incentives and disincentives shape their
interaction?

3. How feasible is decentralized disaster risk governance under current local government capacity constraints?

4. How effective and accountable are the institutions and stakeholders involved?

To address these questions, the paper adopts a theoretical framework grounded in multi-level governance and
network governance theories. Multi-level governance emphasizes the interplay between local, national and
international actors and the vertical and horizontal coordination required to close policy gaps (Ahola et al., 2014;
OECD, 2010; Bulkeley, 2010). Network governance highlights the importance of collaborative, cross-sectoral
relationships, trust and accountability in managing complex risks (Provan & Milward, 2001; Ansell & Gash, 2008;
George et al., 2024). These perspectives are operationalized through Jones et al. (2016) landscape governance
framework which examines three interrelated contexts - stakeholders, institutions and incentives- thereby providing
a structured lens for assessing both enabling practices and governance gaps.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 situates the study areas and explains case selection.
Section 3 outlines the qualitative methodology. Section 4 presents findings organised around network actors and
institutions, incentives and disincentives, and accountability. Section 5 discusses implications for policy and
practice and concludes.

1.1 Theoretical framing: multi-level and network governance

Disaster risk governance increasingly draws on multi-level governance theory, which explains the interplay among

actors, scales of government, and sectors in addressing complex “wicked” problems such as climate change and

disasters (Ahola et al., 2014). It emphasizes vertical and horizontal cooperation to close policy gaps across

jurisdictions (Vedeld et al., 2015; Braun & Sydow, 2019). Outcomes depend not only on governance structures but

also on bureaucratic capacity, interagency coordination, and adaptive learning (Putera et al., 2026; Kelman et al.,

2023; Pescaroli et al., 2024). Within this framework, network governance is critical, requiring collaboration among
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government agencies, civil society, the private sector, and communities (Provan & Milward, 2001; Goldsmith &
Eggers, 2004; Bulkeley, 2010).

Effective collaboration hinges on trust, accountability, and incentives, distinguishing networked systems from
hierarchical models reliant on centralized authority (Ansell & Gash, 2008; George et al., 2024; Moch, 2025).
Adaptive, multi actor systems are increasingly recognized as essential for resilience, as governance failures often
stem from fragmented mandates and weak coordination (Kelman et al., 2023; Pescaroli et al., 2024). While
hierarchical governance provides clarity, it lacks flexibility to address dynamic hazards such as rainfall induced
landslides (Alam & Bennet, 2023). By contrast, networked and multi-level approaches enable cross sectoral
learning and integration, embedding risk management into routine governance and strengthening resilience under
climate variability and change.

In Malawi, network governance offers a critical lens for disaster risk management. The complexity of rainfall
induced hazards demands collaboration across government, civil society, private sector, and communities, moving
beyond siloed interventions (Dewa et al., 2021; Kelman et al., 2023; Pescaroli et al., 2024). Effective collaboration
depends on accountability and incentives, while hierarchical models often fail to adapt to dynamic risks (George et
al., 2022; Moch, 2025; Ansell & Gash, 2008).

1.2 Disaster risk governance and rainfall-induced landslides

Disaster risk governance encompasses the norms, actors, and practices designed to minimize disaster impacts
(Valenzuela, 2021). It relies on legal frameworks, accountability mechanisms, and community participation that
shape preparedness, response, and recovery (Tierney, 2012). Strong governance is particularly critical for
rainfall-induced landslides, which demand multi-sectoral coordination across geotechnical engineering, urban
planning, and environmental management to address physical drivers such as deforestation, poor drainage, and
soil instability, alongside social vulnerabilities including poverty, informal settlements, and weak institutions (GoM,
2023). Resilience emerges when local institutions and public capacities effectively reduce vulnerability (Normandin
et al., 2018; Mwalwimba, 2023; Werg et al., 2013). This requires coherent policies, empowered communities, and
accountability mechanisms that embed risk management into routine governance rather than reactive responses
(Valenzuela, 2021).

Decentralisation has been promoted as a pathway to resilience, enabling local ownership, accountability, and
context-specific responses (Allen, 2006; Manyena, 2006; Parthasarathy, 2016; Rumbach, 2016). Yet evidence
shows persistent challenges, including elite capture and weak legitimacy of local institutions (Garschagen et al.,
2016; Mustafa & Wrathall, 2011; Marks & Lebel, 2016; Djalante et al., 2012; Bang, 2014; Blackburn, 2014). In Malawi,
decentralisation faces reluctance of the central government to devolve authority, inadequate funding, limited local
capacity, and declining political will (Gloppen et al., 2022). Scholars describe the process as a “black box” (O’Neil,
2014; Garschagen et al., 2016; Marks & Lebel, 2016) or even “chaos” (Kayuni & Tambulasi, 2011). These challenges
reflect persistent principal—-agent problems, where both central authorities and local elites capture resources and
authority, undermining accountability and effectiveness (Wunsch, 2013; Tambulasi, 2011; Gloppen et al., 2022;
Concern Worldwide & Mercy Corps, 2026).

