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I
ngenieros sin fronteras (ISF), 

the translation to Spanish of 

“Engineers Without  Borders,” 

is the most important Span-

ish organization related to 

humanitarian engineering, as well 

as one of the most important NGOs 

in Spain overall. ISF started in 1992 

and the organization is structured as 

a federation where regional indepen-

dent associations are represented by 

an assembly and a committee. The 

Association aspires to help integrate 

cultural, political, social, economi-

cal, and environmental contexts into 

technology, and to use technology 

for the service of human develop-

ment. ISF works towards a just and 

solidarity-based society worldwide. 

Activities include: development 

programs, education, social aware-

ness efforts, networking, and insti-

tutional relations. The Association is 

comprised of members, volunteers, 

and staff. Financial support comes 

primarily from the Spanish central 

and regional governments and from 

city councils, as well as from inter-

national organizations, universities, 

and private donations.

History
In 1987, Spain became involved in 

the European Erasmus student ex-

change program. The Erasmus pro-

gram has been praised as one of the 

most successful educational experi-

ences in Europe. The program sup-

ports international contact among 

students as a pathway to shared ex-

periences among its participants. 

Spain’s fi rst Erasmus exchanges 

were between Spanish engineering 

schools and other European uni-

versities. At the time, France was a 

popular destination for Spanish stu-

dents because French was popular 

as a second language in Spain, and 

because of the historical cultural 

references and similarities between 

the two countries and cultures. 

Humanitarian engineering in Spain 

grew out of the experiences of Eras-

mus participants. Spanish exchange 

students in France discovered the 

French association Ingénieurs sans 

Frontières. During their time on the 

exchange program they were in-

volved in projects related to interna-

tional cooperation, became enthusi-

astic about the idea, and decided to 

start a similar initiative at their own 

universities [1], [2]. 

The fi rst predecessor groups to 

Ingenieros sin Fronteras (ISF) began 

in Madrid, Zaragoza, and Asturias in 

1990; Barcelona created its own as-

sociation in 1992. During the 1990s, 

other groups were initiated simul-

taneously in several other commu-

nities. These small associations 

became aware of each other and be-

gan travel to Southern hemisphere 

countries. Over the course of these 

fi rst trips the students  developed 

 understanding of host country en-

vironments, and identifi ed needs 

as well as technical assistance they 

could contribute. Afterwards, these 

initial experiences would become 

integral to development projects. 

The various regional organiza-

tions in Spain also organized confer-

ences and presentations at several 

schools and university campuses. 

In the beginning, some volunteers 

also were students who had declared 

conscientious objection to Spain’s 

compulsory military service, and 

who were able to use ISF as a substi-

tute social program. These activities 

and membership growth allowed the 

creation of the fi rst contracted Staff 

positions for the organization.

Another important political move-

ment that contributed to the cohesion 

and growth of ISF predecessor asso-

ciations in Spain was early members’ 

participation in the 0.7 movement. 

Started around 1993 in Spain, this 

movement was a campaign asking 

the government to offer 0.7% of 

gross national product to cooperation 

actions. (Cooperation actions are 

activities aimed at promoting devel-

opment and humanitarian assistance 

according to Organization for Eco-

nomic Cooperation and Develop-

ment (OECD) criteria.) This move-

ment was supported by the early ISF 

associations, among other entities, 

and the 0.7 campaign’s success in-

creased fi nancial support to coopera-

tive associations in general [3], [4].

Around 1992–1994, the prede-

cessor associations gathered gradu-

ally and formally into a federal 

organization known as Ingenieros 

sin Fronteras. Since 1997, ISF has 

belonged to the Spanish Coordinat-

ing Assembly of NGOs, and since 

2001 the organization has been part 

of the Coordinating Assembly’s Di-

rective Committee.

Organization and Structure
Today ISF in Spain is a federation 

composed of independent regional en-

tities that, at the national level, chan-

nel their proposals through common 

interlocutors elected by an assembly. 

