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DISCUSSION NOTE ON DECENTRALIZING THE RELIEF PROGRAM

from the Research and Mandate Program, November 2000

THE CURRENT SYSTEM

“Relief” for AI is a limited program of financial help distributed to 

victims of human rights violations (for example poc families needing 

support for basic needs or torture victims requiring medical treatment) or 

used for preventive purposes (such as flying out someone at risk of being 

killed by the government). Although there is overlapping, within the IS 

the relief program is organizationally separate from the Human Rights 

Defenders programs.

The current relief functions include:

1.
ensuring the consistent implementation of relief policy and 

procedures (as updated in August 1995 after a thorough review by the 

movement), developing such policy and procedures, bearing also in mind the 

specific legal requirements regulating relief fundraising and expenditure.

2.
ensuring the proper consultation with the regional programs (and 

with other teams such as the medical and refugee teams as appropriate) on 

specific cases of individuals and of projects, in order to assess the 

plausibility of the information relating to specific requests and the 

appropriateness of the payments (including in political and security terms)

3.
supervising income and expenditure and tracking all payments.  

There is no fixed AI budget for relief but an equivalent of the voluntary 

contributions fund, with the IS producing estimates and sections providing 

funds

To properly carry out these functions, currently all relief payments 

whether originated in-house or by sections must be approved by the IS 

(normally subregional team and regional PD + relief officer and RMP PD as 

final approver).  These procedures were confirmed in at a review meeting 

in 1997 involving several sections, although the extent of sections’ 

compliance with it is not entirely clear. The approval steps are numerous 

but concentrated for each request in one region and in RMP (where the 

Relief Officer is located, together with the medical team and the refugee 

team which occasionally also needs to be brought in). Also, given the 

sensitivity of the matter as it often deals with people’s safety and is 

about giving out money, it has not appeared wise to limit the approvals. 

In terms of IS staff-time, there is a part-time position at the IS, the 

Relief Officer, made permanent in 2000 at the level of 2.5 days and 

currently covered temporarily (under a fixed term contract. A guesstimate 

of overall IS time spent on relief (to include the time spent by the 

regions and the others involved in the approvals as well as time in the 

finance program) could be set at the equivalent of three/four person-days 

a week.

Overall the current system seems to have worked well, with a number of 

teams initiating/overseeing a large program of relief on their countries 

and a number of sections being particularly keen to contribute.  However, 

there are delays caused primarily by an increasingly diverse nature of the 

requests, requiring policy discussions 

Problems arise also, for example, when a team cannot give priority to 

consider a request, or PDs’ own workloads delay approvals, or a section 

goes ahead without IS clearance (rare cases, to my knowledge).  Another 

persistent problem has been that of satisfying the auditors despite the 

difficulty of obtaining recepts for the payments. 

PROS AND CONS OF DECENTRALIZATION (FROM AN IS PERSPECTIVE)


Looking at the three main functions mentioned above I would point out the 

following:

1.
Sections could be delegated the responsibility for ensuring 

proper policy implementation (this may save IS staff time, at least in 

RMP, depending on whether the approval system is changed to delegate RMP 

current functions to sections or a section). The 1995 Relief Guidelines 

are a very useful practical guide, so they should reduce the risk of 

inconsistencies.  


On the other hand, things have moved since 1995 and we are 

dealings increasingly with new policy issues, currently often requiring 

considerable discussion particularly between regions and RMP. Unless one 

section only takes on this role, or a central intersectional body is 

created, there will be inconsistencies as there is always room for 

different interpretations. Also, policy development to reflect changes in 

real life may be hampered by divorcing relief from the close interaction 

with other areas of our work as currently taking place at the IS.  The 

issue of legal requirements would also need to be considered.

2.
Sections could be delegated responsibility for making the 

plausibility, political, security, medical and other assessments (for 

example, by using country, refugee  and medical coordinators) and the 

system would thus resemble that in use for  refugee cases. This would save 

IS staff time. 


However, it may not be possible for section coordinators to fully 

replace the advisory capacity f the IS in making decisions as delicate as 

those often required in this area.  The risks to people’s safety and to AI’

s image of impartiality may increase.  Also, it would be difficult to 

ensure that relief follows country strategies.  In the end, sections may 

end up seeking IS advice on just as many cases (after having involved 

additional people in the loop, thus exposing confidentiality to additional 

risks), so IS staff time may not be saved after all.

3.
The financial function could be moved from the IS to a section, 

thus saving IS staff time. However, such function would have to be 

centralized in one section: only a centralized oversight can prevent 

duplication of payments and keep track of overall AI’s expenditure (also 

to keep a balance across regions).  Any section taking this over would 

also need to be in a country where the banking system allows for easy 

international transfers.

As with any program of work involving distribution of money and affecting 

people’s safety, the nature of relief decisions is particularly delicate.  

I am doubtful about the wisdom of decentralizing functions 1 and 2 

(especially 2).  Function 3 could be moved from the IS to one section, but 

cannot be distributed across sections. At this stage, I am concerned that 

decentralization may result in a less efficient and riskier way for AI to 

do relief, with limited gains in terms of resources at the IS but a net 

loss for the movement as a whole.  However, I am keen for sections to 

consider again this issue and share their views at the December 2000 

meeting.
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