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DEAR FRIENDS,
At Oxfam, we know well as Americans 
how the impact of daily decisions—even 
the smallest ones—can ripple across 
the world. For example, what about 
that cereal we chose for breakfast? It 
may be produced by one of the 10 big 
food companies that are contributing to 
climate change, which, as you’ll read in 
this issue, is making it increasingly hard 
for small-scale farmers to grow the food 
all of us need.

For some Somali-Americans, decisions 
by our Treasury Department could have a 
devastating impact on their ability to send 
money home to their families who need it 
for basics like food and medicine. Here, 
we explore the importance of that lifeline 
and the family ties that keep it from 
fraying. Among Somalis we talked with in 
Minneapolis, I’m struck, particularly, by 
the words of Sadiq Yusuf Mohamud:

“The entire community wouldn’t exist if 
there was no interdependence,” he said.

In a way, Mohamud could be speaking 
for our whole global village. In a world 
as interconnected as ours, we cannot 
deny our responsibility to each other. 
That’s why I’m so inspired by the energy 
and enthusiasm of a new generation of 
Oxfam activists, some of whom you’ll 
meet in our story on page 4. At Bonnaroo, 
a music festival in Tennessee, and 
at music events across the country, 
Oxfam activists are helping us grow the 
movement to fight poverty and injustice.

Alyssa Hartman, an Oxfam student leader 
volunteering at the festival, summed up 
that mission best when she said, “Oxfam 
really lays the groundwork … on how to be 
an active and engaged citizen.”

Your decision to stand with us—and be 
that engaged citizen—will help build a 
better future for everyone.

Sincerely,

Raymond C. Offenheiser 
President, Oxfam America
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LOOK. WATCH. LISTEN. JOIN THE CONVERSATION.

FROM THE BLOGS 
UNLEASH YOUR INNER DAVID
By Chris Hufstader | July 23, 2014

In my work for Oxfam, I meet a lot of 
people who are struggling against really 
giant injustices. They identify things 
that are wrong in their community, and 
they work to make them right. … One  
of them is from Ghana: Joanna Manu, 
who appears in a new video we are 
launching today called Unleash Your  
Inner David. Watch the video at  
oxfamamerica.org/david.

IN THE NEWS 
ONE WAY TO FIGHT POVERTY: 
RAISE THE MINIMUM WAGE
Oxfam America’s new study on raising 
the federal minimum wage to $10.10 an 
hour garnered widespread attention in 
the media when the organization an-
nounced the results in June. The study 
found that about one in five of all work-
ers would benefit from a higher minimum 
wage in Congressional districts held by 
both Republicans and Democrats.

“This additional income will lift more 
than five million Americans out of  
poverty—and it will go right back into 
and strengthen local economies,” said 
Raymond C. Offenheiser, president of 
Oxfam America, on the release of the 
study. Among the media outlets that 
picked up on the report were US News  
& World Report, The Washington Post,  
The Wall Street Journal, and CBS News.

 The resignation 
of Lakhdar Brahimi is 
further proof of the 
failure of international 
efforts to end the 
horrific bloodshed in 
Syria. Perhaps it’s no 
coincidence that the 
peace envoy to Syria 
should step down 
when the prospect for 
a peaceful resolution 
seems as distant  
as ever.
Andy Baker, a regional program manager for 
Oxfam, in a March 14 interview with CNN.com on 
the resignation of the UN-Arab League special 
envoy to Syria.

JA
NE

 H
AH

N 
/ 

OX
FA

M
 A

M
ER

IC
A

WATCH 

IT’S GR-R-REAT…
In The Wrap on June 14, writer Jeff Sneider had this to 
say about a video created to support Oxfam’s Behind the 
Brands campaign: 

“In a subversive new PSA about climate change, Oxfam 
America is taking aim at titans of industry Kellogg and 
General Mills by using their own beloved brand spokesmen 
Tony the Tiger and the Pillsbury Doughboy.

The video, which has been receiving buzz online for 
its retro, Saturday morning cartoon vibe, has already 
garnered nearly 35,000 views since it was posted to 
YouTube last week.”

Six weeks after the video’s release, General Mills  
responded to Oxfam’s campaign with a bold new  
commitment to improve its climate change policies. 
Learn more on page 9.

Watch the video at oxfamamerica.org/wakeupcall



Kuir Myen Atem had to make a fast  
decision when her village in South Sudan 
came under attack. “Men, women, and 
children were being killed with guns and 
machetes,” she says. She and her three 
children ran for their lives. “I could only 
think about taking my children to safety.”