The aim is to work in a network, with 

a decentralized framework, and to 

create synergies among the regional 

entities [1], [2]. The political struc-

ture of Spain, divided into regions 

with independent local governments, 

supports this federal concept. The 

fi nancial structure of ISF in Spain 

is also related to this dual regional/

central principle.

Tasks of the federation include: 

representing ISF to national and in-

ternational organizations; facilitating 

communication and documentation 

exchange among the associations; 

monitoring the new associations and 

their integration in the federation; 

and coordinating common projects.

The Federation is structured into 

several organizations:

The Federal Meeting: includes  ■

all associated members; moni-

tors the activities developed 

Our projects aim to be economically,
environmentally, socially, and 
institutionally sustainable.
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by ISF, and elects representa-

tives of the associations and 

the federal committee.

The Federal Committee: an op- ■

eration group, representative 

of the organization, manages 

the budget, plans the meetings 

and acts commissioned by the 

federal assembly.

The Federal Assembly: the  ■

most important decision-mak-

ing arm of the ISF, comprised 

of the Federal Committee 

and representatives of every 

 association.

The associations making up the 

federal union are very heterogeneous 

in terms of activity, number of as-

sociates, and seniority. The most 

important  regional associations are 

(in  alphabetical order): Andalucia, 

Aragón, Asturias, Cantabria, Cas-

tilla-Leon, Cataluña, Galicia, Islas 

Baleares, Murcia, Navarra, Pais 

Vasco, and Valencia. In addition, there 

is an entity called Asociación para el 

Desarrollo (Association for Develop-

ment), which includes several regions. 

Some of these associations include 

smaller groups from several cities. 

Motivation and Principles
ISF defi nes itself as a Non-Govern-

mental Association for  Development. 

ISF FAQ 

Answered by Eva Reguera 

President of ISF

What is the ISF approach to Humanitarian Engineering? 

We understand Humanitarian Engineering through 

Cooperation for Development, and more accurately, we 

base our work on Universal  Access to Basic Services.

We demand the universal human right to gain access to 

basic services with quality and proper use ensured.

Which underlying values support 

ISF and its activities?

The values we integrate in our work are based on Technol-

ogy for Human Development, understanding technology 

as the integration of infrastructures, people, and knowl-

edge, and also considering culture, and appropriate and 

local technologies.

We focus on people, being respectful of their rights, 

and on making the whole community leaders of their 

own development with no distinction related to gender, 

or ethnic or physical capability.

Finally, our projects aim to be economically, environ-

mentally, socially, and institutionally sustainable. 

What is the technology concept promoted by ISF?

Our concept is our first value: Technology for Human Devel-

opment. This technology covers human rights and equity of 

basic services. It also ensures production and social participa-

tion possibilities and facilitates sustainability and autonomy.

This means that we know that it is technically possible to 

cover food, health, life, and education needs and that en-

gineering is an essential instrument for universal access to 

basic services. Potable water, health care, energy and com-

munications are key factors in the fight against poverty. 

Which guiding principles are followed to decide the 

participation in a specific project?

ISF participates in a project when it has a direct effect on 

the beneficiaries. They demand the project and partici-

pate on it from the identification of the need to the imple-

mentation of the solution. Furthermore, the beneficiaries 

must ensure their responsibility and commitment in the 

continuation of the project once ISF ends its work.

What is the policy of ISF regarding participation in national 

entities such as the Spanish Coordinating Assembly of 

NGO, Committee for Cooperation and Development, and 

the Commission for Development and Monitoring?

Being a Federation, we are aware of the results that our 

network produces in Cooperation for Development. 

Union of diversity creates strength, and the specializa-

tion areas chosen by the different NGOs must be used 

to produce more efficacy in our work. 

On the other hand, we also think it is necessary for a 

common voice to transmit to developing countries ne-

cessities and the claim of their rights to our government 

and civil society. Those are our main reasons for being 

part of these entities.

Engineers must have a social 
point of view, a responsibility to 
the rest of society.
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The organization is dedicated to 

cooperation for  development that 

aspires to build a just and solidarity-

based worldwide society, and to put 

technology to the service of human 

development [5]. ISF’s approach to 

humanitarian engineering is related 

to improving the well-being of un-

derserved populations.