1.3 The role of NGOs in disaster risk governance
Where state capacity is constrained, NGOs frequently emerge as central actors in disaster risk management (DRM)

and climate adaptation, particularly in contexts such as Malawi. They often possess comparative advantages in
participatory approaches, rapid service delivery, and engagement with marginalized groups (Batley & Rose, 2011;
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Bhuiyan et al., 2023; Bankoff & Hilhorst, 2009). In Malawi, where inadequate funding, weak local capacity, and
limited political will hinder decentralization, NGOs have become indispensable in delivering services, innovating,
and advocating for communities affected by hazards such as rainfall-induced landslides. Their prominence reflects
a broader governance shift toward pluralistic and participatory arrangements, where diverse actors including
communities, the private sector, and NGOs share responsibility for managing risks (Kermani & Reandi, 2023;
UNICEF & NLGFC, 2022; Lassa, 2013). Yet, this reliance on NGOs is not without challenges. Concerns persist
regarding accountability to multiple principals, short project cycles, geographic concentration in high-profile
disaster areas, and limited sustained collaboration with local government (Islam et al., 2017; Rigolon & Gibson,
2021). Historically, governments were seen as the dominant institutions in public action, but since the 1960s NGOs
have increasingly assumed adaptation and DRM roles, particularly in developing countries with constrained state
capacity (van Zyl & Claeyé, 2019; McLoughlin, 2011; Benson et al., 2001; Allen, 2006; Tierney, 2012; van Niekerk,
2015; Jones et al., 2016). While their participatory approaches and rapid delivery often surpass state institutions
(Johnston, 2014), many NGOs remain narrowly focused on humanitarian relief, raising concerns about fragmented
responses, duplication of efforts, and tensions with national authorities (Izumi & Shaw, 2012; Fuchi & Mayuni,
2024). Communities sometimes perceive NGOs as outsiders offering short-term aid without sustained
engagement (Alam & Rahman, 2019; Pingeot, 2023). Thus, while NGO networks provide critical resilience support,
their dominance stresses the need for stronger state leadership and institutional mechanisms to ensure
sustainability, equitable coverage, and long-term ownership of DRM (Matkeviciené, 2024).

2. Study Areas and Case Selection

The study focuses on two sites in southern Malawi that experienced significant rainfall-induced landslides during
Cyclones Idai (2019) and Freddy (2023): Soche Hill in Blantyre City (peri-urban) and Bokosi and Nkhulambe villages
in Phalombe District (rural). These sites were selected because they illustrate the interaction of physical exposure,
socio-economic vulnerability and multi-level governance arrangements under climate stress, while remaining
under-researched from a governance perspective (Manda, 2014; Moskov et al., 2026; Mwalwimba, 2023;
Niyokwiringirwa et al., 2024). Together, these sites provide a comparative basis for examining how contrasting
socio-economic, environmental, and livelihood conditions shape landslide impacts and household risk perceptions.
The deliberate inclusion of Blantyre and Phalombe enables analysis of both urbanising hill-area vulnerability and
rural land-dependent vulnerability, rather than treating the study area as a homogeneous risk environment.

2.1 Demographic and Governance Context

Blantyre City (population = 800 000) is characterized by hilly terrain, extensive informal settlement (65-70% of
residents), and competing land-ownership claims among the City Council, Malawi Housing Corporation, central
government and private actors (BCC, 2024; NSO, 2018, UN-Habitat, 2023). Soche Hill has been repeatedly affected
by landslides linked to intense rainfall, deforestation and settlement on fragile slopes. Phalombe District (projected
population = 500 000) is predominantly rural and agriculture-dependent, with high population density on and
around the slopes of Michesi and related hills. Poverty rates in both landslide-affected communities exceed
national averages, compounding exposure and limiting coping capacity (NSO, 2023; GoM, 2023).

Both sites operate under Malawi’s decentralization framework (Local Government Act 1998 and National
Decentralization Policy, 1998). District and city councils are formally responsible for local development and,
increasingly, for DRM coordination through Area Development Committees and Village Development Committees.
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In practice, resource and capacity constraints mean that many core DRM functions continue to be performed by
NGOs and external partners.

2.2. Biophysical Characteristics

Biophysically, both study areas are characterised by steep slopes, fragile soils, and intense seasonal rainfall,
conditions that heighten landslide susceptibility. Soche Hill, located within Blantyre’s hilly terrain (780-1,600 m
elevation), is underlain by syenitic and granitic rocks with shallow residual soils that become destabilized under
heavy rains. Blantyre receives approximately 1,100-1,200 mm of rainfall annually, concentrated between
November and April (UN-Habitat, 2016). Phalombe District, situated between the Mulanje and Michesi ranges (up
to 2,800 m elevation), records 700-1,600 mm of rainfall annually, creating conditions conducive to floods, erosion,
and landslides (Mwalwimba et al., 2025; GoM, 2023). Human activities, including deforestation, cultivation on
steep slopes, quarrying, and poor land management, further exacerbate hazard occurrence (Sudmeier-Rieux et al.,
2021).

2.3. Governance System

Blantyre City is governed by the Blantyre City Council (BCC), established under Malawi’s Local Government Act
(1998) and National Decentralization Policy (1998), which institutionalize participatory and democratic governance
(UN Habitat, 2016). Recognized as a “city in its own right” (Ferguson & Mulwafu, 2004; Manda, 2009), it is divided
into constituencies and wards led by Members of Parliament and Councillors (Chimwaza, 2023). Land ownership
is shared among the private sector, central government, Malawi Housing Corporation (MHC), and BCC, with 43% of
land planned residential, 22% unplanned, and 21% semi-rural (UN Habitat, 2016). Access to serviced land remains
limited to medium- and high-income groups, while resource constraints hinder delivery of essential services
despite recent allocations under the World Bank’s Governance to Enable Service Delivery (GESD) program (World
Bank, 2025; Thokala et al., 2024; Malawi24, 2024; AMALI GovHub, 2024).

