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CHILDREN'S CHARITIES TO IMPROVE MONITORING
NEW RULES DESIGNED TO MAKE SURE FUNDS USED AS
ADVERTISED: [CHICAGOLAND FINAL EDITION]

The new standards, announced Friday by InterAction, a Washington- based umbrella
group for 162 non-profit agencies, also are aimed at making sure the sponsorship
appeals, a staple of cable and late-night television that typically feature announcers
walking through Third World slums, accurately depict the work of the sponsorship or-
ganizations themselves.

The Tribune's yearlong examination of four leading sponsorship organizations--Save
the Children, the Christian Children's Fund, Childreach and Children International--
found that several children sponsored by Tribune reporters and editors received few or
no promised benefits. A few others received a hodgepodge of occasional handouts, such
as toothpaste, soap and cooking pots. Some got clothing and shoes that frequently did
not fit. Sick children were sometimes given checkups and medicine, but not always.

One child, a 12-year-old Malian girl sponsored through Save the Children, died soon af-
ter being sponsored, although the charity continued to accept money on her behalf for
nearly two years after her death. A subsequent investigation by Save the Children found
that at least two dozen other sponsors had sent the charity money on behalf of dead
children in Mali for varying periods of time, in two cases as long as five years.

The best-known charities that raise money through heart-tugging appeals to sponsor
impoverished children have agreed to comply with extensive new standards designed
to ensure they provide promised benefits and accurately portray the conditions in
which those children live.

The new standards, announced Friday by InterAction, a Washington- based umbrella
group for 162 non-profit agencies, also are aimed at making sure the sponsorship
appeals, a staple of cable and late-night television that typically feature announcers
walking through Third World slums, accurately depict the work of the sponsorship or-
ganizations themselves.

Perhaps more significantly for an industry that has been subject to little oversight or
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regulation, InterAction also plans to hire outside evaluators to monitor the agencies'
compliance with the 14 new standards, through checks of their financial accounts and
regular visits to the sponsorship groups' far-flung international field operations.

The standards, which InterAction President Jim Moody said will take effect Jan. 1, repre-
sent the first attempt by the international relief and development community to adopt
comprehensive regulations for the 60-year-old practice of child sponsorship, which rais-
es an estimated $400 million-plus per year from Americans alone.

Lester Salamon, a specialist in the study of non-profit organizations and director of
Johns

Hopkins University's Center for Civil Society Studies, called the plan to conduct inde-
pendent in-the-field monitoring of sponsorship groups a "phenomenal" idea.

"Particularly as charity becomes international, this becomes increasingly important,"
Salamon said. "For this whole system to work, people have to believe in it, and that's
difficult when their donations are being used far away."

But, like others contacted, Salamon cautioned that the seriousness of the evaluation ef-
fort will depend upon the details of how the broadly constructed standards are applied,
as well as the rigor of the inspections and their scope.

In an interview last week, InterAction's Moody cited a Tribune special report on child-
sponsorship practices as having lent "greater saliency and greater importance" to his
organization's efforts to regulate child sponsorship. "The Chicago Tribune stories gave
this energy," he said, but added that "a searching examination of this (practice) was go-
ing to be undertaken in any event."

The Tribune's yearlong examination of four leading sponsorship organizations--Save
the Children, the Christian Children's Fund, Childreach and Children International--
found that several children sponsored by Tribune reporters and editors received few or
no promised benefits. A few others received a hodgepodge of occasional handouts, such
as toothpaste, soap and cooking pots. Some got clothing and shoes that frequently did
not fit. Sick children were sometimes given checkups and medicine, but not always.
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One child, a 12-year-old Malian girl sponsored through Save the Children, died soon af-
ter being sponsored, although the charity continued to accept money on her behalf for
nearly two years after her death. A subsequent investigation by Save the Children found
that at least two dozen other sponsors had sent the charity money on behalf of dead
children in Mali for varying periods of time, in two cases as long as five years.

Save the Children said it deeply regretted what it called "failures in tracking and in com-
munications with our sponsored children," and it promised "immediate corrective
action."

Although the Tribune's sponsored children were assigned at random, Save the Children
and the other sponsorship groups generally maintained that the experiences of the
Tribune's children were not representative of most sponsored children.

Save the Children, the Christian Children's Fund and Childreach all said last week that
they welcomed the extra scrutiny by InterAction and agreed to abide by the new
standards. Kansas City, Mo.-based Children International, which is not an InterAction
member, said it also welcomed standards for other organizations "that embrace the
same level of accountability" it imposes on its own sponsorship programs.

In its special report, "The Miracle Merchants," the Tribune revealed that a Guatemalan
girl portrayed in Children International's solicitations as a poverty-stricken 6-year-old
living in a one-room shack with a tin roof near a garbage dump was in a reality a
teenager living in a neatly kept masonry house with her relatively well-off parents.

The Missouri attorney general's office subsequently opened an investigation of what a
spokeswoman described as Children International's "promotional practices and how
they promote their charity and how that relates to the facts about the children's life
circumstances." No conclusion has yet been announced.

Other sponsorship organizations among InterAction's members who will be required to
adhere to the new standards include World Vision, Food for the Hungry and the Pearl
S. Buck Foundation. The regulations will not apply to another well-known sponsorship
organization, Feed the Children, operated by Larry Jones International Ministries Inc.,
which like Children International is not an InterAction member.
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Connecticut Atty. Gen. Richard Blumenthal, whose office has brought false advertising
suits against a number of charities, said that while the InterAction standards were "not
extraordinarily specific," they appeared to represent "a genuinely serious effort to set an
objective basis to evaluate and compare performance versus advertising."