ISF’s basic statements include:

Motivations: Respecting dif- ■

ferent personal motivations 

linked by the disposition to 

serve less advantaged coun-

tries, communities, and per-

sons, according to the princi-

ples of international solidarity 

by using their education and 

professional experience.

Bonds: Respecting any type  ■

of religious, political, or ide-

ological belief but not being 

infl uenced by any of these or 

by the interests of any profes-

sional collective. ISF declares 

itself as non-party and secu-

lar, but not apolitical because 

its members actively support 

social justice and consider 

policy a way of transforming 

social structures.

World Vision: ISF members  ■

consider themselves interna-

tional, accepting principles 

of fraternity and cooperation 

among the people of the world. 

They respect human dignity 

and the environment, and do 

not collaborate with warlike 

activities or with activities 

that attack human rights.

Cooperation: ISF cooperates  ■

with all people and with  nations 

that are experiencing poverty 

or marginality because of un-

just wealth distribution. ISF 

members also cooperate with 

How does ISF envision collaboration with universities?

Ingeniería Sin Fronteras has been present in Spanish 

universities since we were born. Our aim has always 

been to make the participation of students, teachers, 

and workers in Cooperation for Development easier. It 

is our duty to create a critical space for debate, educa-

tion, and investigation in this area.

We also try to supply a space for Technology, Society, and 

Development in technical education. We think this space is 

empty today. Engineers must have a social point of view, a 

responsibility to the rest of society. 

Why does ISF not belong to the international EWB 

association?

Ingeniería Sin Fronteras is a Federation, meaning that 

it is composed by 14 different ONG, all of them shar-

ing the name, but with different surnames depending 

on the region where they were created. At the begin-

ning each association worked on its own, but after some 

time, when we realized that we shared the same ideol-

ogy and underlying values, the Federation was born.

This example can be extrapolated to the interna-

tional association. We believe that sharing a name is 

not enough motivation for being part of an association. 

The way that our Federation was born has provided us 

a valuable experience in this field. 

Our mission, vision, and values are different from the 

ones the EWB-International has. We not only focus on 

projects in developing countries, we also work in Edu-

cation for Development, Sensitizing, and Political Inci-

dence in developed countries.

What are the distinctive features of the associations that 

compose the Federal ISF? 

The Spanish Federation of ISF is comprised of 14 asso-

ciations; each of these has its own board of directors 

and bylaws. This makes each association responsible of 

their own management, resulting in some differences 

among them.

Differences are present, for example, in their social 

bases. The number of volunteers changes as much as 

their profiles. We can find associations with only eight 

volunteers, most of them being university teachers, and 

great activity, while others are larger and include pen-

sioners, students, and professionals and show different 

features.

Another differentiation is related to the work that 

each ISF focuses on. While some associations are more 

active in projects in developing countries, others work 

only in Education for Development, Sensitizing, and Po-

litical Incidence in developed countries.

Being located in a Spanish region with its own gov-

ernment brings decentralization to each ISF in its rela-

tionship with the Administration, Universities, and civil 

society, improving their local contacts. Each ISF receives 

funds from its local government and universities. The 

associations act in coordination when negotiating with 

Spanish Central Administration.
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organizations that share their 

objectives in all fi elds where 

the members of the organiza-

tion are able to contribute.

Participation: Cooperation  ■

must be requested, led and 

accepted by the receivers of 

the actions: people and lo-

cal organizations that act as 

counterparts. One of the op-

erating principles of the as-

sociation is working with an 

NGO that acts as counterpart 

in the area where the action is 

planned. This system is de-

signed to collaborate in the 

diagnosis of the local needs 

and the best way to resolve 

them. These NGOs are also 

involved in educational ac-

tivities in Spain. Beyond the 

specifi c projects the relation 

of ISF with the counterparts 

is understood as a common 

compromise of political and 

social transformation. The lead-

ership of these collectives is 

 always respected by ISF.