Phalombe District governance is similarly anchored in the Local Government Act (1998), with the District Council
as the highest policy-making body for development and service delivery (Phalombe SEP, 2024). The Council
comprises elected councillors, MPs, Traditional Authorities (TAs), and special interest representatives, supported
by the District Executive Committee (DEC) a multi-sectoral body of ministries, NGOs, and faith-based
organizations. At community level, Area Development Committees (ADCs) coordinate Village Development
Committees, prioritizing needs and overseeing implementation (DRM Plan, 2020; Local Government Handbook,
2021). While decentralization promotes citizen participation (Dulani, 2009), persistent challenges declining political
commitment, limited technical capacity, and fragmented coordination mirror broader African experiences
(Chiweza, 2007).

2.4. Socio Economic Vulnerability

Socio-economically, both study sites face high poverty levels, climate-sensitive livelihoods, and weak
infrastructure. In Phalombe District, households in Nkhulambe and Bokosi villages depend primarily on smallholder
rain-fed farming, constrained by recurrent hazards and limited landholdings, resulting in chronic food insecurity
(Phalombe SEP, 2024; Government of Malawi, 2023). In Soche Hill, Blantyre City, livelihoods are more diversified,
encompassing informal trade, construction, and transport services (Chimwaza, 2024). However, rapid urbanization,
unemployment, and the expansion of informal settlements heighten vulnerability to climate hazards (UN-Habitat,
2016; Chimwaza, 2024). The impacts of Cyclone Freddy (2023) were particularly severe, causing widespread
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destruction of homes, loss of assets, displacement, and reduced access to essential services, disproportionately
affecting women, children, and older persons (Government of Malawi, 2023; UNICEF, 2023).

3. Methodology

The study adopted a qualitative, multi-level research design grounded in the theoretical framework outlined above.
Data collection spanned eight months (April-December 2025), with intensive fieldwork in September—October 2025
and follow-up interviews in early 2026. Methods comprised:

e 24 formal semi-structured interviews at national level with officials from ministries, departments, NGOs and
development partners;

 District-level interviews with officers from Blantyre City Council and Phalombe District Council;
¢ 20 follow-up interviews (email, WhatsApp, telephone) for clarification and validation;

e participant observation during six DRM workshops and four monitoring exercises linked to the Tropical
Cyclone Freddy recovery;

¢ Systematic analysis of national policies, legislation, strategic plans and budgetary documents.

Purposive sampling targeted actors with direct institutional responsibility or lived experience of rainfall-induced
landslide management. Thematic analysis (Bryman, 2016) was used to identify recurring themes relating to actor
roles, coordination, incentives, accountability and decentralization challenges. Findings were triangulated across
interview, observational and documentary sources.

Although purposive sampling risks selection bias and reliance on institutional narratives, credibility was
strengthened through triangulation across interviews, workshops, field observations, and document analysis, with
informal expert discussions further contextualizing rainfall-induced landslide management. Data analysis
combined descriptive statistics in Microsoft Excel with thematic analysis (Bryman, 2016), identifying recurring
themes such as decentralization challenges, NGO roles, accountability gaps, and best practices, while selected
quotations from transcribed interviews were incorporated to substantiate findings. Quantitative descriptive
statistics were generated where relevant, complementing qualitative insights. Nonetheless, limitations are
acknowledged: purposive sampling prioritized depth over statistical generalizability, and community perspectives
were captured primarily through workshops, monitoring exercises, and secondary accounts rather than extensive
household surveys, potentially constraining representativeness. These methodological constraints were mitigated
through triangulation and the deliberate inclusion of diverse institutional perspectives to enhance credibility and
balance. Ethical safeguards were rigorously observed, with clearance obtained from the University of Malawi,
informed consent secured from all participants, and anonymity preserved throughout. This integrative approach
ensured adherence to ethical standards while capturing both policy structures and lived experiences, thereby
highlighting the interplay between formal institutions and local agency in shaping disaster risk governance and
resilience outcomes.

4. Results and Discussion

Findings are organized according to the three dimensions of the landscape governance framework: network actors
and institutions; incentives and disincentives for collaboration; and accountability.

4.1 Network actors and institutions
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4.1.1 Joined-up government and the policy- legislative
framework

Addressing rainfall-induced landslides requires a coordinated government response grounded in coherent policy
and legislative frameworks. Resilience cannot be achieved through fragmented efforts; it demands cross-sectoral
collaboration and inclusive participation (El-Hani & Machado, 2020; UNISDR, 2015; Hendriks et al., 2014).
Governance depends on robust policies and enforceable legislation that translate institutional arrangements into
measurable outcomes. The rising frequency of climate-related disasters including landslides, floods, droughts, and
cyclones erodes development gains and exposes governance weaknesses (Cairney, 2024; World Bank, 2025).
Although climate change adaptation (CCA) and disaster risk reduction (DRR) share the goal of reducing
vulnerabilities, they often remain siloed, prompting global frameworks such as UNDRR (2025) and UNFCCC (2025)
to call for integrated planning, financing, and risk-informed development.