"There are a lot of critical details (on field evaluations) like who determines where they
visit, for how long, at what time. These details are at the crux of this," Blumenthal said.

Blumenthal's office announced in June that it had reached a settlement with Save the
Children in which that charity agreed to change its advertising solicitations to make
sure potential contributors understand that their donations do not go to their sponsored
child but are combined with other donations and government grants to fund the
charity's development efforts worldwide.

Unlike many European countries, the U.S. has no federal agency with which charities
must register. State agencies respond to some complaints but often by simply referring
aggrieved or curious donors to the Better Business Bureau. Although most states require
that audited financial statements be made public, attorneys general largely limit them-
selves to prosecuting outright frauds.

"The reality is that there is not this intense scrutiny of charities that raise money," said
Mark Pacella, a senior deputy in the Pennsylvania attorney general's office. Laurie
Corral, a spokeswoman for the Illinois attorney general's office, whose charitable trust
bureau receives about $1 million out of a total budget of more than $51 million, noted
that the bureau had "20 people and 20,000 charities" to oversee.

William Massey, president of the National Charities Information Bureau, a private, un-
official charity watchdog group, called the InterAction standards "a very important
step" but predicted that InterAction's plan to independently evaluate compliance by
sponsorship organizations in the field would be a "very expensive" undertaking.

"Will it be a review that then goes away? Or will it really go on regularly?" asked
Massey, whose New York-based group has only six full-time researchers who largely
monitor charities without leaving their desks by checking documents such as financial
statements, fundraising contracts and marketing materials.
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Bennett Weiner, director of the BBB's Philanthropic Advisory Service, said his organiza-
tion likewise was unable to monitor the activities of the charities on which it keeps tabs.
"We don't do field audits of the charities in terms of on-site visits," Weiner said. "That's
something beyond our resources."

Like others contacted, Salamon of Johns Hopkins cautioned that the seriousness of the
field evaluation effort will depend on how the broadly constructed standards are
applied, as well as the rigor of the inspections and their scope.

Still, William Rees, who is chairman of InterAction's committee on standards, said it
was significant that the child-sponsorship organizations "will be the first subgroup"
among the coalition's members to undergo independent evaluation and monitoring.
"This attests to the fact that we think this is important," Rees said. "It's looked at as a se-
rious thing in our community."

Rees, chief operating officer of the Maryland-based International Youth Foundation, ex-
pressed the hope that similar certification systems would eventually be established for
other forms of international giving that have generated reports of abuse.

Among other things, the new child-sponsorship standards demand that sponsorship
groups that "promise or imply benefits to specific children" must also have procedures
in place "to document that children in sponsored families receive the advertised
benefits."

Moreover, the rules stipulate organizations that pool sponsors' contributions to fund
larger community projects that also benefit non-sponsored children, as a number of
groups do, must then "ensure that children in sponsored families are among the princi-
pal beneficiaries" of those projects.

The standards also require that, in such cases, the group "note" the practice of pooling
donations for community work rather than delivering benefits to children on an individ-
ual basis "in all sponsorship marketing materials."

Rees translated that as, "Is their ad clear about pooling money? Would a normal, educat-
ed person look at the ad and know what they're doing?"
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Typically, donors receive profiles of the children they sponsor that describe the benefits
the children receive from donations and their families' circumstances. The Tribune
found the profiles often were either inaccurate or misleading, in some cases describing
school dropouts as attending school, in others describing sickly children as healthy or
children of broken homes as living with both parents.

Letters to sponsors that purported to have been written by children were sometimes dic-
tated or written by the sponsorship organizations themselves and often incorrectly de-
scribed the children's circumstances. In one case, a Save the Children worker in Mali
signed a New Year's greeting to a sponsor with the name of a dead child. The worker
was reprimanded.

Rees said he expected the field exams would include verifying the biographies and ben-
efits described in a sample of those profiles. "If it says Maria is an orphan, I'd want to
make sure. If it says Maria lives in a shanty, well, does she?" Rees said.

The Tribune reported in March that a highly successful fundraising solicitation by
Rhode Island-based Childreach, which included the photos and biographies of children
named "Marissa," "Miguel" and "Dominique," were actually composites drawn, in the
words of a Childreach spokeswoman, "from the histories of many children."

Under the new standards, according to Rees, such composites would have to be clearly
identified. "If the agency wants to use a composite, let them say that," Rees said. "Be
clear, be honest."

Carol Lancaster, who headed the advisory panel that drafted the new standards, said in
June that she expected they would "compel agencies to be much more explicit in their
marketing in how they use their money" and also to be "much more assiduous in docu-
menting that the sponsored children receive the benefits promised."

Lancaster, former deputy director of the U.S. foreign aid program, said last week that
she believed it would "be difficult to see how these standards work until you see how
they're enforced. It will depend on whether it's an evaluation that's disciplined and in-
dependent enough."

The adoption of the standards for child-sponsorship groups coincides with rising inter-
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est in bringing greater accountability to private charities, both within the broader non-
profit community and outside it.

"There's been a legitimate challenge to the field," Salamon said. "That comes from these
scandals and general questioning of the effectiveness of social programs in this
country."

----------

MORE ON THE INTERNET: Read the Tribune series on child sponsorship, "The Miracle
Merchants," at chicagotribune.com/go/children
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