Integral Conception: ISF’s  ■

projects are not rushed. There 

is an initial study of the com-

plex environments surround-

ing the projects, and ISF uses 

multidisciplinary research as 

a way to achieve integral 

conceptions that will also re-

main active once cooperative 

action fi nishes.

Technology: ISF questions  ■

dominant conceptions of 

technology. The organization 

understands technology to be 

linked to the cultural, social, 

economic, political and envi-

ronmental context in which it 

is developed. ISF members 

favor local techniques that 

avoid dependence on exter-

nal sources.

Education for  Development:  ■

ISF studies the reality in 

which actions take place to 

help in the dissemination of 

its features, and to help evalu-

ate the impact of support ini-

tiatives designed to improve 

these realities. Also ISF partic-

ipates in education in academ-

ic and professional environ-

ments aspiring to the creation 

of a critical  awareness able 

to generate alternatives to the 

current development model.

Associationism: ISF members  ■

do not seek personal promi-

nence or economic renumera-

tion. The association defi nes 

itself as democratic, where 

basic members participate ac-

tively in decisions.

Financial Support and 
Destination of Funds
Activities and numbers of par-

ticipants in ISF associations have 

increased greatly in the last few 

years; in 2008 ISF included 2756 

associates, 928 volunteers and 84 

contracted staff [1], [2].

Most of ISF resources are from 

public sources (about 81% in 2008), 

either from the Spanish and re-

gional governments, universities, 

international entities, or city coun-

cils that contribute through local 

representatives of the association. 

Private funds (20%, 2008) are pro-

vided by donations from the asso-

ciates or from other contributors. 

A diagram of these resources is 

shown in Fig. 1. The ratio of public 

to private fi nancing has increased 

in 2008. The total income in 2008 

was 7 711 362 Euros.

Most of the funds are used for de-

velopment projects (79% in 2008). 

Fig. 2 shows the distribution of the 

resources applied for 2008 [2]. 

Activities
Consistent with economic data 

presented previously, ISF’s main 

activity is working in development 

projects in several  geographical ar-

eas. The aim is to provide access 

to basic services and to  increase 

the quality of life of disadvantaged 

social groups. The programs are 

based in sustainable development, 

from technological, economical, 

and social points of view. The ac-

tions  supported by ISF are designed 

to become examples in order to 

 promote other actions by demon-

strating the possibilities of improve-

ment provided by technology when 

correctly applied to the improve-

ment of human quality of life.

Selection of the projects is based 

on previous experience and on ISF 
Fig. 1. Origin of financial support for ISF. Data 2008. Total income: 7 711 362 
euros [2].

International

Entities 8%

Regional

Government 35%

Central

Government 20%

City Councils 15%

Donations 5%

Other

Private

Incomes 11%

Associates′ Quotes 4%

Universities 2%

ISF members favor local techniques 
that avoid dependence on 
external sources.

Authorized licensed use limited to: UNIVERSITAT POLIT?CNICA DE CATALUNYA. Downloaded on April 20,2010 at 13:14:33 UTC from IEEE Xplore.  Restrictions apply. 



IEEE TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY MAGAZINE  |  SPRING 2010   |  17

partner’s knowledge and understand-

ing of the affected area. Discussions 

with local organizations strongly 

 infl uence selection decisions. 

The actions are inscribed in fi ve 

basic areas [2]: 

Equipment, infrastructure,  ■

and service networks: aim-

ing to improve the quality of 

life of affected populations 

through the provision of these 

goods. Examples: Water, en-

ergy, sewage and communica-

tions infrastructures for rural 

communities in Cabo Del-

gado (Mozambique); Barrios 

Program: improving quality 

of life in Yaoundé neighbor-

hoods (Camerun) [2], [6].

Water and sanitation: pro- ■

motes universal access to these 

basic resources. Examples: 

improvement in water and re-

sidual solids management in 

the Arabic Saharaui Republic; 

Project of Safety of Water for 

drinking water supply in rural 

municipalities of La Libertad 

(El Salvador) [2], [7].