Atem found temporary safety in a town 
called Mingkaman, where she and her 
children are now living with her husband, 
mother, and six other family members in 
a makeshift shelter. They are among the 
1.1 million people Oxfam estimates have 
been displaced by violence in South 
Sudan. Another 428,971 people have 
fled the country to seek safety in other 
places including Ethiopia and Uganda. 
UN agencies estimate that one million 
young children now need food deliveries 
to fight acute malnutrition. 

POLITICAL CONFLICT AT  
ROOT OF CRISIS
Though South Sudan gained indepen-
dence from Sudan three years ago fol-
lowing decades of war, observers feared 
that the road to stability would not be 

smooth and that the country’s leaders 
should focus more on reconciliation. A 
fragile alliance between leaders did not 
hold, and political tensions erupted into 
violence in December 2013. This violence 
precipitated the current displacement of 
people and the humanitarian crisis.

The situation is likely to become more 
severe in the near future: farmers fleeing 
the fighting have had to abandon their 
fields and livestock, and have no money 
to buy food. Most are unable to plant 
crops this year, raising the likelihood  
of severe food shortages—with a risk  
of famine—in the coming months even  
if they can return home.

Since fighting broke out in December 
2013, Oxfam has helped more than 
260,000 people in South Sudan with 
food, clean water, soap, and other hy-
giene items to help them avoid diseases. 
Oxfam is also distributing fuel-efficient 
stoves to help people cook using less 
wood, which is in short supply. We’ve 
also responded to an outbreak of 
cholera: In the hard-hit capital of Juba, 

Oxfam has reached 23,000 people with 
critical assistance like clean water, 
soap, and hygiene information. 

The UN has requested $1.8 billion to 
cover the humanitarian response in 
South Sudan through December 2014, 
but as of July, it had only secured $902 
million. The UN is projecting that by 
December, four million people will be 
hungry, seven million will be in need of 
some form of humanitarian assistance, 
1.5 million will be displaced within South 
Sudan, and more than 860,000 will have 
fled to neighboring countries.

Oxfam is urgently raising funds for this 
emergency, and calling on governments 
to fully fund the UN response. To learn 
more about South Sudan and Oxfam’s 
humanitarian response there, visit  
oxfamamerica.org/southsudancrisis.

Crisis in South Sudan
Just three years after gaining independence, the country is facing a severe test. Conflict 
has displaced one and a half million people, triggering a food crisis and a risk of famine.

SUDAN

ETHIOPIA

CENTRAL
AFRICAN
REPUBLIC

DEMOCRATIC 
REPUBLIC OF CONGO

KENYA

UGANDA

South sudan

Juba

Mingkaman
Bor

Malakal

Melut

highlights of Oxfam’s response in South Sudan

Waat

Akobo

Lankien

2,500 
In Melut, hygiene promotion efforts reached 
more than 2,500 women, men, and children.

6,400 
In Malakal, the distribution of 6,400 solar lamps  
improved nighttime security for 20,230 people. 

4,700 
In Bor, 4,700 displaced people received hygiene and 
sanitation kits. 

40,000
In Mingkaman, 40,000 people have been receiving water.

23,000
In Juba, 23,000 people received cholera prevention 
help including clean water, sanitation services, and 
hygiene promotion. 

Statistics as of June 2014.
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BY CHRIS HUFSTADER



A few hours before taking the stage in 
front of thousands of fans at the Bonna-
roo Music Festival, Thao Nguyen was 
chopping cabbage in the hot Tennessee 
sun. Nguyen, who leads the acclaimed 
indie-rock band Thao with The Get Down 
Stay Down, stopped by to help Oxfam 
volunteers prepare a five-course, locally 
sourced benefit dinner.

“It’s a good idea for Oxfam America to be 
here at Bonnaroo, because the potential 
reach is so great. There are so many 
people here who would otherwise never 
hear about [Oxfam’s] work,” said Nguyen 
as she shredded leaves expertly with a 
knife. “It’s the same reason I invite vol-
unteers to my shows—because people 
will care about [global poverty issues]  
as soon as they learn.” 

For Oxfam volunteer Alyssa Hartman, 
festivals like Bonnaroo are the perfect 
place for educating people about social 
justice issues.

“People aren’t here just to listen to mu-
sic,” she said. “There is an opportunity 
to get more out of it.”

Hartman and Nguyen aren’t alone in 
believing that music can help grow the 
movement to fight poverty and injustice. 
Music artists from all genres, industry 
employees, and—the driving force behind 
it all—volunteers from all over the country 
frequently join Oxfam staffers at events 
like these to help spread the word. 