In Malawi, responsibilities are split between the Ministry of Natural Resources and Climate Change and the
Department of Disaster Management Affairs (DoDMA) under the Office of the President and Cabinet. Despite a
comprehensive climate policy framework, overlapping mandates and unclear roles undermine coordination
(Skovgaard et al., 2023; Naeku, 2020; Dzebo & Browne, 2025). The Environmental Affairs Department (EAD) and the
Department of Climate Change and Meteorological Services (DCCMS) play central roles but face persistent
resource and capacity constraints. DCCMS struggles with outdated infrastructure, limited expertise, and
inadequate meteorological equipment, restricting reliable forecasting and early warning systems (Yonasi, 2019;
Mtingwi, 2025). EAD similarly faces challenges in translating ambitious climate commitments into actionable
projects due to data gaps, weak coordination, and financing shortfalls (Kasoma-Pele et al., 2026). Assessments
confirm that Malawi’s challenge lies less in policy ambition than in institutional capability (Kasoma-Pele et al.,
2026). Without sustained investment in human resources, technology, and coordination frameworks, both EAD and
DCCMS will continue to struggle in delivering risk-informed climate services and DRM (Gaillard, 2021; Macheso,
2026; Jere et al., 2026).

Resilience, therefore, requires integrated CCA and DRR, harmonized mandates, and strengthened legislative
frameworks. Embedding resilience into land use, infrastructure, agriculture, and environmental management would
transform fragmented efforts into a coherent national system. Mainstreaming DRM has placed risk reduction at
the core of development planning (GoM, 2022; World Bank, 2024), necessitating reforms across water
management, health, education, urban planning, and construction. Education has also been leveraged as a
resilience tool, with DRM content integrated into primary and secondary curricula in agriculture, geography, and
social studies. As noted by a key respondent, “disaster impacts can be reduced through preparedness and
knowledge-based action. By integrating DRM into school curricula, learners and communities are empowered to foster
a culture of safety and strengthen overall preparedness.”

4.1.2 Decentralized government and the urgency of
implementation

Formal decentralization places responsibility for local disaster risk management (DRM) coordination on district
and city councils, supported by Area and Village Development Committees. In practice, however, limited resources
and institutional capacity constrain local authorities, creating space for NGOs to assume leading roles in
community-based DRM, often through donor-funded consortia and localized initiatives (Concern Worldwide, 2026;
Titukulane RFSA, 2023). By late 2025, more than 80 registered NGOs were active, coordinated partly through the
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Civil Society Network on Climate Change, which had 47 members serving as a forum for coordination and
information sharing. These organizations are embedded in district and community structures, combining local
knowledge with institutional support that provides resources and technical expertise (Maskrey, 2011; Carabine &
Wilkinson, 2016; Krummacher, 2014).

This arrangement is symbiotic: government provides legitimacy, endorsement of grant applications, and technical
advice, while NGOs supply resources, implementation capacity, and community reach. Governance is further
structured under the NGO Regulatory Authority Act (2022), which established both a government appointed NGO
Authority and the NGO led NGORA, overseeing 1,217 registered NGOs nationwide (NGORA, 2025). Unlike contexts
where NGOs are perceived as outsiders, in Malawi they are embedded within community structures, ensuring
continuity and trust. Their approaches create a multi layered safety net, complementing state efforts by translating
national strategies into locally relevant action and fostering inclusivity and sustainability (Lalovi¢, Senti¢, &
Zivojinovié, 2020; Palich & Edmonds, 2013).

Yet, while such partnerships strengthen short term coordination, they raise concerns about dependency and long-
term state ownership. Sustainability remains vulnerable to donor withdrawal and project cycles (Foden & Hendriks,
2026; Vaughan et al., 2026). Scholars caution that reliance on external actors can entrench fragility, distort
priorities, and undermine government capacity to lead resilience programming (Magoya & Boruah, 2026).

4.1.3. NGOs as Backbone of Local Resilience

In Malawi and other developing countries, NGO-driven community-based disaster risk management (CBDRM) has
long been central to local resilience (Mohanty, 2020; Ugli, 2025). By embedding disaster risk reduction (DRR) into
climate adaptation projects, NGOs secure funding while equipping communities with practical tools such as
hazard mapping and grain storage, reflecting Maskrey’s (2011) argument that networks drive the spread of
CBDRM. NGOs reinforce local government capacity, influence national policy, and advocate for resilience
prioritization.

However, shrinking donor funding now threatens sustainability. Malawi’s flagship social protection and climate
resilience programmes remain heavily donor-dependent, with over 90% of financing externally sourced. Allocations
to the Social Cash Transfer Programme and the Climate-Smart Enhanced Public Works Programme fell sharply
between 2024/25 and 2025/26, heightening vulnerability (Unicef Malawi, 2025/26; Nation Online, 2026).
Grassroots NGOs struggle with strict donor requirements and short-term grants that often end before projects
achieve impact (Zimba, 2026). Cuts of up to 57% in climate-smart public works have already left millions at risk
(Times Group, 2026).