Farming development, Man- ■

agement of the territory, Mi-

croenterprises: promotion 

of the sustainable economic 

development and continuous 

income generation in rural 

areas through environmen-

tally friendly practices. Ex-

amples: several projects in 

Nicaragua including Produc-

tive reactivation of munici-

pality of La Concordia (Nica-

ragua) by installation of drop 

watering and assessment of 

the  cultivation and commer-

cialization of vegetables; So-

bal program in Argentina im-

proving primary production 

of indigenous communities.

Information and communica- ■

tion technologies: improv-

ing human development by 

 enhancing availability of these 

basic services. Examples: Wil-

lay project: use of ICT in or-

der to support the democratic 

governability of rural areas in 

Peru; AliboriNET Project in 

Benin: providing ICT support 

to development entities for 

equipment for of an Internet 

access point and formation of 

the staff in charge of operation 

and maintenance. 

Energy: providing basic en- ■

ergy services. Examples: Fi-

nal stage of implantation of 

photovoltaic solar energy in 

the Community Center for 

Integral Education Futuro 

Vivo in Dominican Republi-

ca; Energy supply to Andean 

municipalities in Peru, Ecua-

dor, and Bolivia.

The geographical areas of action 

include: Central America (43%), 

Africa (35%), and South America 

(22%) [2]. A comparative represen-

tation of the actions is presented in 

Fig. 3.

Education,

Sensitization

and Research 7.4%

Administration

and Communication

13.3%

Development Projects 79%

Fig. 2. Distribution of expenses. Data 2008 [2].

Fig. 3. Sectoral distribution of the projects. Data 2008 [2].
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Information and
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Equipment,

Infrastructure

and Nets of
Services 16%

ISF’s work implies the use 
of engineering as a tool to 
provide access to human rights 
and services.
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Education
ISF promotes activities aimed at 

education for development. The ar-

eas of action include:

Higher Education: Official  ■

studies offered in Universi-

ties, especially in science 

and technology programs 

[9], [10]. In 2006, the proj-

ect “Supporting Proposals 

for Human and Sustainable 

Development at UPC 2000–

2005” was awarded the Prize 

for Educative Quality by Tech-

nical University of  Catalonia 

(UPC). Several free elective 

courses are included in of-

fi cial programs proposed in 

relevant Spanish universi-

ties. In collaboration with the 

Open University of Catalonia 

(UOC online education), ISF 

has offered a Master’s in En-

gineering degree applied to 

human development [10].

Courses, conferences, train- ■

eeships, and offers for par-

ticipation: most of these 

activities are also offered in 

collaboration with Universi-

ties, but they are not part of 

the offi cial programs of the 

University [11]. 

Courses, materials, and re- ■

sources for primary and sec-

ondary schools [12]–[14].

Publications: ISF organiza- ■

tions promote publications 

related to their expertise 

area, in the form of books, 

digital content, audiovisuals, 

an informative bulletin every 

three months, and a monthly 

digital bulletin.

Research, development, and  ■

innovation: Working in col-

laboration with Universities, 

ISF supports technology di-

rected at human development 

and critically observes engi-

neering disciplines. ISF or-

ganizes concourses for  Final 

theses and Ph.D.  theses relat-

ed to technology for human 

development. ISF also partic-

ipates in several Congresses 

presenting communications. 

Individually, the regional 

associations are involved in 

several  research projects ac-

cording to their own interests 

and possibilities.

Sensitization
Some of the activities organized by 

ISF are intended to increase public 

sensitivity to issues in ISF’s inter-

est areas. These actions directly or 

indirectly increase or coordinate 

proposals linked to international co-

operation and development. The ISF 

bases eligibility criteria on their un-

derstanding of “cooperation.” The 

scope of the project and public rel-

evance are also taken into account.

Some recent actions include 

participation in World Water Day 

as part of ISF’s Water Campaign, 

and organization of the Confer-
ence on Rights to Water held in 

Madrid, and the Conference on 
Governability and Management 
of Water in Lleida. ISF has also 

produced documentaries such 

as: “Water, a right and not mer-

chandise” (available in several 

languages) [15], and “Niños de 

agua” [16].

