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A Case Study into Complaints handling 
 
OFADEC, a Senegalese NGO and certified member of HAP, is currently working in 
two sectoral focus areas: 

1. Repatriation of refugees (Mauritanian boarder) 
2. Education / Scholarship Support Programme for refugees (Dakar) 

 
OFADEC was certified against the HAP Accountability and Quality Management 
Standard in 2007. As a certified agency OFADEC undertook a mid-term monitoring 
audit in January 2009. During this progress review it was noted that OFADEC had 
received a complaint from the students receiving scholarship support. 
 
Benchmark 5 in the HAP Standard requires certified agencies to establish and 
implement complaints handling procedures that are effective, accessible and safe for 
intended beneficiaries, disaster affected communities, agency staff, partners and 
other specified bodies. The procedures are tested over the course of the audit 
process through verification of 5 requirements, one of which checks to see if the 
agency receives complaints and handles them according to their stated procedures. 
 
On reviewing the students’ complaint, we noted that OFADEC responded in a 
transparent and professional manner, as a result HAP asked if this could be shared 
as a case study to demonstrated the impact of having an effective complaints 
handling procedure. With OFADEC’s agreement we have provided the following brief 
summary of the process they followed. 
 
Background to Project 
 
There are two projects in the education programme: 

1. UNHCR Funding: providing support for primary and secondary schooling to 
refugee students and support for vocational training. 

2. German Government Funding: provides for a number of scholarships 
dedicated to refugee students who have completed secondary schooling and 
are looking for tertiary education.  The details of the support are: 

a. The support fund per student is CFA 100,000 / month (rent / food) 
b. A further CFA 120,000 is given for books and study material per year 
c. This programme was run using a fiscal year of January – December 

for payments, covering the length of the study. 
 
Problems Arising 

 

The selection of recipient students to participate in the scholarship programme is 
undertaken by a committee made up of representatives from OFADEC, the refugee 
community, UNHCR and from the German Government Funding Committee.   
 
In 2003, OFADEC notified UNHCR that as the school year started in October and ran 
through to September, the current programme fiscal year created a problem for many 
of the students, as it did not match with their enrolment needs.  As a result, they were 
left without support for three months of their study (their scholarship only started in 
January). 
 
Since OFADEC’s programme budgets were only being approved in January (and 
sometimes later) by donors, the scholarship selection committee found it very difficult 
to select and support students from the beginning of October for the following year. 
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Therefore, OFADEC requested a change in the funding cycle that was quickly 
granted and from 2004, the students support was organised to correspond with the 
Senegalese school year. 
 
Complaint 
 
In May 2008 students sent a complaint to UNHCR claiming that they had not 
received their full support and suggesting that OFADEC may be responsible for 
taking it the missing funding. 
 
As a response to the students’ complaint, a meeting was held on 26th June 2008 with 
UNHCR, OFADEC and the refugee students to discuss the complaint.1 OFADEC 
gave a verbal explanation to the issue; stating that no funds had been taken or were 
missed, but in fact it was due to the changes in annual payment.  (Payment now 
started in October and finished in September the following year, equating to a total of 
12 months.) As a result, there were no payments for October to December for those 
students who had completed their year in October.   Although a number of students 
accepted this explanation and understood the changes that had taken place, there 
remained a number of unsatisfied students. 
 
The following day, a second letter of complaint was sent to OFADEC.  This letter 
stated that their explanation of the change of payment structures was insufficient and 
the students believed themselves to be short-changed. 
 
Another meeting was held on the 26th September 2008 between UNHCR, OFADEC 
and the students – but the misunderstanding was not resolved. At this meeting 
OFADEC suggested that the students form an investigatory committee to verify all 
information related to the case and to review the material presented by OFADEC. 
Furthermore, the committee would be welcome to come to the OFADEC offices and 
look through all records to confirm that each student had indeed received their full 12 
months support. 
 
A committee of five students was selected to undertake the review at the OFADEC 
offices; they reviewed all the records from 2004 to 2008. Their investigation took 4 
days, tracking students that had received support and verifying every payment made, 
received and utilised.  The students had access to all financial records, bank 
transfers, student receipt notes, etc related to the scholarship funding. 
 
The student committee report was then drafted and their finings made known on the 
6th October 2008.  On the 29th of October, a third meeting between the three parties 
was held to review the report and discuss the findings.  The report confirmed that 
OFADEC had dealt fairly and transparently with all students and that the 
misunderstanding occurred due to the change in the fiscal year.  The report 
confirmed the accuracy of the OFADEC tracking system and that all records were up 
to date and correct. 
 
As an outcome of the complaint OFADEC now makes available each students 
records to the student whenever they want to check and confirm their payment is 
made in accordance to their individual scholarship agreements.  Their files contain all 
payments made; cheque recordings; payments received signatures and all 
correspondence related to the individual student.  
 

                                                 
1
 All minutes from each meeting were shared with the 3 parties involved. All related correspondence was filed and 
kept as a record. 
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Learning 
 
For OFADEC, two of the lessons learnt coming out of this complaint were: 
 

1. When students queried why there are delays in receiving instalments at 
times, OFADEC was able to explain that the delays were linked to delays in 
the donors finalising the budgets and sending the money to OFADEC. 
Furthermore, they reminded the students that this is out of OFADEC’s control.  
Although, OFADEC recognised that they could improve on keeping the 
students informed about these delays. 

 
2.  OFADEC had incorrectly continued labelling the payments made in January 

as the 1st instalment instead of starting with October as the first – this could 
have added the confusion and has since been corrected. 

 
Conclusion 

 

Responding to the complaint and allowing full disclosure of transactions and the 
management system not only resolved the complaint but also has strengthened the 
trust and partnership between OFADEC and the refugee students. It has facilitated 
learning for OFADEC to strengthen their information provision and management 
processes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is accountability at is best! 
 
 
 
 
Summarised by      Complaint Managed by: 
 
Sheryl Haw      Nfanda Lamba 
Chief Auditor      Education Programme Manger 
HAP International      OFADEC 
 
 

Sheryl Haw, HAP Chief Auditor, with OFADEC’s Richard Toll 
Team.  Sheryl holding the HAP certificate and asking them 
about what impact certification and the Standard had had on 
their work. 