BONNAROO AND BEYOND
Four decades after the original Wood-
stock, outdoor music festivals remain 
an American summer ritual, drawing 
hundreds of thousands of fans and 
some of the world’s best-known art-
ists. At Bonnaroo, about 80,000 people 
converge on a 700-acre farm every June, 
transforming it briefly into one of the 
largest communities in Tennessee. 

Bonnaroo is also true to the spirit of the 
1960s in that it emphasizes social and 
political change along with live music. 

The festival gives prominent space to 
nonprofit organizations both local and 
international, highlights its minimal 
environmental impact, and sponsors 
awareness-raising events like the 
“BonnaRoots” benefit dinner for Oxfam 
and ally organization Eat for Equity.

Hartman and nine other volunteers and 
staffers worked tirelessly throughout the 
four-day event: canvassing crowds col-
lecting signatures, inviting festivalgoers 
to stencil Oxfam messages on recycled 
T-shirts, even washing dishes after the 
benefit dinner. Thanks to their efforts, 
4,375 people signed Oxfam’s petition 
calling on General Mills and Kellogg to re-
duce their carbon emissions (see page 9). 

Bob Ferguson, who heads up music out-
reach at Oxfam America, said that these 
efforts fuel consumer-driven initiatives 
like the Behind the Brands campaign, 
which has persuaded some of the world’s 
biggest food companies to improve their 
policies on poverty and hunger issues. 

AT THE BONNAROO MUSIC FESTIVAL AND YEAR-ROUND, OXFAM VOLUNTEERS ARE TUNING IN THOUSANDS  
OF MUSIC FANS TO THE MOVEMENT TO FIGHT POVERTY AND INJUSTICE. ANNA KRAMER REPORTS.



“These are voices that we can put into 
play instantly to create change,” said 
Ferguson. “It’s not 4,000 people over the 
course of a year—it’s 4,000 people this 
past weekend. That makes a difference 
when we deliver petitions to companies 
or legislators.” 

And, he said, many who sign up at festi-
vals go on to become longtime members 
of the Oxfam community.

“These are folks who take actions on-
line. They may become donors. Some-
times we can call upon them to make a 
visit to their member of Congress. And 
an awful lot of these [interactions] start 
with a stroll up to the table at a music 
festival, and a conversation that starts 
with ‘Hey, have you heard about Oxfam?’”

THE POWER OF CONVERSATION
So what drives this long-lasting involve-
ment? An old-fashioned tool in a digital 
age: talking face to face.

“Over the course of four days, a volunteer 
at our Bonnaroo booth will likely have 500 
conversations,” said Ferguson. “Today, 
with so much emphasis on online com-
munication, that peer-to-peer interaction 
is really important.” The personal give-
and-take lets concertgoers ask ques-
tions about Oxfam’s work and connect it 
to their own passions and interests.

Though Bonnaroo is Oxfam America’s 
largest music outreach event, volun-
teers hold these conversations all year 
long, thanks to Ferguson’s relationships 

with music artists like Nguyen, who host 
informational tables at their shows. In 
the past year, Oxfam volunteers “tabled” 
at 156 different concerts, from giant sta-
diums to tiny nightclubs, in genres from 
indie rock to hip-hop to bluegrass.  

One of Oxfam’s most active concert 
volunteers is Paul Gallegos, 25, from 
Laramie, Wyo. Gallegos first encountered 
Oxfam as a college student, when he 
struck up a conversation with volunteers 
at a concert by the band Editors. After 
learning about Oxfam’s student leader-
ship program, the CHANGE Initiative, he 
went back to his dorm and stayed up  
until 3 a.m. filling out an application.

He was accepted into the program and 
has volunteered with Oxfam ever since, 
sometimes driving two hours each way 
on a weeknight to table at a concert in 
Colorado. This marked his fifth year vol-
unteering with Oxfam at Bonnaroo.

“Oxfam will, in some way, be a part of 
my life for years to come. That didn’t 
come from a single conversation, but it 
came from that initial inspiration,” said 
Gallegos. “The more meaningful situa-
tions happen when [you’re] interfacing 
one-on-one with a real human being. 
Those are the moments you remember 
the most.” 

 
CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT: Bonnaroo attendees 
enjoy an afternoon performance; Oxfam volunteer 
Paul Gallegos asks festivalgoers to sign a petition; 
singer and guitarist Thao Nguyen helps prepare a 
benefit dinner.