ISF activities also include art 

contests and exhibitions. In 2008 

ISF organized the II Concurso de 

Expresión Artística (II Contest of 

Artistic Expression) and the Ex-

posición Internacional Agua y De-

sarrollo Sostenible (International 

Exhibition on Water and Sustain-

able Development).

Networking and 
Institutional Relations
As part of the Spanish Coordinat-

ing Assembly of NGOs, ISF par-

ticipates in the governmental as-

sessing Committee for Cooperation 

and Development. Additionally ISF 

belongs to the Commission for De-

velopment and Monitoring, which 

monitors Spanish cooperation ac-

tivities [17]. ISF also participates in 

the Corporate Social Responsibility 

Observatory, which monitors busi-

ness activities.

ISF Influence
The start of humanitarian engineer-

ing in Spain was after other Euro-

pean countries and was a result of 

the European Community policy 

through the Erasmus Program. Since 

then, there has been a rapid increase 

in the number of activities. The im-

portance of ISF has grown in only a 

few years and its infl uence is con-

tinuously increasing. 

The conception of ISF’s work 

implies the use of engineering as 

a tool to provide access to human 

rights and services. In this sense, 

ISF activities are not only framed 

by development projects but also 

pursue a social transformation in 

the local environment and even in 

Spain. This is a distinctive empha-

sis compared to other similar as-

sociations. ISF members aspire to 

a higher goal than development. 

Their activities tend to include a 

broader scope than national scale 

implications. ISF’s organizational 

structure is based on that approach. 

International projects are carried out 

by local counterparts, while most 

of the components of ISF work in 

Spain. Contracted staff provide 

administrative support, while vol-

unteers develop most of the activi-

ties generated in their own environ-

ment. This confi guration improves 

the effi ciency of the application of 

the funds applied to development 

projects and also makes it possible 

to achieve a high level of activ-

ity in education and a high degree 

of sensitization, all at reasonable 

ISF’s structure allows extending 
the organization’s activities in 
Spain to the public sphere.
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cost. Delegation of projects to local 

counterparts is designed to avoid 

paternalist attitudes towards local 

partners in the project.

ISF’s structure allows extend-

ing the organization’s activities in 

Spain to the public sphere, includ-

ing allowing for governmental par-

ticipation. Concern for increasing 

social awareness is indicated by 

ISF’s sensitization and educational 

activities. Their educational impact 

can be seen in the resources that 

they provide at every educational 

level. Strong links to universities 

are exemplifi ed by the fact that 

many regional ISFs are located 

near a university. This academic, 

nonprofessional character may be 

related to the integral, social ap-

proach underlying ISF’s motiva-

tions, versus an economic point of 

view. Confronted with criticisms 

that an association composed main-

ly of nonprofessionals is ineffi cient, 

the ISF points to the advantages of 

working with experienced counter-

parts based in countries where proj-

ects are developed.

ISF’s infl uence in public policy 

has become more intense with their 

participation in national policy is-

sues through the Consejo de Coop-

eración al Desarrollo (Committee 

for Cooperation and Development). 

This committee is defi ned by law 

as the counselor and participation 

organism for Spain’s cooperation 

policy. The political implications of 

ISF are also expressed by denounc-

ing irregular situations and actions 

beyond merely technological sce-

narios. ISF’s motivations and prin-

ciples imply public participation be-

yond the application of technology, 

and that has probably infl uenced the 

organization’s political strategy.

ISF’s future plans include: map-

ping organizational processes, in-

ternal reflection and evaluation; 

increasing specialized education 

through Master’s and postgraduate 

programs, introductory courses, and 

education of educators; new publi-

cations and participation in several 

conferences; and public actions. To-

day Spain is immersed in a process 

of change in their higher education 

programs in order to adapt to the re-

quirements described in the  Bologna 

Declaration. The new educative 

structures were developed with the 

goal of improving students’ and 

professors’ mobility, and these new 

structures will allow the introduction 

of new Master’s programs. In this 

new scenario, initiatives related to 

humanitarian engineering like those 

by ISF may fi nd ready acceptance 

within the academic community.
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