
New Horizons Society – Federated Self-Help Groups of Poor Vulnerable People Living with Disability.

Summary of Complaint to UK Authorities, including Public Accounts Committee and National Audit Office.
Please refer also to: www.newhorizonsunlimited.org

New Horizons Society (NHS) was formed at the Annual Conference of Self-Help Groups arranged by the UK
Charity Landmine Disability Support (“LMDS”) in October 2005, and was duly registered with the Cambodian
Government’s Ministry of Interior in March 2008.  LMDS was authorised originally by the Cambodian Royal
Government and funded by the UK’s Department for International Development and Ireland to operate a
project from January 2003 for three years with the following aims:
 Increase food security and income generation amongst primarily,  but not exclusively, poor families with

people with disabilities.
 Empower people with disabilities, particularly women, to understand and to claim their rights. 
 Change public attitudes to people with disabilities 
 Strengthen the structures and networking of national disability organizations.
The project was extended for one further year coinciding with an award from the Diana Princess of Wales
Fund, to go with ones from Christian Blind Mission, AUSAID and minor private donations.  (A list of LMDS
donors is available.)  LMDS had no other programmes except for this one.

The staff and beneficiaries were told that the funding had effectively run out in July 2008 and to suspend
work. (Since then the charity has been unable to raise substantial new funds to recommence on any scale).
Earlier in March 2007, they had questioned the UK Trustees on what they called the “descripancy1” between
the sums stated  as  sent  to  Cambodia  in  the charity‘s  published accounts  on  the  Charity  Commission’s
websites, and their bank record of money received from the UK.  An external evaluation in August 2007
attested to the quality of fieldwork but noted the chronic funding shortage throughout the project  “Funding
needs to be received monthly on time. Delays in funding from UK account have led to administrative issues
and delays with project beneficiaries receiving loans”.  Yet the annual returns to the Charities Commission
showed “surpluses” of £11,850 (2002-3); £11,348 (2003-4); £8,676 (2004-5); £4,514 (2006-7); and £5,925
(2007-8) transferred from restricted to unrestricted funds peaking at £50,897 in unrestricted funds and still at
£42,795  as  at  31  March  2008 -  less  than  four  months  before  the  charity  said  its  funds  had  run  out.
Furthermore the staff  and beneficiaries  observed further  “descripancies”,  between their  records and the
reports  the  charity  submitted  to  the  Diana  Fund  for  its  project  for  800  families  in  Tuok  Phos  District.
According  to  the  charity’s  31  December  2007  in-country  spreadsheet  of  disbursement  of  livelihood and
health  grants  to  Tuok  Phos,  only  US$25,185  (£13,255),  from  all  donors  (the  largest  CBMI  of  up  to

US$17,661)  had  been  disbursed.  This  finding  was  confirmed  in  a  March  2009  survey  that  showed
eventually  US$32,587  “disbursed”  to  Tuok  Phos  but  in  fact  26.7%  of  that  was  kept  in  bank  accounts
controlled by the charity.  The charity reported to the Diana Fund on 19 January 2009 that it had disbursed
£56,061 of £60,694 of this budget line.   Similarly beneficiaries could trace no record of  €14,095 for direct
beneficiary activities of a €56,641 grant from Ireland, or US$6,117.54 by private donors for safe-water wells.

The staff and beneficiaries first complained to the Charities Commission in August 2008 after the abrupt
closure order by the charity and its failure to respond to them and address the issues.  In March 2009, the
Commission replied to indicate that it  needed proof of  financial impropriety.  Accordingly an external audit
was arranged, the charity was formally notified, but when the exercise was underway, the charity sent people
to block examinations and confiscate the self-help groups’ records.  The audit team was only able to inspect
10 self-help groups but was still able to indicate “The very little concrete we have been able to observe
on the field in self-help groups shows an incredibly low level of book-keeping…..[that]…. induces a
high risk of misappropriation.”

The charity LMDS’s authorized plan, as with most international NGOs in developing countries, was always to
move on after completion of this project to new areas.  In anticipation of this, and as part of LMDS’s exit plan,
it strategized to hand over to a new local organization to be operated by its former beneficiaries – please
refer to LMDS’s final report to DFiD where it stated the plan to hand over to the new local NGO “NHS”.
Indeed it claimed in the DfiD and Diana final reports that “Decisions are collective group decisions and it is
the rule of the group that is the key.” Those groups convened at their AGM in February 2009 to confirm they
are now able to take over with their  own new funding and the technical  help of a reputable Microcredit
Agency to manage their  funds.  The charity’s  staff  attended the meeting and the report  published with a
supportive message from the Charity’s Chairman. (Report available)

The essence of the complaint against the charity LMDS is that it chose at some point between April and June
2009 to renege on that plan and concomitant undertakings to beneficiaries, donors and other stakeholders.
Since then it has tried to deprive its former beneficiaries of the means to operate their own association on
their  own  and  even  sought  to  stop  them  functioning  despite  winning  major  awards  from  two  donors
(US$120,000 from SKN of the Netherlands and up to US$200,000 from Pro Victimis of Switzerland.  But for
LMDS’s spoiling tactics, the fine centre that it  had created for disabled people with a variety of essential
services, would still  be in business today.  Instead, beneficiaries are even today (2014) deprived of their