PHOTOS: Coco McCabe / Oxfam America

A CLOSER LOOK
Listen to a playlist of songs by  
music artists that support Oxfam  
at oxfamamerica.org/playlist.

THE MORE MEANINGFUL 
SITUATIONS HAPPEN WHEN 
[YOU’RE] INTERFACING ONE-ON-
ONE WITH A REAL HUMAN BEING. 
THOSE ARE THE MOMENTS YOU 
REMEMBER THE MOST.

PAUL GALLEGOS, OXFAM VOLUNTEER



Just off a dusty dirt road in southern 
Sinoe County in Liberia, Eric Pyne turns 
down a narrow path through a dense 
forest. After a short walk he emerges 
into a clearing he has cut and burned.  
It is his field, where he has planted rice, 
cassava, and maize. Tiny green seed-
lings are struggling out of the ashy earth 
into the heat and sunshine.

It is April 1. Pyne, who is a 31-year-old 
married father of five boys, hopes it will 
rain, as it usually does between now and 
October. But he can’t be sure. In 2010 he 

says the rains were delayed, then lasted 
into January and February. “Then the 
rain stops, then it is sunny, and the rain 
begins again,” he explains. “So some-
times we can’t plant.”

Pyne lives in an area of dense forest that 
is being cleared for commercial palm oil 
plantations. The destruction of forests of 
Liberia and other tropical areas produces 
greenhouse gases, widely considered 
to be a significant contributor to climate 
change. And there’s growing evidence 
that a changing climate is making it 

harder for poor farmers to feed their 
families and grow food for a planet pre-
dicted to have two billion more people by 
the year 2050. 

Oxfam is urging the large food com-
panies that buy palm oil to ensure 
its production does not contribute to 
climate change (see page 9). And the 
organization is also working to help 
farmers in countries across the globe: 
providing training and water manage-
ment in Ethiopia, organizing groups in 
Mali and Cambodia to help farmers save 
their money to deal with emergencies, 
and offering affordable weather insur-
ance for farmers in Senegal to help them 
in the event of crop losses. 
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AS CLIMATE CHANGE THREATENS TO TAKE A TOLL ON WORLD FOOD 
PRODUCTION, HOW CAN OXFAM HELP SMALL-SCALE FARMERS ADAPT? 
CHRIS HUFSTADER REPORTS.



“Oxfam is looking at both sides of  
climate change,” says Heather Coleman, 
Oxfam’s climate change manager. “Both 
helping farmers adapt and be resilient  
to changes in the climate, as well as 
urging companies and governments  
to reduce emissions.”

EFFECTS ON FARMING
Erratic weather, with its confusing  
effects on growing seasons, is not just 
a problem facing poor people in other 
countries. Just ask Richard Oswald, an 
American corn farmer who lost his entire 
crop to a flooding Missouri River in May 
2011. “It was October when I could finally 
drive a pickup down the road and come 
home,” says Oswald, a fifth-generation 

farmer, who still lives in the house where 
he was born in 1950. “There was nothing 
to harvest.” 

Oswald reports that instead of the 
regular rains he saw as a boy, Missouri 
farmers now see extended drought, high 
winds, and sudden bursts of destructive 
rains. “It’s difficult to plan for that kind 
of weather,” he says.

At Oxfam’s headquarters, Coleman cites 
the most recent report from the UN’s 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), which says the effects on 
food production will be more extensive, 
and experienced far sooner, than previ-
ously thought. The IPCC report predicts 
an increased level of global hunger in 

the next 20 to 30 years. Climate change 
will increase malnutrition in children  
under 5 by 20 percent, or about 25 mil-
lion children, according to a study by  
the International Food Policy Research 
Institute. Oxfam estimates this per-
centage to be the equivalent of all the 
children under 5 in the US and Canada.

FARMERS ADAPT
Subtle shifts in rainfall and temperature, 
or cataclysmic events like Typhoon Hai-
yan that hit the Philippines last November 
can both spell disaster for farmers. Sci-
entists predict climate change is likely to 
make such storms more common in the 
future. As growing conditions change, 
even slightly, farmers need to adapt with 
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Liberian farmer Eric Pyne says unpredictable changes in rainfall make 
it difficult to decide when to plant. Climate change is a likely factor in 
subtle changes in weather patterns. Anna Fawcus / Oxfam America



different seed varieties and other mea-
sures. Farming communities everywhere 
need to be prepared for disasters to 
minimize damage and bounce back from 
losses of crops, livestock, equipment, 
and other assets, whether in a sudden 
storm or an extended drought. It’s about 
resilience, and the poorest farmers have 
very little in the way of insurance, sav-
ings, and information that could help 
them cope with climate change. 