This funding squeeze intensifies the trade-off in NGO operations: broad participation enriches policy design but
slows implementation, while reduced financing undermines continuity. Scholars argue that without domestic
resource mobilization, private sector engagement, and innovative financing, Malawi’'s DRM system will remain
vulnerable to external aid cycles (Kasoma-Pele et al., 2026; Macheso, 2026; Jere et al., 2026). A donor
representative justifies this delay, stating:

“What we want from the development community is to have a perfect national framework that speaks to all key
resilience areas and that everyone is happy with. Otherwise, we risk developing another document that will just be
gathering dust on people’s shelves. And with donor funding shrinking, the danger is even greater without a coherent
framework, limited resources will be spread too thin, leaving resilience efforts fragmented and unsustainable.”
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This justification highlights the donor preference for comprehensive frameworks that achieve broad legitimacy,
even at the expense of timeliness. While such inclusivity can strengthen ownership and long-term sustainability, it
also risks slowing down urgent interventions, leaving communities exposed during the drafting process.

Government and NGOs have largely developed symbiotic relationships in the field of disaster risk management
(Andonova et al., 2009, Rosenbloom & Kravchuk, 2019). As one NGO officer noted, “The relationship between
government and NGOs is very good. Government provides legitimacy and approval for NGO operations, endorses grant
applications for resource mobilization, and offers technical support via relevant departments. Yet with donor funding
shrinking, this partnership is becoming even more important without strong government endorsement and
coordination, NGOs risk losing access to already limited resources, undermining their ability to sustain resilience and
disaster risk management initiatives.”

NGOs' legitimacy and ability to mobilize resources in Malawi are closely tied to government endorsement, as most
grant applications require official approval. This interdependence reflects a governance model in which NGOs
extend state capacity at the local level while relying on state structures for recognition and funding.

While such partnerships strengthen coordination and policy coherence, they also raise questions about autonomy,
since NGOs’ operational freedom is conditioned by government approval mechanisms. At the same time,
government benefits from the resources, expertise, and community connections NGOs provide, while retaining
ultimate authority over policy and regulation. In practice, this dynamic is evident in local-level DRM and CBDRM
projects. NGOs frequently draw on the technical expertise of government departments, fostering collaboration that
bridges community initiatives with institutional frameworks (Jere et al., 2026). This ensures interventions align
with national standards and formal knowledge systems, enhancing legitimacy and effectiveness (Kissi & Herzig,
2021; Gonzaga & Pratama, 2025). Such co-production strengthens resilience by embedding community-driven
initiatives within national governance structures (Ansell & Gash, 2008; George et al., 2024; Moch, 2025).

4.1.4 Politicians and disaster risk management

Humanitarian aid operates within crises and disasters that disrupt populations. While a universally accepted
definition of a crisis remains elusive, the United Nations Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction defines a disaster as
“a serious interruption to the functioning of a society that involves widespread human, material, economic or
environmental losses and impacts that exceed the capacity of the affected community to cope with its own
resources” (UNISDR, 2017). Both crises and disasters are global in occurrence and impact, with increasing
frequency and severity (IFRC, 2022). Importantly, they are not purely natural phenomena but are shaped by social
factors such as socioeconomic vulnerability, geographic exposure, and inadequate preparation (Kelman, 2011).

In Malawi, elected politicians are central to DRM, mobilizing resources and enacting laws to reduce risks. Yet their
local engagement remains sporadic, constrained by political priorities and limited resources. Contributions are
often ad hocsuch as providing transport for relief items or using Reformed Constituency Development Fund (CDF)
resources for community initiatives reflecting broader findings that politicians influence DRM institutions but
engage inconsistently at operational levels. Studies on Cyclone Freddy (2023) revealed how disaster politics
exposed weaknesses in institutional coordination, with political actors reacting to crises rather than investing in
resilience (Manda & Thindwa, 2025). Similarly, assessments highlight that while frameworks exist, implementation
at district and community levels is hindered by inadequate funding, weak planning, and fragmented accountability
(Dewa, et al., 2021).
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Politicians remain indispensable because they control governance resources, legislation, and community influence
(Kayamba Phiri & Khulumbo, 2023; Djalante et al., 2011). Their involvement enables DRR initiatives to be mobilized
at scale, yet the political economy of disasters reveals a paradox: while politicians are central to DRM, their
engagement often undermines humanitarian neutrality. As Scott and Tarzona (2011) note, governments rarely
allocate significant resources to DRR, but disaster response funding requests are seldom rejected. This bias
privileges reactive response over proactive prevention. A senior DODMA officer confirmed: “When a disaster has
occurred, funding will come... But the same doesn’t happen with DRR interventions.”

Although the Local Government Act of 1998 requires councilors to champion transparency and accountability,
some exploit resources for political gain. Respondents reported that politicians sometimes inflate beneficiary lists,
divert relief to supporters, or present ordinary development needs as disasters to access humanitarian finance. As
one NGO officer observed: “Most politicians always want things to happen in their areas... They are not a good tool
to use for information regarding issues of disasters.”

This behavior reflects a structural bias in disaster governance: emergency relief funding is relatively accessible,
while sustained finance for prevention remains scarce. Consequently, Malawi’s political economy reinforces a
governance model that reacts to crises rather than addressing underlying vulnerabilities, perpetuating fragility and
undermining long term resilience.

