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As you are aware, for years now the Commission has been faced with a pronounced shortage of resources, affecting its ability to process the complaints it receives in a timely fashion. This has been caused by the growing number of – increasingly complicated – petitions, the large number of cases referred to the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, and an increase in the mandates and recommendations assigned to the Commission by the General Assembly.  This increased activity, however, has not seen a corresponding increase in the human and material resources allocated to the IACHR from regular budget funds.

Over the past seven years, the Executive Secretariat has undertaken a series of reforms as part of a strategy intended to meet, on the one hand, the challenges posed by the increasing accumulation of cases and the procedural delays they face and, on the other, the need for the Commission to fulfill its other duties. Many of the reforms have been put into place but, at the same time, implementation of others has not been possible. Thanks to the campaign to secure internal funds that began several years ago, the IACHR can now continue with its restructuring process in order to increase the efficiency with which it works. We must not lose sight of the fact that the creation of specialized groups and subsequent reorganization of the Executive Secretariat depend on the continued availability of external resources. 

In the initial phase of this strategy, priority was given to standardization and coherence within the Commission’s legal work, in which the first step was to consolidate the work of the legal area. With a similar aim, in 2001 efforts began to adapt its working methods through the creation of advisory groups within the Secretariat; these have increased the efficiency and coherence of both the initial review of petitions and the assessment of requests for precautionary measures. Later, specialized task groups were created:  the first was a group dedicated exclusively to support litigation before the Court, created in 2004; and, during 2007, the registration group, whose sole task is to assess delayed petitions, and the protection group, responsible for assessing, processing, and following up on precautionary measures, were established.  As the technological platform for this initiative, in 2003 a database was set up containing all cases and petitions currently being processed, which provided – for the first time ever – easy access to information and centralized and efficient control over ongoing cases and precautionary measures.  Currently, with the support of the Systems Department, work is underway on the second phase of the database, and on scanning all the IACHR’s records and documents into digital format.

Although significant progress has been made as a result of these measures, a series of challenges that prevent increased productivity in case resolution – that is, in preparing and approving reports on petitions and cases during the admissibility and merits phases – are still to be overcome. 

The main challenges that prevent increased efficiency (apart from the shortage of resources) are reducing the range of functions performed by the Secretariat’s officers as part of their duties, strengthening middle management in order to improve the coordination of in-house work, and adopting a model so that reports can be produced on a constant basis throughout the year. 

In designing the second phase of this strategy, which was devised to make the individual case system more efficient, the Commission was aware of the need for an intermediate level of management to overcome bottlenecks in the internal consultation process and, at the same time, to facilitate communications both within the Secretariat and with the Commissioners. 

Traditionally, the basic functional unit in the Secretariat was the country desk, with officers responsible for dealing with matters arising, attending to precautionary measures, handling correspondence, analyzing petitions, preparing admissibility and merits reports, following up on friendly settlements and recommendations, and litigating cases and provisional measures at the Inter-American Court.  In addition, the specialists responsible for the country desks were also in charge of outreach and observation work carried out in the corresponding countries, including preparing and participating in on-site visits and drafting country reports. 

The logic of the reorganization process is based on three premises: the consolidation of specialized functional units; the equitable distribution of the workload through the application of combined geographical and procedural criteria; and the strengthening of middle management, responsible for legal, procedural, and administrative matters.

The idea is that following the consolidation of the functional units, specialization will help maximize the production of admissibility and merits reports by assigning those responsibilities to working teams (sections) defined on a geographical basis, while at the same time not reducing the special attention required by other areas.  The aim is to assign specific functions to the largest possible number of members in the working team (in line with their experience and skills), in the understanding that exclusive dedication to and specialization in a topic will facilitate the setting of performance targets and the scheduling of tasks and, at the same time, allow the development of better working practices and methods. 

The second goal is to ensure the equitable distribution of tasks in accordance with the existing resources, by implementing a teamwork model with standardized methods and practices, arranged according to geographical and procedural criteria.  To achieve this, the Executive Secretariat was reorganized into the following sections in accordance with the procedural stages of the cases and petitions system and by geographical regions: 

· Registration section, responsible for the initial reception and evaluation of petitions. As of early October 2008, the section had received a total of 4,471 petitions. This section has four junior professionals (level P-1) and two administrative assistants (level G-4). 

· Regional sections, responsible for the admissibility and merits of petitions and cases and for following up on recommendations. The regional sections are also in charge of processing friendly settlement procedures, until such time as the funds become available for setting up a specialized group for friendly settlements. Each section is to be coordinated by a principal specialist (level P5 or P4) and is to have one P-3 professional, two junior professionals (level P-2 or P-1), and an administrative assistant (level G-4). At the time of their creation, each of the sections had between 300 and 400 ongoing petitions and cases assigned to them. 

· Court litigation group, responsible for jurisdictional procedures before the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.  In addition to the cases taken before the Court, this section is responsible for following up on its judgments and provisional measures.  The group comprises three P-3 professionals and a G-4 administrative assistant.

· Protection group, in charge of studying requests for precautionary measures and for following up on them.  Upon beginning its work, it received 700 case files dealing with precautionary measures.  The group comprises two junior professionals (level P-2) and a G-4 administrative assistant.

In the medium term, there are plans to set up a friendly settlement group comprising specialists in conflict resolution, to provide the IACHR with technical support and at the same time to assist both states and petitioners in working toward agreements whereby contentious proceedings can be brought to an end. 

In addition, those Rapporteur’s Offices that have resources assigned to cover their activities will continue to operate under the care of a rapporteurship officer, who will receive assistance from a senior Executive Secretariat professional.

The task-transfer process and the implementation of the new organizational model was planned out between March and June 2008, and execution began on July 1 of that year.  In specific terms, the most important characteristics of this process have been the reassignment of professionals to sections or groups, the appointment of coordinators, the transferring of responsibilities, and the comprehensive reorganization of the documents kept by the Executive Secretariat – a process that implied organizing a general archive of petitions being studied and organizing a general archive of petitions and cases being processed – which concluded on December 31, 2008.

In addition, an administration, finance, and miscellaneous services section was set up, covering the administrative offices, projects and funding, documents, database administration, and the library.


The launch of this plan, which has received support from both external experts and the General Secretariat’s Department of Human Resources, has been a challenge for all members of staff. At the same time, it has also meant a process of adaptation and adjustment for the parties in ongoing cases and petitions.

Finally, and most importantly, the success of this restructuring effort primordially depends on the availability of sufficient resources.  Currently, the funds necessary for carrying out the entire plan as described are not available.  In addition, more than 50% of the resources and of the personnel are covered by external funds, which poses an obstacle to any long-term planning. 
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