Barry Shelley, an agriculture and climate 
change adviser for Oxfam, says helping 
farmers everywhere with the informa-
tion they need to survive changes in the 
climate is essential.

“The more assets and knowledge farm-
ers have, the better they can adapt to 
extreme weather, and diversify their 
crops to reduce their vulnerability,” he 
says. “They can try different seed variet-
ies or entirely new crops that are more 
tolerant of the changing rainfall patterns 
they are experiencing.”

Shelley says climate change could 
reduce food production for everyone, 
from small-scale subsistence farmers 
to the largest food companies. But what 
can we do in areas where farmers lack 
government support and sources of new 
information that will help them adapt?
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WHAT’S WRONG? 
There is growing evidence that 
climate change is making weather 
unpredictable and is threatening 
to reduce food production. And the 
poorest farmers, who are largely not 
responsible for the greenhouse gas 
emissions contributing to climate 
change, are being affected the worst.

WHAT’S OXFAM DOING?
Oxfam is helping small-scale farmers 
learn different agricultural practices 
so they can adapt to new growing 
conditions. In addition, Oxfam is call-
ing on food companies to examine 
their operations for ways to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, and for 
governments to invest in helping 
communities reduce their vulnerabil-
ity to climate shocks like drought and 
severe storms.

Right the Wrong

WORKING TO HELP  
FARMERS SURVIVE 
In the Philippines, one of the most 
disaster-prone countries in the world, 
farmers in central Mindanao are partici-
pating in an Oxfam program designed to 
help them learn ways to diversify their 
corn and rice farms and ways to with-
stand extensive periods of drought. 

Recent changes in rainfall patterns in 
Mindanao appear to be exacerbating 
poverty. Farmers in the village of Espe-
ranza report that they cannot produce 
two rice crops a year anymore, as they 
no longer see any rains in December and 
January. Jilena Pineda, a 50-year-old 
rice farmer and married mother of eight, 
says growing conditions have changed, 
and dry ones are now normal. 

“In 1997 we experienced a severe 
drought,” she says. “The drought lasted 
for seven months, and since then we 
have had droughts of one or two months 
every year.” 

Pineda remains committed to educat-
ing all her children—but finding enough 
money has been difficult as her yields 
have fallen. In 2011 she says she had 
“three children in college, two in high 
school, and three in primary school … 
we had so many things to pay for.” Her 
health suffered as a result of stress as 
she endured an eight-month drought 
and low rice production. Food and 
money were scarce. 

Leopoldo Estil, who works for a local 
development organization funded in part 
by Oxfam in Esperanza, is teaching 30 
farmers a new method of growing rice 
that uses less water. It’s called SRI, or 
the System of Rice Intensification. Estil 
organizes farmers into Climate Resiliency 
Field Schools, where they are testing 
SRI, learning to make their own organic 
fertilizer, and growing drought-resistant 
varieties of vegetables. 

The field school and demonstration 
plot approach is a model Oxfam America 
has used in Cambodia, in Haiti, and 
also in Vietnam where there are now 
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more than a million rice farmers using 
SRI techniques. SRI rice farmers plant 
seedlings farther apart to allow them to 
absorb more light and nutrients. Each 
plant then produces more grains of rice. 
Estil says the farmers trying SRI use 
less seed and fertilizer, and “are already 
convinced it is better because they 
have saved lots of money on inputs. 
And those that have already harvested 
have … twice as much as they normally 
would.”

Pineda says she has applied what she 
has learned at the field school to her 
own field—just a small area at first. 
“I am very pleased with how the SRI 
trial went,” she says, adding that she 
intends to use the SRI system on all her 
rice fields next year. 

Since the dry conditions have taken hold 
in Esperanza, Pineda says she has been 
coping by selling vegetables at her home. 
“I learned about alternative livelihoods 
at the field school, and I have discussed 
this with the farmers’ group and told 
them not to keep depending on rice farm-
ing for their only income. I told them they 
should look to other things like gardening 
[vegetables] and keeping livestock.”

Helping farmers learn, change, and 
survive needs to be part of any good 
agricultural initiative. “It’s especially true 
when factoring in the likely effects of 
climate change on growing conditions. 
A vibrant small-scale farming sector 
has the potential to reduce poverty and 
contribute to national development,” 
says Oxfam’s Shelley. “So we should care 
about climate change and what farmers 
need to do to adapt.

“This is just good, basic development 
practice.”