4.2 Incentives and disincentives for collaboration

Recent scholarship highlights the role of political champions in advancing disaster risk reduction. Oda et al. (2025)
argue that leadership at the highest political levels provides visibility, authority, and legitimacy essential for
implementation, while Vaughan et al. (2026) note that situating DRM functions in presidential or cabinet offices
enhances resource mobilization and policy coherence. In Malawi, the placement of the Department of Disaster
Management Affairs (DoDMA) under the Office of the President and Cabinet offers a distinctive institutional
arrangement. With fewer ministerial responsibilities than line ministries, the Presidency has a platform to
champion DRR an approach evident during Cyclone Freddy (2023), when presidential involvement accelerated
resource mobilization but also exposed coordination and accountability gaps (Manda & Thindwa, 2025).

Yet visibility alone is insufficient. Dewa, Makoka, and Ayo Yusuf (2021) emphasize that sustained political will,
adequate resourcing, and institutional capacity are required to translate high level positioning into resilience
outcomes. Kita (2017) observes that decentralization reforms have not fully empowered local governments,
making the Presidency’s role both critical and contested. As one civil society respondent noted, presidential
leadership can embed DRR into national priorities and mobilize resources, but long-term success depends on
institutionalizing resilience through financing, systems, and empowered local institutions. The prominence of
NGOs in Malawi’'s DRM reflects donor dependency and governance challenges.

NGOs fill service delivery gaps but risk undermining government ownership and institutional capacity. Kita (2017)
and Hendriks & Boersma (2019) show NGOs often substitute for state delivery while relying on government
departments for legitimacy. Foden & Hendriks (2026) highlight aid volatility as a weakness of NGO led governance,
and UNICEF Malawi (2025/26) reports that over 90% of resilience financing remains donor funded. Evidence from
Cyclone Freddy illustrates how state legitimacy was maintained through coordination despite weak operational
presence (Manda & Thindwa, 2025), while the DRM Trust Fund represents efforts to embed resilience financing
nationally (Vaughan et al., 2026). Still, Magoya & Boruah (2026) caution that donor funded organizations often fall
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into a “compliance trap,” prioritizing accountability to external financiers over sustainable institutional
development.

Donor dynamics have shaped Malawi's DRM landscape since the 2012/13 freeze of direct budgetary support,
which elevated NGOs as dominant actors (Kita, 2017). Off budget donor support rose from 31% of official
development assistance in 2008/09 to 70% in 2015/16 (World Bank, 2016). UNICEF Malawi (2025/26) confirms
this trajectory, noting that resilience programmes such as the Social Cash Transfer Programme and Climate Smart
Enhanced Public Works Programme remain over 90% donor funded. Zimba (2026) reports that local NGOs face
increasing difficulty accessing climate finance, while Chilangiza (2026) warns that cuts of up to 57% in climate
smart public works have already undermined resilience. Kasoma Pele et al. (2026) and Jere et al. (2026) argue that
without domestic resource mobilization and stronger institutional frameworks, Malawi’s DRM system will remain
vulnerable to external aid cycles.

Capacity challenges at the local level mirror those nationally. DODMA operates with only two technical sections
Disaster Resilience and Recovery, and Disaster Preparedness and Response staffed by seventeen officers (DoDMA,
2025). While technically competent, their limited numbers, bureaucratic constraints, and weak visibility undermine
governance. Respondents noted that although staff are skilled, delays and limited dedication weaken their
effectiveness. Dewa, Makoka, and Ayo Yusuf (2021) highlight gaps in DRM strategy implementation, while Manda
& Thindwa (2025) show how Cyclone Freddy exposed institutional vulnerabilities. UNICEF Malawi (2025/26) further
stresses that inadequate state financing leaves DRM heavily reliant on donor funded NGOs, weakening government
visibility at community level. As one NGO officer observed, “NGOs dominate implementation at district and
community levels, strengthening short term resilience but risking long term government capacity and ownership”.

4.3 Accountability and its relevance in Disaster Risk Reduction

Accountability in disaster risk reduction (DRR) is central to governance, enabling scrutiny and clarifying
responsibilities across authority levels. Article 19(e) of the Sendai Framework stresses that effective DRR requires
cross-sectoral coordination, full engagement of state institutions, and mutual accountability (UNISDR, 2015).
Scholars argue accountability is not merely bureaucratic but strengthens democratic processes and citizen rights,
with citizen-led initiatives increasingly vital in addressing failures (Garcin et al., 2025; Vaughan et al., 2026).

In Malawi, accountability gaps are evident at local authority level, including ghost projects, wage diversion, and
collusion between council staff and committees, reflecting wider corruption in decentralization. Studies confirm
this trajectory: Manda & Thindwa (2025) show Cyclone Freddy exposed weaknesses in coordination and
transparency, while UNICEF Malawi (2025/26) and UNDP Malawi (2025) highlight donor dependence, with over
90% of resilience financing externally funded. Shrinking donor flows have intensified risks of mismanagement as
councils and NGOs compete for limited resources without robust oversight (Zimba, 2026; Chilangiza, 2026).
Strengthening financial reporting, coordination, and independent oversight alongside citizen-driven mechanisms is
essential to reduce corruption and build sustainable governance. As noted by the National Local Government
Financing Committee, councils failing to liquidate allocations are excluded from Public Works Programme funding,
with only 21 of 35 councils compliant under the reformed Constituency Development Fund (CDF). This reform
underscores government commitment to transparency and financial discipline.