1 The term used by the Finance Manager and Director conducting the exercise, meaning discrepancy.



services and suffer hardship as a result. The former beneficiaries want their centre re-opened and to be
allowed  to  spend  their  funds  to  operate  services  and provide  benefits.  Led  by their  elected  18  person
Governing Council, they consider that the charity has abused them, in particular by switching allegiance from
them to a known corrupt government ministry2; passing “their” assets to it; and to confiscate and take back
their  hard-won  rights  between  2005  and  2009.   LMDS’s  abrupt  turn  against  them  occurred  only  after
beneficiaries asked “Have we received all the funds awarded to us by donors and promised to us by
LMDS?”  LMDS has refused to answer this question.  Why did it take strong-arm action to physically block
the  external  audit  that  it  originally  asked for,  and that  would  have established the facts  independently?
Donors, including the Diana Fund, asked LMDS to co-operate with the audit but it refused, and so far the
Charities Commission does not regard this as a “regulatory” issue.

As LMDS refused to answer, the Trustees cut off all communication for five months, after as stated the first
complaint was made to the Charities Commission in August 2008.  Numerous further complaints were sent
to the Commission.  Eventually on 20 September 2012, the Commission replied definitively (reply available).
This reply did not  address directly the main complaints,  in  fact the Commission,  despite being the only
regulator, said that “Charity trustees have a wide discretion as to how to run their charities and it is
prohibited from interfering in the internal administration of a charity”.  It therefore rejected the request
for  a full  investigation.   It  should be noted that  all  five senior  principals  of  LMDS are male and neither
disabled nor poor. The Commission accepted that the charity could spend money “in accordance with its
objects” and not address our claim that the test should be the “legal principle underpinning fundraising
is that all funds raised for a particular cause must be used for that cause.”

The Governing Council of the beneficiaries’ association feels that they have not been given a fair hearing.
Indeed  they  respectfully  request  legal  advice  as  to  whether  the  Commission  should  have  behaved
consistently  with  Article  6 of  the  European Convention  on Human Rights:  Right  to  a fair  trial  1.  In  the
determination of his civil rights and obligations or of any criminal charge against him, everyone is entitled to
a fair and public hearing within a reasonable time by an independent and impartial tribunal established by
law.”

Although their complaint is based on their civil rights, the issue of unaccounted restricted funding awarded to
LMDS for their direct benefit – that they contend they did not receive, that professional evidence would have
been confirmed by an external audit blocked by the charity, – could if properly investigated uncover crimes
and breaches of Accounting and Reporting by Charities “Statement of Recommended Practice” (SORP).

The beneficiaries complained to the Independent Complaints Reviewer of the Commission, but she ruled
“the Commission's case-work decision is not eligible for review". (Justine Mensa- Bonsu 3 December
2012. (Appendix 2)

The beneficiaries appealed to the Parliamentary and Health Commissioner but he ruled that  “We cannot
question the merits of a discretionary decision.”   (Karen Morgan 19 April 2013). This conclusion was
endorsed by a review (Suzannah Beasley  25  July 2013.)   It  should be  noted that  none of  these three
“appeals” addressed directly the original complaints, as they all in effect said that to do so it was beyond their
powers. We ask “How can a UK charity operating overseas, especially where rule of law is weak, be
held to account?” and “What is the legal point of having appeals provisions if they are not allowed to be
truly  impartial;  to  review  a  case  fully  on  its  merits,  and  for  the  full  reasoning  to  be  shared  with  the
complainants, including the evidence submitted by the charity in its defence?” 

The beneficiaries also complained to the Secretary of State for International Development. DfID originally
awarded the funding to help them claim their  rights and whose desk officer directed the charity that the
£44,812  capital assets DfID co-funded “must stay in the service of the original target beneficiaries” (The
charity ignored that request and a similar ones from donors Australia and Ireland regarding the assets they
donated). We point out weakness and lack of sustainability in development aid projects, that as soon as final
reports are shelved, assets and resources are taken by unscrupulous people. There are simply no post-
project inspections.

The beneficiaries also raised the case with the Civil Society Minister in the Cabinet Office, as the charity’s
actions  were  setting  back  the  cause of  Civil  Society  in  Cambodia  by  damaging  the  largest  grassroots
federation of vulnerable people with 150 self-help groups and placing it firmly under the control of the known
corrupt Ministry of Social Affairs.  That action also deprived them of their international rights of association
under the  Article 29 of the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disability.)  and is contradictory to
official UK Government Policy regarding Overseas Aid Accountability and Transparency and Civil Society
Effectiveness, as expounded by the “Istanbul Principles”.

There has been no reply  from any authority  on  these last  two  points,  other  than “not  being  allowed  to
interfere in the work of the Charities Commission”.

2 Found to have been guilty of persistent malfeasance in administration of state pensions; international adoptions; operation of 
detention centres, and “orphanages”.  It was these beneficiaries that raised the problems of their small pensions not paid or only in 
part, found to be committed in all 24 provincial social affairs offices Anti Corruption Unit report June 2012. 
www.khmerwriter.com/101/tic/daily_acu_probe_graft.asp