With reporting by Coco McCabe and  
Amy Christian

OPPOSITE: Jilena Pineda works in her rice field 
in Mindanao, Philippines. As a participant in a 
special school for farmers, Pineda is learning 
about new, drought-resistant varieties of 
vegetables she can grow and different ways 
of growing rice that will help her adapt to 
drier growing conditions. As a leader of a local 
farmer group, she is also encouraging others to 
diversify their crops. Eleanor Farmer / Oxfam

ABOVE: Farmer Richard Oswald says it is now 
very difficult to plan for the weather hitting his 
farm in Missouri. Ilene Perlman / Oxfam America

ACT NOW: GO BEHIND  
THE BRANDS
The world’s 10 biggest food and bev-
erage companies are not only highly 
vulnerable to the effects of climate 
change—they’re also contributing to 
the problem. A recent study from Oxfam 
found that these 10 companies emit 
so much greenhouse gas through their 
supply chains that if they were a single 
country, they would be the 25th most 
polluting in the world.

Oxfam’s Behind the Brands campaign 
takes a closer look at these 10 com-
panies’ policies on poverty and hunger 
issues—and, when needed, harnesses 
the power of consumers to help them  
do better.  

Beginning in May 2014, Oxfam and 
supporters called on two of these 
companies, General Mills and Kellogg, 
to disclose the emissions from their 
supply chains that contribute to climate 
change and to commit to clear targets 
to reduce these emissions. The cam-
paign also looked at how these compa-
nies procure palm oil, and what they can 
do to ensure their suppliers do not clear 
tropical forests (a significant source of 
carbon emissions) or displace small-
scale farmers like Eric Pyne in Liberia. 

This effort achieved a significant victory 
on July 28. After more than 230,000 
consumers took action, General Mills 
announced bold new commitments  
to address climate change and help 
fight hunger. Among other commit-
ments, the company pledged to set 
emissions reductions targets by 2015 
and to put in place stronger safeguards 
against deforestation.

As this magazine went to press, Oxfam 
was calling on Kellogg, one of General 
Mills’ main competitors, to make similar 
commitments. Find the latest news 
on the campaign and how you can get 
involved at behindthebrands.org. 



COCO MCCABE EXPLORES HOW MONEY SENT HOME FROM HARD-WORKING RELATIVES IN THE US HELPS 
COUNTLESS FAMILIES IN SOMALIA SURVIVE. BUT NOW, AS THAT LIFELINE BEGINS TO UNRAVEL UNDER 
PRESSURE FROM THE US TREASURY DEPARTMENT, SOMALIS ASK A SIMPLE, BUT SEARING QUESTION:  
WHY IS THE US GOVERNMENT MAKING IT DIFFICULT FOR THEM TO HELP THEIR LOVED ONES?

At 24 Mall in south Minneapolis, Somali-
Americans crowd the parking lot and 
sidewalks on a Friday afternoon, the 
holy day for Muslims. Prayers have just 
concluded. The weekend’s ahead. And 
the mall—a maze of narrow halls jammed 
with small shops—hums with shoppers 
chatting on cellphones, shepherding 
kids, and stocking up on necessities.

You can find just about anything here, 
including cooking pots, home furnish-
ings, traditional Somali clothing, music 
CDs, books, cellphones, and even some 
local fast food offered up by the Deg 
Deg Grill. There are services, too: tailors, 
computer repairmen, tax preparers, 
barbers, and, perhaps most important 
of all, money transfer operators—the 
small businesses that help people send 
much-needed cash to family and friends 
struggling to survive in Somalia. There, 
years of conflict and cycles of punishing 
drought have plunged more than 80 per-
cent of the country’s 10 million citizens 
into poverty. 

For hard-working people here in  
Minneapolis—and other members of  
the Somali diaspora clustered across 

the US in Washington, DC, and Seattle, 
in Buffalo and Kansas City—the real-
ity of life in Somalia is ever-present: 
their parents, siblings, and friends live 
with profound uncertainty every day. 
Will there be enough money to pay the 
rent? To buy food? To get medicine? The 
hardships their relatives endure weigh 
heavily on Somali-Americans.

In part, it’s that deep sense of family re-
sponsibility that fuels the enterprise and 
energy that makes 24 Mall the vibrant 
core of this Minneapolis neighborhood: 
Success here means less suffering at 
home. Every dollar earned is a dollar that 
can be shared with family members in 
Somalia, family members who may need 
it more.

“I don’t want to eat my income alone. I 
want to help my family,” says 68-year-
old Hussein Ahmed, sitting behind a 
desk in one of the mall’s shops. “If we 
stop, I feel disaster—disaster for the 
sender and the family who receives.”