Elected politicians, expected to provide oversight, are often implicated in undermining DRM. Respondents cited
cases of dissolving community structures, diverting recovery funds, misclassifying projects as disasters,
manipulating beneficiary lists, and politicizing relief distribution. Competition for control of aid eroded
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accountability, with council officials reporting difficulty challenging ruling-party politicians. Such opportunism
distorts governance, reinforcing patronage and weakening institutional integrity (Chasukwa & Chinsinga, 2013;
Manda & Thindwa, 2025). Evidence shows councillors and MPs are not passive actors but actively shape DRM,
often opportunistically, undermining resilience rather than strengthening accountability (Kita, 2017; Kayuni &
Tambulasi, 2011).

On the NGO side, accountability challenges persist. Many prioritize upward accountability to donors over
communities or government, with NGO Act reporting requirements often ignored. Geographic concentration is
uneven, with disaster-prone districts like Nsanje hosting multiple NGOs while others remain underserved (van Zyl &
Claeyé, 2019; Wellens & Jegers, 2014; Agyemang et al., 2009). Short project cycles foster dependency, and donor
volatility undermines sustainability. As studies note, incomplete accountability loops government struggling to
monitor non-state actors, local resource capture, and partial NGO transparency—continue to weaken resilience
(Steinhauser & Gordon, 2025; NGO Funding Solutions, 2023).

5. Implications for Policy and Practice

Malawi's disaster risk management (DRM) system exemplifies the paradox of the hollow state. Reliance on NGOs
and international partners for service delivery reflects constrained fiscal and institutional capacity, yet the state
retains a legitimizing and coordinating role, embedding DRM within national priorities and exercising oversight
through policy frameworks and mandates. This hollowness represents strategic adaptation, enabling continuity of
services, sustaining legitimacy, and leveraging external finance to build resilience (Garcin et al., 2025). The paradox
lies in being hollow in delivery but not in authority: NGOs and donors dominate programming, while government
legitimizes interventions and frames governance. Scholars describe such processes as a “black box” of opaque
accountability (Garschagen et al., 2016; Marks & Lebel, 2016), though others highlight adaptive potential (Donkor et
al., 2022; Sinkula, 2026).

Comparative evidence reinforces this view: in Cameroon, decentralization enabled NGOs to deliver services while
the state retained symbolic authority (Bang, 2014); in Thailand, NGOs led delivery but the state legitimized
oversight (Marks & Lebel, 2016). Malawi’s sustainability, however, hinges on strengthening domestic financing,
institutional capacity, and equitable resource allocation. Donor-driven NGO prominence has produced uneven
coverage and accountability gaps (FEWSNET, 2026; World Bank). Cyclone Freddy illustrated the state’s marginal
presence offset by coordination (Manda & Thindwa, 2025), while the DRM Trust Fund shows resilience financing
embedded nationally despite reliance on partners (Vaughan et al., 2026). Thus, Malawi’s DRM governance
balances network flexibility with state authority, but aid-driven resilience risks dependency, distorted priorities, and
governance vulnerabilities across Sub-Saharan Africa. Where incentives are misaligned, resources are captured,
politicized, or misused, undermining long-term resilience. There are three important conclusions to be drawn from
these findings:

First, while decentralization in disaster risk governance is not dismissed, this study questions policies promoting
rapid devolution without addressing fragile local governance structures. In practice, devolving DRM responsibilities
channels substantial resources through councils that often prioritize short-term response over long-term risk
reduction, particularly for rainfall-induced landslides. At decentralized levels, resources are frequently captured by
political elites or misused by officials, revealing that actors entrusted with DRM and adaptation finance can
become major stumbling blocks. Evidence shows that funds from NGOs, central government, and donors are often
abused or unaccounted for by council staff and elected politicians, reflecting a business-as-usual culture that
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undermines accountability. Effective decentralization requires adequately capacitated local governments, with
central and NGO support. Strong local capacity is a prerequisite, not an automatic outcome (Scott & Tarazona,
2011; Garcin et al., 2025). Without addressing structural shortfalls, rapid devolution risks reproducing governance
failures and creating new disasters.

Secondly, evidence from this study and others (e.g., Malakar, 2012) shows that most politicians in Malawi
approach disaster risk governance through electoral incentives, using disasters to canvass for votes rather than
engaging substantively with DRM. Yet politicians remain central: they control resource allocation, legislative
approval, and policy endorsement, with grants and loans from institutions such as the World Bank requiring
parliamentary approval and cabinet ministers shaping adoption. Scholars argue that major disasters create
windows of opportunity for policy change (Penning-Rowsell, 2006), confirmed by cabinet approval of Malawi’s DRM
Policy in February 2025 following the December 2024 floods. In line with the Sendai Framework’s emphasis on
governance and accountability, constructive collaboration with politicians can secure legislation, financing, and
political ownership, while strengthening their capacity to manage complex hazards such as rainfall-induced
landslides.

