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SAVE THE CHILDREN REACTS TO PROBE, PLANS
REFORMS Series: THE MIRACLE MERCHANTS.: [NORTH
SPORTS FINAL Edition]

Save the Children Federation Inc. has forced one employee to resign and instituted a se-
ries of reforms as a result of a Chicago Tribune investigation that disclosed at least two
dozen donors had unknowingly sponsored dead children through the organization be-
fore being informed they had died.

The Westport, Conn.-based child sponsorship organization announced it has demanded
and received the resignation of one of its employees in the West African nation of Mali
and reprimanded three others for failing to report the deaths of Malian children in a
timely manner. In two cases, children had been dead for more than five years before
sponsors were notified, the Tribune disclosed in a special report published Sunday.

In his first public remarks since the Tribune special report appeared, Charles
MacCormack, president of Save the Children, acknowledged the investigation's
findings. "We are mortified, and I personally am mortified, that . . . even one child
would fail to be involved (in benefits from child sponsorship). But when we find out
that these things are happening, we do try to respond immediately," MacCormack said
in an interview with the Tribune.

The miracle merchants. A response to the Tribune's special report Sunday on child
sponsorship organizations.
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A fourth Malian worker also was reprimanded for falsifying letters from a dead child to
his American sponsors, the organization said.

In the wake of the Tribune's investigation, Save the Children has begun a number of
changes in its operations.

For the first time, deaths of sponsored children must be reported to the Westport head-
quarters and to the sponsor within two days after Save the Children personnel learn of
the death, a spokesman for the organization said.

"The earlier (notification) requirement was a requirement without a particular time
factor. I think it was something like, `as soon as known,' " said Alan Carter, acting direc-
tor of public affairs and communications for the sponsorship organization. "We're just
tightening that up."

Save the Children also has instituted an annual review of all field offices to be conduct-
ed by staff members from its Westport headquarters or other field operations.

The organization, which ordered such an examination in Mali after the Tribune's discov-
ery that some sponsored children were dead, also has undertaken similar reviews in
Mozambique, Bolivia and Haiti as a result of the Tribune investigation.

Save the Children is conducting an audit of operations in Nepal, as well, and plans to
have reviews of all 25 of its sponsorship field offices completed by June, if not earlier,
Carter said.

In his first public remarks since the Tribune special report appeared, Charles
MacCormack, president of Save the Children, acknowledged the investigation's
findings. "We are mortified, and I personally am mortified, that . . . even one child
would fail to be involved (in benefits from child sponsorship). But when we find out
that these things are happening, we do try to respond immediately," MacCormack said
in an interview with the Tribune.

"We did send a team to Mali to check on the sponsored children there, and to our dis-
may we found that there were more than 20 children who had died. But we have taken
appropriate action there, as we have in other places."
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In Bolivia, MacCormack said, an internal Save the Children investigation turned up
some of the same problems of lax oversight as in Mali. But he said an internal review of
the organization's operations in Haiti concluded that its programs there were effective.

"The sponsored children are consistently involved in the programs, and the benefits
they receive are significant," he said.

Since the Tribune's report, Save the Children has received 51 phone calls in response,
Carter said Tuesday afternoon. More than 25 of those callers requested cancellation of
their sponsorships. Of those, one asked for and received a refund, Carter said. Four peo-
ple called to cancel their sponsorships, but were persuaded to change their mind, he
said. The remainder of the callers requested more information on the charity, he added.

The first of two installments of the yearlong Tribune investigation, examining the opera-
tions of Save the Children and another child sponsorship agency, Childreach, was pub-
lished Sunday, March 15. The second installment of the special report, focusing on the
practices of two other child sponsorship agencies, Children International and Christian
Children's Fund, will be published Sunday, March 22.

Samuel Worthington, national executive director for Childreach, did not dispute the
Tribune's findings of problems with his group's operations in Haiti. But he contended in
an interview that the organization on the whole provides important benefits for impov-
erished children in the Caribbean nation by concentrating on assistance to their larger
communities.

"While occasional failures are unavoidable, we do have some successes that last a
lifetime," Worthington said. "Our philosophy . . . is, the best way to help children in
communities is to help those communities and families help their own children, not by
giving them a handout. It is clearly stated in our literature that handouts that go directly
to families are short-term solutions and often perpetuate a vicious cycle of poverty."

Responding to the Tribune's report, celebrity spokeswoman Sally Struthers, whose
name virtually is synonymous with Save the Children and Christian Children's Fund,
told The Associated Press that she rejected the notion that the international relief group
misleads donors and said she would continue to help carry out its mission.
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"For the past 18 years, I have traveled to many parts of the world and I have seen first-
hand the work that Save the Children and organizations like them are doing on behalf
of children," Struthers said through her publicist, Pamela Sharp. "I plan to continue the
work that I began so long ago, until children everywhere are free from hunger, disease
and illiteracy."

"People who contribute to these organizations understand the work that's being done by
Save the Children and that the Chicago Tribune report did not tell the whole story,"
Sharp added.

Just last year, Save the Children received a favorable review from the National Charities
Information Bureau, a watchdog group. The bureau said the organization met its nine
standards.

Dan Langan, a spokesman for the bureau, said it was waiting for the Tribune to publish
the final installment of its special report before deciding whether to conduct any further
review.

Save the Children said Tuesday that it was too soon to gauge the impact of the Tribune
report, even though early response was minimal and mirrored previous reaction follow-
ing harsh criticism.

"We build a relationship with our sponsors, where they understand the program, read
the materials and know the results of our work. The fact that there are problems, espe-
cially the latest, cause us great concern and regret. But most sponsors understand what
we are doing," said Carter.

Save the Children was incorporated as a not-for-profit agency in 1962. With a staff of
about 2,500, the group operates social and economic development programs in 24 un-
derprivileged countries.

For the fiscal year ending Sept. 30, 1997, individual sponsors contributed $24.3 million
of the organization's total revenues of $131,291,113. Save the Children spends the funds
collected from donations and government grants for a variety of purposes, including
schools, health clinics and nutrition programs.
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Save the Children uses television advertisements as one of its main tools to recruit indi-
vidual donors, matching them with about 100,000 children, ranging from ages 4 to 18.

The Tribune report found that emotional ads such as those aired by Save the Children
often personalize child sponsorship in a misleading manner.

Save the Children said it does not try to fool sponsors, specifying in its ads and litera-
ture that money is not sent directly to a child but is used for the community in which
the child lives.

Save the Children, which revamped its ads years ago after questions were raised about
whether they were misleading, will consider further revisions should it determine any
are warranted, Carter said.

Save the Children also acknowledged there was no excuse for a logistical breakdown
that masked the deaths of several of its sponsored children, calling the oversights
"embarrassing," "tragic" and "inexcusable." But the group also elaborated on the steps
being taken to improve accountability, including initiatives implemented before, and in
response to, the Tribune report.

"If you put the mistakes we've made alongside of the hugely larger program effort that
involves 90,000 sponsor children and many, many thousands of others . . . the mistakes
which we profoundly regret still cannot obscure the basic work done with all of these
hundreds and hundreds of children," Carter said.
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