But as spring stretched into summer, 
the chance of just such a disaster—of 
countless Somali families being unable 
to feed their children or afford medical 

care—began to worry Somali-Americans 
with a persistence they couldn’t shake: 
word trickled down that the only reliable 
way they have of sending money home 
might soon disappear. Could it be true? 
Would the US government really stand 
by idly as its banking rules force the 
closure of the money transfer operators 
scattered through the mall and in small 
offices across the city?

Around the world, citizens of many 
countries depend on the money rela-
tives send home—a sum that could 
reach more than $700 billion by 2016. 
But in Somalia, that support is more 
critical than ever.

THE HEAVY HAND OF TREASURY
In early May, Merchants Bank of California 
dropped a bombshell: It announced that 
under heavy pressure from the Office 
of the Comptroller of the Currency, an 
independent regulatory agency housed 
in the Treasury Department, it would 
close the accounts of many of its 
Somali-American money transfer opera-
tors. It has set the deadline for Sept. 30. 
Without a bank to hold their money and 
wire it abroad, these small but vital  
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businesses cannot continue to operate— 
and Somalis here will find their safe and 
legal options for sending money home 
rapidly diminishing.

For the past two years, as other banks 
gradually moved out of the business, 
Merchants has handled the majority of 
transactions for Somali money transfer 
operators around the country. Faced 
with intense scrutiny and the threat 
of high fines, many banks had found it 
difficult to meet Treasury Department 
rules designed to counter terrorism and 
discourage money laundering. And with 
local regulators adding extra pressure, 
banks decided that the challenge of 
serving Somali-American money transfer 
operators was just too daunting: banks 
had been shuttering those accounts at 
almost twice the rate of those belonging 
to Latin American operators. 

But Merchants held on—until May.

“The moment we have been working so 
hard for the last two years to prevent 
has, unfortunately, arrived,” said Scott 
Paul, a senior humanitarian policy adviser 
for Oxfam America. “If Somali-American 
money transfer companies are forced out 
of business, people here will not be able 
to send as much money home, if any at 
all. Cash will wind up traveling in suitcas-
es, prey to criminal networks. Communi-
ties throughout Somalia will suffer.” 

BAD NEWS AT A BAD TIME
The Merchants Bank decision hit just as 
aid groups in Somalia began sounding 
the alarm about deteriorating conditions 
there—and at the very moment when 
family support from abroad was most 
needed. In late May, the UN warned that 
many children under the age of 5 faced 
severe malnutrition and up to 200,000 of 
them could die by the end of the year if 
donors didn’t quickly provide emergency 
funds to prevent widespread hunger  
in Somalia.

Oxfam, which worked together with 
Somali groups to provide more than 
670,000 people with humanitarian aid 
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TOP: Katra Arale remembers how beautiful Somalia was before conflict consumed it. She regularly sends 
money home to family members who are struggling to survive there. Coco McCabe / Oxfam America

BOTTOM: Sadiq Yusuf Mohamud was 18 when he was finally able to start high school here in the US after 
years of hardship in Kenya and Somalia. Now, having earned a master’s degree in education, he sends 
about $600 a month back to Somalia to help support others. Coco McCabe / Oxfam America
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this year, says that a mix of delayed 
rains, rising food prices, and escalating 
conflict in Somalia’s most fertile regions 
could make it even harder for families 
to get the sustenance they need in 
the coming months. Our support has 
included the provision of clean water, 
sanitation services, and cash transfers.

In 2011, famine killed at least 260,000 So-
malis, and affected the lives of millions of 
others. The memory of that terrible time 
haunts those who survived, and the risk 
of Somalia sinking back into deep trouble 
hovers menacingly. The hard-earned dol-
lars Somali-Americans sent back during 
those tough months of the drought and 
food crisis did a great deal to ease the 
situation. Now, the possibility that their 
help might be cut off is agonizing.

“How would you feel if your mom was 
sick and you could not provide the 
medicine and food she needs?” asks 
Mohamed Hassan, a Somali elder in  
Minneapolis, as his eyes well with tears. 
“I can’t even eat thinking about [it].”

All told, Somali migrants around the 
globe send home about $1.3 billion a 
year—more than the country receives in 
humanitarian and development aid and 
foreign investment combined. From the 
US alone, the contributions amount to 
more than $200 million annually—money 
often scraped together from jobs that 
barely pay their owners enough to sup-
port families here.

‘WE HAVE TO HELP ONE ANOTHER’
Katra Arale sends at least $300 home 
every month. Sometimes, it’s as much 
as $400 or $500. The money helps her 
father, who is disabled, his wife, and 
their children.