Finally, this study highlights that strong NGO networks offer hope in reducing disaster vulnerability. In contexts of
limited government capacity and donor preference for non-state channels, NGOs often serve as the primary
conduit for disaster risk and adaptation finance. Their prominence reflects structural constraints and donor
priorities, positioning them as indispensable in Malawi’s DRM landscape. As Batley and Rose (2011) note, NGO
networks influence policy and practice through vertical and horizontal relationships with state, donors, and
communities. International NGOs reinforce this by adapting tested practices. Evidence confirms the dynamic:
Garcin et al. (2025), Vaughan et al. (2026), and UNICEF Malawi (2025/26) show NGO dominance yield resilience
dividends but risks accountability gaps and inequities.

Thus, while NGO networks provide critical resilience support, their dominance underscores the need for stronger
state leadership to ensure sustainability, equitable coverage, and long-term institutional ownership of DRM.
Evidence indicates that government leadership and active presence are indispensable, as the absence of visible
state engagement undermines legitimacy and leaves communities vulnerable when NGO interventions typically
short-term, geographically uneven, and donor-driven withdraw. As Allen (2006) cautions, dependence on NGO
support can have devastating consequences once funding cycles end, with concentration in certain districts
neglecting chronic vulnerabilities and donor priorities often outweighing local needs. To strengthen DRM,
government must move beyond policy formulation to visible leadership in coordinating diverse actors, ensuring
equitable coverage, investing in skilled DRM managers, and securing domestic financing to sustain resilience
beyond donor cycles. By adopting this approach, Malawi can balance the flexibility of network governance with the
stability of state leadership, ensuring resilience efforts are both sustainable and nationally owned (Scott &
Tarazona, 2011; Garcin et al., 2025).

6. Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that Malawi's DRM system embodies the paradox of the hollow state: delivery
capacity is outsourced to NGOs and international partners, yet authority and legitimacy remain vested in the state.
While this arrangement has enabled continuity of essential services under severe fiscal and institutional
constraints, it has also entrenched dependency, produced uneven resilience outcomes, and exposed accountability
gaps. Incentives within the governance network ranging from donor priorities to political opportunism often
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privilege short-term visibility over long-term resilience. Decentralisation, though normatively appealing, risks
amplifying elite capture and resource misuse unless local governments are capacitated to lead interventions with
accountability and transparency.

Ultimately, the sustainability of Malawi’s DRM system depends on balancing the flexibility of network governance
with the stability of state leadership. This requires visible government presence at community level, equitable
resource allocation across vulnerable areas, and investment in skilled DRM managers capable of navigating multi-
actor networks. Strengthening domestic financing and institutional capacity is essential to reduce reliance on
donor-driven NGO delivery and to embed resilience within nationally owned frameworks. By adopting this
approach, Malawi can transform hollowness from a pragmatic adaptation into a pathway for institutional
consolidation, ensuring that resilience efforts are not only sustained but also embedded within accountable, locally
grounded governance systems.

7. Policy Recommendations

Transforming Malawi’s disaster risk management (DRM) system from a hollow state adaptation into a resilient and
nationally owned governance framework requires a set of interlocking reforms that strengthen state presence,
embed accountability, and rebalance the relationship between government and non-state actors. The following
recommendations provide a pathway for consolidating institutional capacity while ensuring that resilience efforts
are equitable, sustainable, and embedded within accountable governance structures:

1. First, the Department of Disaster Management Affairs (DoDMA) must expand its operational presence and
fiscal transfers to districts and urban areas so that it is visible and useful at both wards and community levels,
rather than functioning merely as a policy coordinator. This visible presence is critical for reinforcing state
legitimacy in a landscape where NGOs dominate service delivery.

2. Second, further decentralization of DRM functions and finance should be sequenced behind demonstrable
improvements in local government capacity, financial management, and downward accountability. Premature
devolution risks reproducing governance failures at the local scale, amplifying elite capture and resource
misuse.

3. Third, institutionalizing mutual accountability frameworks between government, NGOs, and communities is
essential. Mandatory and enforced reporting, joint monitoring, and public disclosure of beneficiary lists and
expenditures would close accountability gaps and strengthen transparency across the governance network.

4. Fourth, investment in the professional capacity of DRM managers is required to navigate complex multi-actor
networks and to engage politicians constructively on risk-reduction priorities. Skilled managers can ensure
that political involvement contributes to resilience rather than opportunism.

5. Finally, both government and NGOs must promote more equitable geographic coverage of interventions,
ensuring that less “visible” but still vulnerable communities are not excluded. This would reduce geographic
inequities that currently reinforce fragility and aid dependency.

9. Limitations and Future Research

This study is constrained by its qualitative, purposive design and its focus on institutional rather than
household-level perspectives. Findings are specific to two sites in southern Malawi affected by rainfall-induced
landslides within the post-Cyclone Freddy recovery context, limiting generalizability. Future research should
integrate governance analysis with household surveys of risk perception and adaptive behaviour, comparative
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studies across districts, and longitudinal tracking of the 2023 DRM Act’s implementation. Such mixed-method
approaches would clarify how institutional arrangements intersect with community resilience. Although the
empirical material is drawn from Malawi, the paradox of decentralization—promoted despite weak local capacity,
political interference, and reliance on non-state actors—resonates across climate-vulnerable, low-capacity settings.
Addressing this paradox remains a central challenge for disaster risk governance under climate change, requiring
comparative and longitudinal inquiry across Sub-Saharan Africa.
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