For 15 years, since arriving in the US at 
age 22, Arale has worked in janitorial 
services, cleaning a government build-
ing in Minneapolis. A mother of three 
children all born in the US, Arale says 
she’s glad to share her salary with her 
extended family in Somalia. 

“I don’t feel a burden,” she says,  
“because my family depends on that 
money. I don’t feel bad. I feel happy.”

Hersi Suleiman, who has lived in the 
US for more than 30 years and shares 
about 20 percent of his net income with 
family in Somalia, puts it this way: “We 
feel obligated—personally, emotionally, 
psychologically, and, most importantly, 
religiously. We have to help one another,” 
he says.

“The entire community wouldn’t exist if 
there was no interdependence,” adds 
Sadiq Yusuf Mohamud, who until recently 
was working both a full-time job and a 
half-time job so he could send as much 
money back as possible. “Back home 
there is starvation, death, destruction.”

DON’T CUT THE LIFELINE
At stake now is the lifeline for millions of 
people. Together, Oxfam and Adeso, an 
international humanitarian and develop-
ment organization founded by Somalis, 
have been working with members of the 
Somali diaspora to find a way to keep 
their monthly contributions flowing.

WHAT’S WRONG? 
Many people in developing countries 
like Somalia depend on the money 
family and friends living abroad send 
home. Without that support, many 
Somalis would not be able to meet 
their basic needs for food and shel-
ter. But US Treasury Department rules 
could cut the lifeline.

WHAT’S OXFAM DOING?
Oxfam and its partners have thor-
oughly researched the scope of  
the problem and are working with 
Somali-Americans to sound the 
alarm among US legislators while 
pushing the Treasury Department  
to change its tune.

Right the Wrong



“For a lot of people, this is their only 
source of income,” says Anne-Marie 
Schryer-Roy, Adeso’s communications 
and advocacy manager. “The needs are 
huge in Somalia right now, and people 
need this money to make ends meet.”

Shifting into high gear, Adeso and Oxfam 
commissioned a report by the Inter- 
American Dialogue to examine the full 
scope of the problem and propose solu-
tions to the Treasury Department. They 
have marshaled the support of celebri-
ties and made their case directly with 
policymakers and bankers both in the  
US and abroad. In May, the US House  
of Representatives passed the Money 
Remittances Improvement Act spon-
sored by US Representative Keith Ellison 
of Minnesota. A small but important step 
forward, the bill would reduce some  
of the regulatory burden on money 
transfer operators.

But there’s a long way to go—and a great 
deal more that the Treasury Department 

needs to do to ensure that the flow of 
money continues, including making its 
regulations more clear, offering short-
term exceptions, and creating incentives 
so that banks can keep the accounts of 
money transfer operators open.

“We are Americans. We care deeply for 
our country and have invested in its 
future,” wrote Renton, Wash. resident 
Hamdi Abdulle in a petition she started 
in June to get the Treasury Department 
to change its tune. “We also care about 
our relatives who stayed behind in 
Somalia. … Our families don’t want to rely 
on foreign aid. They’d rather not rely on 
us either, but—for now—they need our 
help. … We must find a way to keep this 
lifeline open for our families.”

A CLOSER LOOK
Learn more about he hardships  
Sadiq Yusuf Mohamud endured  
as a boy in Somalia at  
oxfamamerica.org/moneytransfer.
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ABOVE: A woman uses cash transferred through 
a money transfer operator to buy goods in 
Kulmiye, Somalia. Daniel J. Gerstle / Adeso

OPPOSITE: Across Somalia, which is again  
facing deteriorating conditions, people rely  
for their basic needs on the money sent home 
by family members and friends in the US.  
Karel Prinsloo / Adeso

WE FEEL OBLIGATED—PERSONALLY, EMOTIONALLY, PSYCHOLOGICALLY,  
AND, MOST IMPORTANTLY, RELIGIOUSLY. WE HAVE TO HELP ONE ANOTHER.
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Go to oxfamamerica.org/legacygifts  
to learn about leaving a legacy 
for Oxfam including charitable gift 
annuities, bequests, or charitable 
remainder trusts. These are just 
a sampling of ways to help create 
lasting solutions to poverty and 
hunger—giving a gift that lasts  
for generations.

For more information about estate planning, contact 
Andrew Morrison at (800) 776-9326 ext. 2723, or 
aamorrison@oxfamamerica.org.

PHOTO: PERCY RAMÍREZ / OXFAM AMERICA


